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The purpose of this study is to explore how to manage and implement service recovery on 

social media. More precisely, the aim of this research is to gain new knowledge on why the 

potential of social media as customer service channel is not fully utilized, how companies 

should react and control service failures voiced on social media. This research focuses on 

practices, limitations and motives that lie behind effective service recovery on social media. 

This research is conducted by exploring how service failure occurs, what are the specific 

characteristics of customer complaining behavior on social media, by investigating the 

elements of successful service recovery implementation and how to recover from service 

failure via social media. The object of this research is a Finnish-based company offering 

postal and logistic services.  

 

This research was conducted as a single case study first by investigating customer 

complaining behavior and organizational responses on case company’s social media sites 

with content analysis. The second phase consisted of semi-structured interviews with the 

aim to explore service recovery management and implementation on social media from the 

company’s point of view. 

 

The results indicated that same service recovery strategy can be adopted to both offline 

and online environments. However, due to the publicity of social media companies should 

add new elements on their strategies. The key findings demonstrated that the most critical 

elements include third parties, cooperation with communications department, reply 

timeframe and customer privacy. The results also indicated that public communication and 

uncertainty on the channels are the most dominant aspects why companies do not use the 

full potential of social media when communicating with customers. Most of the service 

failures are discussed privately leaving social media audience in doubt whether the issue 

was solved by the company or not. Customer communication styles increase the uncertainty 

on how to react on their messages. Moreover, it seems that the content of public replies is 

neglected in some degree as apologizing and authentic willingness to solve service failures 

does not appear to the social media audience. 
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Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on selvittää, kuinka palvelun normalisointia toteutetaan ja 

johdetaan sosiaalisessa mediassa. Lisäksi tavoitteena on kasvattaa ymmärrystä siitä, miksi 

sosiaalisen median potentiaalia asiakaspalvelukanavana ei hyödynnetä täysin, kuinka 

yritysten tulisi reagoida siellä esille tuleviin palveluvirheisiin ja kuinka niitä tulisi kontrolloida. 

Tämän lisäksi tutkimus perehtyy käytäntöihin, rajoituksiin ja motiiveihin, jotka liittyvät 

tehokkaaseen palvelun normalisointiin sosiaalisessa mediassa. Tutkimus toteutetaan 

selvittämällä palveluvirheen syntymiseen liittyviä syitä, asiakkaiden valituskäyttäytymisen 

erityispiirteitä sosiaalisessa mediassa, tutkimalla menestyvän palvelunnormalisoinnin 

elementtejä sekä kuinka palveluvirheitä voidaan korjata sosiaalisen median välityksellä. 

Tämän laadullisen tutkimuksen kohteena on suomalainen yhtiö, joka tarjoaa posti- ja 

logistiikkapalveluita.  

 

Tutkimus toteutettiin yksittäistapaustutkimuksena, jossa selvitettiin ensin asiakkaiden 

valituskäyttäytymistä sekä organisaation vastauskäytäntöjä case-yrityksen hallinnoimilla 

sosiaalisen median sivuilla sisällönanalyysin keinoin. Tutkimuksen toinen vaihe koostui 

teemahaastatteluista, joissa selvitettiin sosiaalisessa mediassa tapahtuvan palvelun 

normalisoinnin johtamista, käytäntöjä sekä kokemuksia yritysnäkökulmasta. 

 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että sama palvelun normalisoinnin strategia sopii sekä 

offline- että online -ympäristöön. Sosiaalisen median julkisuus näyttää kuitenkin johtavan 

siihen, että yritysten on lisättävä uusia elementtejä strategiaansa. Tulosten mukaan 

tärkeimmät huomioitavat elementit ovat kolmannet osapuolet, viestinnän tuki, vastauksen 

aikaikkuna sekä asiakkaiden yksityisyyssuoja. Tulokset viittaavat myös siihen, että 

keskustelun julkisuus sekä epävarmuus ovat dominoivimmat tekijät, miksi sosiaalista 

mediaa ei hyödynnetä täysin asiakasyhteydenpidossa. Lisäksi suurin osa palveluvirheistä 

käsitellään yksityisesti jättäen sosiaalisen median yleisön epätietoiseksi siitä, onko tapaus 

ratkaistu vai ei. Asiakkaiden tapa kommunikoida lisää epävarmuutta siitä, kaipaavatko he 

reagointia viestiinsä. Näyttää myös siltä, ettei julkisten vastausten sisältöön kiinnitetä 

riittävästi huomiota, sillä anteeksi pyytäminen ja aito halu korjata asiakkaan kohtaama 

palveluvirhe ei välity yleisölle sosiaalisessa mediassa. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

This Master’s Thesis aims to increase understanding on how companies should react on 

complaints voiced on their social media channel(s), and more importantly, how they should 

control and manage complaints on social media. More precisely, this research focuses on 

the procedures, limitations and motives that lie behind effective service recovery in the 

context of social media. 

 

This chapter provides a description of the study area including background of the research, 

the research problems and objectives along with past research on this topic providing the 

theoretical framework for this study. Also described are the key concepts, delimitations, 

methodology and the structure of the research. 

 

1.1. Background of the research 

 

“All business is based on relationships. The firm only has to make them visible and 

meaningful for its customers - provided that the customer wants that” (Grönroos 2007, 23). 

 

Internet and social networking have changed the role of the customer from passive 

consumer to active one (Malthouse, Haenlein, Skiera, Wege & Zhang 2013, 270) as service 

failures that begin offline immediately find their ways into social media platforms. Most of 

these complaints being public allows any online user to see them, join the conversation and 

spread the electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). (Champoux, Dugree & McGlynn 2012, 22; 

Einwiller & Steinlen 2015, 195) Since eWOM creates both opportunities and threats, it can 

either be a positive or negative opinion by a customer or third party who is willing to say 

something about the company or its products and services (Einwiller & Steinlen 2015, 195). 

Nonetheless, social media not only allows companies to interact with customers but also to 

collect vast amount of data about them. By dealing with complaints on social media 

company can not only affect the opinion of the unsatisfied customer but all social media 

users who see the post. (Champoux et al. 2012, 22) 

 

Companies are not always able to satisfy their customers, yet customer service on social 

media makes it easier as 2012 conducted survey by Langsdorf shows. 55% of customer 

communication experiences with companies on social media are either “disappointing” or 

“mediocre” (Langsdorf 2012; cited in Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 12-13) whereas Martiz 
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Reseach (2011) reported that companies’ response rate on Twitter complaints was only 

about 33%. Authors including Kelleher & Miller (2006), Dekay (2012) and Einwiller & 

Steinlen (2015) have concluded that complaint handling and interaction with the stakeholder 

on social media has not been fully adopted by companies. As empirical research on 

complaint handling practices on social media is still minimal it provides interesting 

opportunity to study this area further.  

 

It is clear that companies should invest in maintaining customer relationships by handling 

complaints from a customer point of view within a reasonable timeframe. It does not require 

much time or special tools to make customer satisfied again since in most of the cases 

apologizing, showing empathy and offering a satisfactory solution are enough. Moreover, 

companies should deliver a service culture that encourages customers to express their 

dissatisfaction as otherwise it can be difficult to correct the mistakes and upgrade the 

service to the next level. 

 

When the service process fails to meet customer expectations service failure occurs. (Bell 

& Zemke 1987, 32; Johnston & Fern 1999, 69; Grönroos 2007, 125). Grönroos (2007, 125) 

stated that the company shows its commitment to service by solving not only the mistakes 

made by the company but also by the customer or third parties. Far too often companies 

are unable to see service failures from the customer’s perspective. Various researchers 

(e.g. Halstead, Morash & Ozment 1996, 107-109; Bejou & Palmer 1998, 8) have pointed 

out that companies should analyze service failures from the side of the customer; the 

meaning of the failure and how the unsatisfied customer now sees the service provider. 

 

Hogan et al. (2003, 197) suggested that when a failure occurs company should put effort to 

recover these customers, since if left unsatisfied they not only take their money elsewhere 

but are also willing to spread their disappointment out loud. The huge influence of WOM on 

customer opinion on companies is widely acknowledged and has more power than any 

other marketing source. (Buttle 1998, 241-242) However, service recovery is a process 

which aims to put things back to normal, which requires ability to understand what delights 

the customer. (Johnston & Fern 1999, 80-82) 

 

According to Grönroos (2007, 89) the quality components of service delivery can be defined 

as the “Seven criteria of good perceived service quality model” part of it being service 

recovery. Moreover, Grönroos (2007, 89-90) describes service recovery as a process-

related function that belongs to the dimension of functional quality. Process-based quality 
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is driven from the customers’ earlier service experiences which has created a trust that the 

service provider takes actions towards acceptable solution immediately after a problem has 

occurred. Tax, Brown & Chandrashekaran (1998) pointed out that successful complaint 

handling process has direct impact on customers’ commitment and trust. 

 

Customers’ interest regarding complaints on social media sites has recently increased. The 

article of Schaefers & Shamari (2015) outlines stories of unsatisfied customers who have 

voiced their disappointment on U.S. Airlines, T-Mobile’s, Marriot Hotels’ and Dell’s social 

media channels. The story of Paul Smith who lost his luggage, demonstrates what drives a 

customer to public complaint as after calling to customer service and writing several e-mails 

without receiving any help, he decided to post his problem on the airline’s Facebook page 

that had 1 Million fans at that time. (Ibid.) 

 

Unfortunately many companies have not provided their employees a protocol on how to 

react on social media complaints. Worst case scenario would be an employee reply without 

a strategy and understanding on how customers should be treated. Yle (2016a) reported 

on a relatively new phenomenon “social media extortion” which has risen due dissatisfied 

customers, who blackmail the company by threating to post about their negative service 

experience. Despite the fact whether the allegations are real or not, companies need to take 

them seriously and adopt both proactive strategies and protocols regarding social media 

activities. (Yle 2016a; Yle 2016b) 

 

The power of negative eWOM should not be underestimated as many companies have 

faced unpleasant publicity when customer’s dissatisfaction spreads on social media. One 

of the recent service failures that attracted publicity on social media is the case Maskun 

Kalustetalo in April 2016 when a dissatisfied customer who did not get her couch on time 

raised her voice on Facebook. The post got immediate attention as in two days the post 

was shared 5028 times making the company privately contact the customer and offering a 

gift card. Had the dissatisfied customer not posted about the gift card herself, the social 

media audience would not have known about compensation.  

 

Other examples include the case VR where a disappointed customer shared in Twitter a 

picture of a hot dog served on train and when a customer complained when Midhill 

restaurant charged for tab water. Midhill’s case turned out as a disaster since the customer 

received a rude reply on restaurant’s Facebook page from the company. Posti, which is the 

case company on this Master’s Thesis has also faced several challenging situations on 
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social media including a customer who felt confused after several times facing the same 

annoying situation; never seeing the postman in person made him wonder if the mail was 

delivered by a silent and invisible “ninja”. The customer posted ironic critique on Posti’s 

Facebook site, which the company managed to turn to their advantage by creating a 

hilarious story about the Posti Ninjas. All these cases are presented in Appendix 1 in more 

detail. 

 

Common factor in these cases is that negative eWOM spreads at the speed of light via 

social media channels making the stories newsworthy. The way the companies handled 

these social media storms varied noticeably from clever to inappropriate. One of the goals 

on this research is to gain new knowledge on service recovery practices conducted on social 

media. In other words, the aim is to find out which service recovery attributes are used by 

the case company and how to improve their appearance on social media. Thus, this 

research will provide firsthand information and supportive ideas for the case company to 

improve their service recovery performance on social media. Moreover, the service 

recovery attributes presented on this research can be used as guidelines when establishing 

or improving service recovery strategy especially on social media. 

 

1.2. Research problem and objectives 

 

Based on the background of this study, the main purpose is to identify the best service 

recovery practices in the context of social media that not only deliver value for the case 

company but also increase understanding on how to utilize the opportunities offered by 

social media to recover dissatisfied customers. In addition, this study aims to explore why 

companies are not able to employ the full potential of social media after service failure to 

assist their clients and how service recovery practices are both managed and implemented 

in a Finnish-based company. By exploring the subject, this research aims to contribute 

deeper perspective for the challenges of social media service recovery and how to manage 

it successfully. 

 

Unlike most studies on service recovery that take place in online or offline environment are 

from the side of the customer, this research studies service recovery from the company’s 

point of view. As stated above, social media has become a vital channel for customer-

company conversations requiring active participation. Einwiller & Steilen (2015) suggested 

that by interviewing companies about their complaint management strategies on social 
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media would gain better understanding on procedures, limitations and motives that lie 

behind handling complaints. 

 

Based on the earlier discussion, the main research question is:  

 

How to manage service recovery on social media?  

 

As social media has a huge role on consumers’ everyday life, it is easy to complain about 

failed service encounters on various social media channels. Due to interactive nature of 

social media these complaints are visible to other consumers and companies, thus there is 

a direct impact on corporate image which in turn creates assumptions for future service 

encounters. (Champoux et al. 2012, 22; Einwiller & Steinlen 2015, 195) Therefore 

successful service recovery is a critical part of companies’ customer service practices in the 

ever-tightening competition as it not only creates competitive advantage but also increases 

customer satisfaction, loyalty and company’s profitability. (Hart, Heskett & Sasser 1990, 

148; Keaveney 1995, 79-80; Tax et al. 1998, 60; Smith, Bolton & Wagner 1999, 358; Buttle 

& Burton 2002, 217) 

 

To answer the research question above, the following four sub-questions evolved: 

 

1) What are the specific characteristics of customer complaining behavior on social 

media? 

 

Even though customer complaining behavior is a widely studied area (e.g. Etzel 1981; 

Richins 1983; Singh 1988; Hart et al. 1990; Blodgett et al. 1993; Tax et al. 1998; 

McCollough, Berry & Yadav 2000) it does not offer a holistic perspective on customer 

complaining behavior on social network sites (Balaji, Khong & Chong 2016, 537) as these 

platforms have changed customer complaining intentions due easier, cheaper and faster 

ways to complain (Zaugg 2006). To gain insight why some customers choose company’s 

social media site over other channels when disappointed, the characteristics of customer 

complaining behavior on social media should be thoroughly studied. 
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2) What are the elements of successful service recovery? 

 

Since service recovery is a multi-dimensional concept, it is urgent to understand the 

applicable attributes for this research. On this research, service recovery features are 

formed into the context of social media. Moreover, it is suggested that in order to have 

efficient service recovery practices, service recovery culture should be adopted throughout 

the organization and combined with the most effective service recovery efforts. (Gonzalez, 

Hoffman, Ingram & LaForge 2010) 

 

3) How to recover from service failure via social media?  

 

To comprehensively combine and evaluate service recovery efforts and its management 

practices, theory-based findings serve as a basis to identify service recovery procedures of 

a Finnish company operating in postal service industry. It is critical to explore employees’ 

recovery efforts on social media as it provides understanding on company’s service 

recovery strategies together with employees’ recovery efforts and empowerment given by 

the company. Moreover, as research on social media provides highly subjective knowledge 

on company’s service recovery practices, the research is improved by interviewing 

personnel to provide understanding on procedures, limitations and motives behind their 

complaint handling efforts.  

 

1.3. Literature review 

 

Service recovery is a relatively old phenomenon which Grönroos (1988, 13) defined as 

actions that company takes to find solution that repairs the failure. According to Halstead et 

al. (1996, 107) both service recovery and complaint management are customer retention 

strategies that enable continuous improvement of the services as an exact, current and 

reliable information from the customers. That information is the root of quality management 

deriving better profitability and creating sustainable competitive advantage. (Ibid.) 

 

However, researchers’ opinions on these two strategies vary across the research field since 

some authors perceive service recovery and complaint management as the same concept 

(e.g. Harrison-Walker 2001; Davidow 2003, Gruber, Szmigin & Voss 2009) while some treat 

them as separate concepts (e.g. Grönroos 2007). Grönroos (2007, 126) defined service 

recovery as a service-oriented concept that helps companies to manage service failures 

and complaints whereas complaint handling is the traditional way to solve customer 
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problems as they are asked to make formal complaints that are handled in an administrative 

manner. Grönroos (2007, 126) stated that complaint handling can be seen as a non-service-

oriented approach due its internal efficiency nature that aims to save costs. In other words, 

on most of the cases compensation is offered only to avoid legal consequences. (Ibid.) 

 

During the last few decades service recovery has reached researchers’ interest due to its 

complex nature which has a direct link on customer loyalty and thus impacts on companies’ 

profitability (Hart et al. 1990, 148; Tax et al. 1998, 60; Buttle & Burton 2002, 217) as well as 

customer satisfaction (McCollough et al. 2000, 133), repeat purchases (Keaveney 1995, 

79-80) and word-of-mouth (Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002, 67). 

  

Over thirty years ago Etzel & Silverman (1981, 128) pointed out that if complaint handling 

turns a dissatisfied customer into a satisfied one, the process may create more valuable 

and loyal customer than if there never was a service failure. The article of Hart et al. (1990) 

supports what Etztel & Silverman introduced in 1981. McCollough & Bharadwaj named this 

phenomenon as “Service recovery paradox” in 1992. (Magnini, Ford, Markowski & 

Honeycutt 2007, 213) However, the researchers have split into two camps; those who have 

proved the existence of the paradox (e.g. Hocutt, Chakraborty & Mowen 1997, 460; Buttle 

et al. 2002, 217) and to those who have not found support for it. (e.g. McCollough et al. 

2000, 132; Andreassen 2011, 47) 

 

It is noteworthy that McCollough has both found and denied the existence of service 

recovery paradox on his studies. Moreover, service recovery paradox seems not to be 

unambiguous phenomenon as some researchers have concluded because it mainly exists 

in certain situations (Magnini et al. 2007, 220-221) and only after the first failure occurs 

(Maxham et al. 2002, 67). 

 

Nonetheless, various researchers (e.g. Etzel 1981, 133; Richins 1983, 71; Hart et al. 1990, 

151; McCollough et al. 2000, 133) have pointed out that all customers do not complain after 

service failure.  According to Singh (1990, 12) up to 53% of customers may not complain 

whereas Gruber et al. (2009, 650) indicated that the most disappointed rather exit than 

complain. The same phenomenon was introduced by Hirschman back in 1970, which is 

known as “Hirschman’s exit-voice theory”. The theory is connected to situations where a 

consumer is not satisfied with the service provided. Hirschman suggested that a service 

failure can be identified through two feedback channels: exit and voice. (Fornell & 

Wernerfelt 1987, 339) Richins (1983, 76-77) instead acknowledged that customer complaint 
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can be either exit, voice or negative WOM. Tax et al. (1998, 61) presented four post-

purchase behaviors where disappointed customer either exits, complains to the company, 

makes a third party action (i.e. WOM) or continues to patronage.  

 

Even the best service organizations with the greatest strategies and tight quality control 

sometimes fail in customer interaction and naturally the companies with the most satisfied 

customer experiences are the most successful ones. (Webster 1998, 153) According to 

Keaveney (1995, 76) the main reason why companies lose their customers is dissatisfaction 

with the company’s service including failures on core or customer service, poorly handled 

complaints and other difficulties with the company. Bitner, Booms, Tetreault & Stanfield 

(1990, 80) reported that the reasons behind service failures vary considerably since they 

can be caused by service unavailability, slow service or mistakes in delivery whereas 

Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry (1985, 47-49) pointed out that by comparing customer 

experience and expectations on how companies within the same industry should provide 

services the service quality can be evaluated.  

 

According to Tax et al. (1998, 72) customer satisfaction with company’s recovery actions 

has a direct connection to both trust and commitment thus handling complaints is strictly 

tied to relationship management. Based on the study of Smith & Bolton (2002, 19-20) 

managers have three options to improve the process of service delivery: by training 

employees to notice when a customer is disappointed with service, by applying customized 

recovery processes which are used especially when a customer expresses dissatisfaction 

with the service as these individuals pay more attention into recovery practices and evaluate 

them more critically compared to others and thirdly, by offering a wide set of recovery tools 

to frontline employees. In other words, managers should create service delivery processes 

that enable customized recovery in multiple dimensions. 

  

Moreover, customer service personnel is essential when it comes to service recovery 

practices, therefore it is urgent for them to adopt the strategies that have been planned 

(Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46). Bettencourt & Brown (1997, 54) concluded that 

company’s fairness, administration and employee supervision have direct influences on 

complaint handling practices whereas Maxham et al. (2003, 46) found out that shared 

values within the organization and organizational justice have significant effects on 

customer experience. The “Recovery process model” by Maxham et al. (2003) explains the 

relationships between organizational justice and customer perceived justice, thus the theory 
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increases understanding on organization’s impact on employees and how they affect the 

service encounters.  

 

On previous literature, service recovery research has mainly focused on customers’ point 

of view as the researchers have studied customer relationship and satisfaction after service 

recovery (Hess, Ganesan & Klein 2003), customer loyalty and complaint intentions 

(Levesque & McDougall 2000), perceived control, justice and satisfaction with recovery 

outcomes (Guo, Lotz, Tang, & Gruen 2016), satisfaction with recovery efforts (Smith et al. 

1999), justice, satisfaction and corporate image (Mostafa, Lages, Shabbir & Thwaites 2015) 

service recovery strategies (DeWitt & Brady 2003), the role of customer emotions (Smith & 

Bolton 2002), recovery satisfaction and intentions (Spreng et al. 1995; Nguyen, McColl-

Kennedy & Dagger 2012) as well as post- & pre-recovery emotions and perceived justice 

(Ozgen & Kurt 2012). Employee perspective was explored by Robinson, Neeley & 

Williamson (2011) when the researchers tested empowerment, job satisfaction and self-

efficiency related to service recovery practices.  

 

Halstead et al. (1996, 107) stated that service recovery and quality management are closely 

related meaning that for example the quality of services should be continuously improved 

after the emergence of service failure. In addition, Halstead, Droke & Cooper (1993, 36) 

concluded that higher service quality increases customer expectations towards service 

recovery whereas Hocutt & Stone (1998, 128) demonstrated that by empowering frontline 

employees, the quality of service recovery efforts increases. According to the findings 

above, managing service quality is an important part on this research. Moreover, 

Parasuraman et al. (1985, 42) acknowledged that perceived quality emerges when 

comparing customer expectations and the performance of the company whereas Grönroos 

(1988, 12) pointed out that service quality is more than technical and functional quality, 

including also both expected and experienced quality. In other words “Total perceived 

quality” is negative if there is a gap between experience and expectation. 

 

In addition, Seth, Deshmukh & Prem (2005) studied 19 service quality models that have 

been introduced in the existing literature. They found out that not only customer needs, 

outcome of the service and its measurement may vary among service settings but also that 

customer expectations are ever-changing. For example prevailing competition along the 

number of service encounters with the company may affect the mind of the customer. 

Alongside Seth et al. (2005) Boulding, Kalra, Staelin & Zeithaml (1993, 24) and O’Neill & 
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Palmer (2004, 443) noted that customer expectations and perceptions may change along 

time.  

 

Alongside Grönroos, various researchers have investigated quality management related 

issues and provided frameworks such as “Synthesised quality model” (Brogowhich, Delene 

& Lyth 1990) which illustrates service gaps more specifically than the “Total perceived 

quality model”. In 1985 Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry created “a conceptual model of 

service quality” as a result of their explorative study identifying four distinct gaps that could 

have a negative effect on service encounters. Later the same authors named the model as 

“SERVQUAL” which is used to measure service quality through five dimensions. 

(Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry 1991) However, Buttle (1996) has criticized SERVQUAL 

framework for following reasons; both the expectations and perceptions seem to be 

subjective, the framework demonstrates a direct relationship between service and quality 

along with whether the correct things are measured. As identifying gaps on quality is not 

the aim of this study, but to understand what leads to negative service encounters, total 

perceived quality model by Grönroos (2007) provides a clear background for the study.   

 

Various researchers have created service recovery strategies (e.g. Bell & Zemke 1987; 

Bitner et al. 1990) and frameworks (e.g. Tax et al. 1998, Miller et al. 2000; Gonzalez, 

Hoffman & Ingram 2005). The framework created by Tax et al. (1998) illustrates complaint 

handling relationships focusing on the elements of justice, Miller et al. (2000) demonstrated 

how recovery process proceeds whereas the framework by Gonzalez et al. (2005) not only 

provided understanding about the process but also gave exact knowledge on what 

managers should take into account to make the process more efficient. For these reasons 

the framework of failure analysis and recovery efforts by Gonzalez et al. (2005) is applied 

into this study. 

 

Even though social media is a powerful communication channel, there is little literature 

regarding how service recovery is managed in practice. In addition service recovery on 

social media is a relatively new research field, yet some researchers have already explored 

its characteristics compared to traditional channels. Schaefers & Shamari (2015) focused 

on how customers’ virtual presence affect recovery efforts on social media and Einwiller & 

Stelein (2015) investigated how companies handle complaints on their social media sites 

whereas Manika et al. (2016) studied how mobile phone company’s apologies on social 

media, more specifically on YouTube, affect both the existing and potential customers after 

service failure. They underlined that most of the social media studies have investigated 



  19 

customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction under companies’ or brands’ everyday actions on 

social media. In addition, they found that social media’s competences as a fast apology 

channel has not yet been investigated.  

 

Fan & Niu (2016) conducted their research on Twitter where they explored how airline 

companies and their customers communicate via tweets after service failure. Their aim was 

to find which factors affect service recovery strategies effectiveness, especially the criticality 

of the mistake and the recovery speed. Whereas Ye & Tripathi (2016) analyzed tweets 

posted by dissatisfied customers and how companies should reply to fill the criteria of the 

justice theory.   

 

As can be seen, previous research does not provide insights from the company point of 

view, thus research on how managers and employees are able to implement social media 

service recovery practices is needed to find gaps between both literature and common 

practice. According to this, Hoffman et al. (2016) acknowledged that most of the service 

recovery studies are done from customer’s perspective, thus complaint management 

research from a company perspective could give new insight. Moreover, Hoffman et al. 

(2016) explained that future research should also focus on how to maintain an effective 

service recovery culture and how successful companies have created such culture. In other 

words, there is a limited understanding about managerial implications on service recovery 

via social media as only few researchers have studied the subject on this context. Appendix 

2 summarizes service recovery literature that has been investigated for this study. None of 

these studies have explored the subject in to gain holistic knowledge from the company’s 

point of view. 

 

1.4. Theoretical framework  

 

The theoretical framework on this study (Figure 1) is mainly based on the findings of 

Gonzalez et al. (2005) as they introduced the service recovery process model that can be 

used to both analyze failures and manage them effectively. The framework is improved by 

using existing literature that indicates quality and recovery management as an integral part 

of effective service recovery and applied in the context of this study.  
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework of the study (adapted from Gonzalez et al. 2005) 

 

Since the findings of literature review show that recovery culture, recovery and quality 

management are integral part of effective service recovery management these elements 

are also applied into theoretical framework on this research. Moreover, third parties 

meaning other consumers, are applied into the framework due to their active appearance 

and influence on social media. 

 

1.5. Key concept definitions 

 

The key concepts on this research are presented on this chapter as defining concepts is 

crucial to clarify the discussion and avoid misunderstandings. Nonetheless, most of the 

concepts do not have received definitions thus the most applicable definitions regarding this 

study are chosen from the literature.  

 

Service quality 

Service quality is built from two components including technical quality (meaning what) and 

functional quality (meaning how). When these two approaches are combined together with 

corporate image, the total quality of the service is formed. (Grönroos 2007, 74) 

 

Service failure 

When the service process fails to meet customer expectations service failure occurs. (Bell 

& Zemke 1987, 32; Johnston & Fern 1999, 69; Grönroos 2007, 125). 
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Customer complaining behavior 

Customer dissatisfaction leads to complaining behavior (Bearden & Teel 1983; Westbrook 

1987; Blodgett, Granbois & Walkers 1993), which is a complex and dynamic phenomenon 

(Blodgett et al. 1993, 399) that is driven by a variety of factors, such as behavioral factors 

including complaining or WOM (Singh 1988, 94) and non-behavioral factors where the 

customer takes no actions towards complaining (Etzel 1981, 133; Richins 1983, 71; Singh 

1988, 94; Hart et al. 1990, 151; McCollough et al. 2000, 133). 

 

Social media  

“Social media employ mobile and web-based technologies to create highly interactive 

platforms via which individuals and communities share, cocreate, discuss, and modify user-

generated content.” (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy & Silvestre 2011, 241).  

 
Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) 

eWOM is an opinion from a customer or third party that is voiced online and can have either 

positive or negative meaning towards the company or its products and services (Einwiller & 

Steinlen 2015, 195). 

 
Service recovery culture 

Company’s management understands that the expectations of the customers are not 

always met, they understand the importance of solving these problems and are willing to 

re-establish customer satisfaction. In order to have efficient service recovery practices, the 

management supports employees’ recovery efforts and engages them to the service 

recovery culture. (Gonzalez et al. 2010, 224) 

 

Service recovery 

Service recovery is a process that can be employed to respond to a service failure 

(Grönroos 1988, 13).  

 

1.6. Research delimitations 

 

Although this study increases the knowledge on practices and challenges related to service 

recovery on social media, some delimitations are associated. This research aims to explore 

the best social media service recovery practices by choosing the process model of 

Gonzalez et al. (2005) for the base of the study. It is complemented not only with the findings 

from existing service recovery literature especially in the context of social media but also 

findings from the empirical study. In other words, this study does not explore different 
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service recovery process models or create a new one, but the service recovery process of 

Gonzalez et al. (2005) is to be improved to effectively serve customers on social media from 

the customer-oriented perspective.  

 

The research has adopted only the theories related to service delivery quality, service 

failure, customer complaining behavior, eWOM and service recovery. More precisely, to 

understand both service failure occurrence and characteristics of failures, customer 

perception of quality and service failure theories are included into this study. Whereas 

customer complaining behavior especially on social media and eWOM are adopted to 

increase the understanding on why and how the case company’s customers complain on 

their Facebook and Twitter sites. Last, it is critical to understand how to successfully 

manage service recovery efforts and improve the service quality after recovery to increase 

customer satisfaction, loyalty, profitability and to gain competitive advantage over rivals. 

(Hart et al. 1990, 148; Keaveney 1995, 79-80; Tax et al. 1998, 60; Smith et al. 1999, 358; 

McCollough et al. 2000, 133 & Buttle & Burton 2002, 217)  

 

This research is a qualitative single case study, therefore alongside theoretical delimitations 

also managerial delimitations are recognized as the area of the research is narrow and 

focused only on both the case company and its customers’ actions. This study is limited to 

the context of postal services; daily mail and parcel delivery in Finland. Therefore, the 

results are not directly applicable to other businesses or countries due to for example 

cultural or legitimate differences. In addition, the case company is chosen as the object for 

this research due to both the company’s and its customers’ active approach on social media 

and recent improvements on their service functions including parcel points and online 

services. 

 

Moreover, this research focuses on the case company’s private customers meaning that 

the business customers are not part of this study. In other words, this research focuses on 

B2C recovery communication which is a result of service failure voiced on case company’s 

Facebook or Twitter site, meaning other social media channels are excluded from this study 

whereas customer complaint on a social media wall is a unit of collected data. The posts of 

the case company and satisfied or neutral customers are left out of this research. In addition 

this research considers only the public voice of the customer, i.e. private complaining is 

delimited from this study. Furthermore, it has been noticed that even though this research 

is conducted in the online context, service failure usually occurs offline. In other words, 

social media appears only as the channel of pointing out the service failure.  
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Since this research is done in a single service setting, therefore how customers and 

employees act may be different on other services for example due to the degree of 

involvement. As the case company is the only licensed service provider for sending letters 

and post cards in Finland excluding the Åland region (Liikenne- ja viestintäministeriö 2016), 

customers have no choice but to use their services, which may affect customer behavior. 

However, the situation is the opposite when sending parcels as there is a wide variety of 

service providers to choose from (Viestintävirasto 2015, 12).  

 

As this study aims to explore how service recovery is both managed and implemented 

throughout the case company on social media, it is recognized that only part of the 

personnel work directly on social media service recovery and out of those the interviewees 

are selected. Moreover, a questionnaire would not help to gain deeper understanding on 

the personnel views as when compared to interviews they can be limiting. Semi-structured 

interviews offer a possibility to gain ideas that may not be found from the previous research 

whereas social media content analysis provides overall understanding of typical service 

failures, customer complaining behavior and the case company’s public recovery practices. 

 

1.7. Research methodology 

 

The theoretical part on this research is based on a review of earlier studies e.g. customer 

perceived quality, service failure, customer complaining behavior, electronic word-of-mouth, 

service recovery and complaint handling on social media. The research questions and 

framework on this study are designed based on the literature review seen in chapter 1.3.  

 

The empirical part of the study explores service recovery by using both inductive approach 

and qualitative single case method. Inductive approach is adopted to this study as instead 

of testing existing theories the aim is to build a theory by gaining new insight related to the 

phenomenon which enables researcher to understand the meanings attached by individuals 

to the event. (Saunders et al. 2009, 125-127) It is widely known that the aim of qualitative 

research is to find or reveal facts instead of proving existing propositions. (Hirsjärvi, Remes 

& Sajavaara 2008, 156-157) Qualitative method was chosen over quantitative approach 

due the aim to gain both detailed and rich knowledge from the case company customers 

and employees instead of gaining descriptive statistics which could be used to generalize 

the results to other cases.  
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This research has adopted case study as the data acquisition strategy since the aim is not 

only to investigate why the potential of social media as service recovery channel is not fully 

exploited but also to gain understanding on how the company manages social media 

service recovery in practice. According to Yin (2009, 2) and Saunders Lewis & Thornhill 

(2009, 145-146) case study should be used as a research strategy when the research is 

not only done in the context of real life but it also comprises contemporary phenomenon. In 

addition to the above mentioned issues, case study is appropriate for this study since the 

aim is to investigate a social phenomenon extensively (Yin 2009, 3). By using case study, 

the researcher may not only use various methods to collect the data but also use them in 

combination. Whereas various data sources assist to increase the understanding on the 

subject studied. (Saunders et al. 2009, 146) 

 

The data collection phase includes two parts: First the data is collected from the case 

company’s Facebook and Twitter pages and analyzed by content analysis not only to gain 

rich understanding of the service recovery practices on their social media channels but also 

to analyze how the customers voice their disappointment online. Content analysis is a 

method which assists researcher to categorize text into categories that have identical 

relevance. (Hsieh & Shannon 2005, 1277) In addition, content analysis is a suitable method 

when analyzing the content of communication and how individuals express themselves 

through written messages due to its nature that not only produces systematic but also 

objective analysis of communication attributes. (Ye & Tripathi 2016, 3840). 

 

Second, personnel from the case company customer service and communications 

department are interviewed using semi-structured interviews to gain a holistic view from the 

side of the company. This interview type is chosen due to its flexibility during interviews as 

the employees have the possibility to talk freely about the given themes and share both 

their arguments and experiences with the interviewer. Moreover, interviews enable gaining 

a general picture of the research context with real-life examples. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 

36, 47-48) The interviews are transcribed subsequently and the data is categorized into 

both categories and sub-categories by conventional content analysis meaning that the 

codes emerge when analyzing the data (Hsieh & Shannon 2005, 1286). Next a hierarchy 

structure is developed to prepare a solid phase for reporting (Hsieh & Shannon 2005, 1279). 
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1.8. Structure of the thesis 

 

This research is structured as follows: The study begins with the introduction providing the 

background and research problem together with research objectives. This is followed by 

literature review, theoretical framework, key concept definitions, delimitations and a review 

on the research methodology (see Figure 2).  

 

In chapter 2 the theory related to service quality, service failure and customer complaining 

behavior are presented in the context of services whereas chapter 3 presents the most 

suitable service recovery literature for this study. This chapters includes theoretical 

background of service recovery, how to recover customers especially via social media and 

what are the characteristics of the channels. Next the emergence of service recovery culture 

is represented and finally, the theory of effective service recovery implementation concludes 

the theory part of this research.  

 

 

Figure 2: Structure of the thesis 

 

The methodology on this research is introduced in chapter 4 including not only the research 

strategy and methods but also the plan for data collection and analysis which are discussed 

together with reliability, validity and ethics. Chapter 5 presents the research context, results 

and findings, whereas the last part of this study represents the key findings and answers to 

the research questions followed by practical applications for the case company. Both 

theoretical and managerial implications, limitations and suggestions for future research are 

also presented in chapter 6 which concludes the research.  
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2. SERVICE FAILURE AND CUSTOMER COMPLAINING BEHAVIOR ON SOCIAL 

MEDIA 

 

This chapter explains why service failure occurs and what leads customers to voice their 

disappointment on social media even when the failure has occurred offline. This chapter 

also discusses on how to get the best possible outcome on these situations. 

 

2.1. The emergence of service failure 

 

Bell & Zemke (1987, 32) have stated that in order to understand service recovery, the first 

thing is to gain knowledge on how the service is experienced by the customer. In other 

words, companies should understand whether the customer experience matches with the 

provided service including both the process and the outcome. For example, even though 

the meal at the restaurant was delicious the customer may have a negative experience if it 

took too long to prepare. Thus, both the process and the outcome of the service should be 

managed to provide the quality customers have expected. (Ibid.) Whereas Davidow & Uttal 

(1989, 84) claimed that as good service is a personal experience, it can only be defined by 

the customer whose expectations are fulfilled or even exceeded. 

 

Traditionally quality has been seen as a technical functionality of the product or as a 

company’s strategy where quality has been added by creating extra value for the customer. 

In addition, the realization that services are produced and consumed at the same time is of 

essential importance. This requires not only accurate service management but also the 

knowledge of what customers really want and how they evaluate the service. (Grönroos 

2007, 71-72) 

 

In theory, customer satisfaction is the point where customer expectations match exactly 

with the experience. In addition, if the service is less than expected customer is disappointed 

whereas better than expected service delights the customer. Therefore it is critical to 

provide services that are above the neutral zone as positive experiences are memorable. 

On the flip side dissatisfaction leaves a negative memory that affects future consuming. 

(Bell & Zemke 1987, 32)  

 

Unfortunately service quality is often seen as an overall goal without specific definitions as 

well as improvement plan and customer point of view have not been properly thought out. 

Service quality researchers have concluded that “quality of a product or service is whatever 
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customer perceives it to be”. Companies should see service quality as a two-dimensional 

concept, which is a combination of both technical and functional quality. For example 

restaurant customers not only evaluate the waiter’s appearance and how they behave but 

also the waiting time and how the servings taste. (Grönroos 2007, 73-74) According to Seth 

et al. (2005, 946) customer’s expectation of the service determines how the overall service 

is evaluated by the customer whereas Hui, Chao, Fan & Au (2004, 465) stated that if 

customer has expectations of the service outcome, they are more likely to evaluate how the 

service is processed. In other words, if customer is not familiar with the service, outcome 

as a factor is more important than the process. (Ibid.) 

 

Figure 3 shows leading factors of total quality to customers. Technical quality refers to the 

service outcome and functional quality on how the customer perceives the process. 

Corporate image or reputation instead can affect customer’s quality perceptions as when 

the reputation is good a customer is more likely to ignore small mistakes and vice versa. In 

fact, negative image may have stronger impact on the quality perceptions regardless of the 

error magnitude. (O'Neill and Palmer 2004, 444; Grönroos 2007, 74).  

 

 

Figure 3: Two service quality dimensions (Adapted from Grönroos 2007, 74). 

 

Technical quality is often seen as competitive advantage of a company but nowadays this 

is no-longer the case. Creating such a competitive edge is difficult since technical solutions 

are easily copied and introduced to the public in a short timeframe. For example insurance 

companies or banks often release similar services as their competitors. Even though the 

new service is excellent, mistakes in service encounters may affect the overall quality. 

Therefore functional quality should be managed together with technical quality 
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implementing a service strategy that takes both sides into account. In other words, by 

providing excellent technical quality, it still may leave the customer dissatisfied with the 

service as lack of functional quality such as employee behavior influences total perceived 

quality. (Grönroos 2007, 75-76) According to Hui et al. (2004, 465) both the process and 

the outcome matter but their emphasis may change depending on how familiar the customer 

is with the service.  

 

Nonetheless, as time goes by and self-service opportunities are more available for the 

customers, it may change one’s personal outlook towards quality expectations of the 

services. In addition, customer’s experience may be influenced positively or negatively by 

other customers if other individuals consume the same service at the same time. (Grönroos 

2007, 74)  

 

According to Grönroos (2007, 76) total perceived quality is actually more than technical and 

functional quality as these dimensions cannot comprehensively explain whether the total 

quality was good or not. Thus, he created “Total perceived quality model” which combines 

expected and experienced quality (Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4: Total perceived quality (Adapted from Grönroos 2007, 77). 

 

Expected quality is influenced by customer’s needs and values, earlier experiences, 

marketing efforts by the company and other consumers’ opinions may influence the service 

expectations. Companies should notice that even though they have launched a quality 

program, total perceived quality may remain low due to extravagant advertising campaigns 
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that promise too much. Nonetheless, the most important factor is the possible gap between 

expected and experienced quality which leads to negative outcome, i.e. service failure. 

(Grönroos 2007, 76).  

 

Service provider has only a little control over quality expectations of a customer as they are 

a sum of many factors. (Davidow & Uttal 1989, 85; Johnson & Mathews 1997, 301) It is also 

noticeable that if a service sector is highly standardized, the customer may have the same 

expectations based on the past experiences whether one for example goes to McDonald’s 

or Burger King. In other words, if one fast food restaurant provides excellent service 

customer expectations may increase each time when visiting a fast food restaurant and vice 

versa. Moreover, WOM plays an important role when a customer has no prior experience 

on company’s services. Expectations formed via word of mouth may be totally different than 

what was learned through experience. (Johnson & Mathews 1997, 301-302)  

 

Repeated encounters with the same service provider may not only increase customer 

expectations but also morph them to be more realistic (Johnson & Mathews 1997, 299) as 

frequent experiences are easier to remember compared to old ones. (Hasher & Zacks 1984, 

1385) In other words, as time goes by customer starts to forget the overall service 

experience (O'Neill & Palmer 2004, 444).     

   

Halstead et al. (1996, 108, 113) investigated whether objective service failures and 

subjective customer complaints provide different information for the companies. They 

summarized that sometimes customer complaints may arise from other reasons than purely 

product or service related issues, meaning that the customer is unsatisfied with the overall 

experience. On the other hand failures often cannot be identified since customers do not 

complain. As service encounters are subjective experiences, (dis)satisfaction is determined 

by customer’s tolerance as some customers tolerate lower service performance than others. 

They also concluded that companies should continue to collect data from both objective 

and subjective service failures as these sources seem to provide dissenting results. In 

addition, by correcting a problem in a specific area, the company may be able to reduce 

failures in other areas as well due to interconnection between services. (Ibid.)  

 

Both Bejou et al. (1998, 16) and Boulding et al. (1993, 24) have acknowledged that the 

length of the customer relationship has an effect on service failure. For example Bejou et 

al. (1998, 15-17) have concluded that on relatively new relationships (i.e. less than a year) 

customers are more willing to overlook small failures, but up to 80% of the customers lost 
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their trust on the service provider after bigger issues. In addition, they also stated that the 

longer the relationship the better the customers accept both big and small mistakes. As a 

common practice companies assume that the problem lies on the production, when they 

should be looking at the customer feedback instead to identify the problem as it is not always 

possible to locate service failure from an internal search. (Bejou et al 1998, 8) 

 

Evanschitzky, Brock & Blut (2011, 401) studied whether customer commitment level has an 

effect on complaint behavior as they counted it as an integral attribution of complaint 

management process. The authors underlined that due to increased knowledge on 

complaint behavior managers are able to offer the most suitable service recovery strategies 

to every dissatisfied customer. Moreover, they found that committed customers have higher 

willingness to complain and assist organization to improve their services. (Ibid., 419-420) 

Whereas in turn customers with low commitment do not complain as it is considered too 

difficult. (Holloway & Beatty 2003, 100; Evanschitzky et al. 2011, 491) 

 

2.2. Behavior of disappointed customers 

 

Various researchers (e.g. Bearden & Teel 1983 and Westbrook 1987) have concluded that 

customer dissatisfaction leads to complaining behavior. Consumer complaint behavior 

(CCB) is a complex and dynamic phenomenon (Blodgett et al. 1993, 399) which is driven 

by variety of factors, such as behavioral factors including complaining or WOM (Singh 1988, 

94) and non-behavioral factors where the customer takes no action towards complaining 

(Etzel 1981, 133; Richins 1983, 71; Singh 1988, 94; McCollough et al. 2000, 133). Other 

affecting factors include perceived controllability of the problem (Blodgett et al. 1993, 423), 

level of dissatisfaction and customer attitudes and expectations (Bearden & Teel 1983, 25). 

 

It has also been acknowledged by various researchers that the most disappointed 

customers vote with their feet (McCollough et al. 2000, 133; Gruber et al. 2009, 650). 

Whereas Donoghue & Klerk (2009, 462) stated that CCB is affected by consumer-related 

variables such as age and education, product-related variables including type of the product 

and price for example and redress environment factors, meaning customer perceptions 

towards the company (e.g. response time and costs of complaining). 

 

However, four post-purchase behaviors can be identified from the existing literature 

including voice meaning that the person complains directly to the company (Richins 1983, 

76-77; Fornell & Wernerfelt 1987, 339; Tax et al. 1998, 6), WOM (Richins 1983, 76-77; 
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Singh 1988, 94; Tax et al. 1998, 61), exit (Richins 1983, 76-77; Fornell & Wernerfelt 1987, 

339; Tax et al. 1998, 61) and no actions meaning that the customer continues to patronage 

(Tax et al. 1998, 61).  

 

To understand the structure of customer complaints voiced on social media, Figure 5 has 

been created. The figure is adapted from the framework of Tax et al. (1998, 61) where they 

explained post-purchase options that the customer may use when not satisfied with the 

service. As social media allows not only to complain directly to the company but also 

enables third-party actions, the following chapters consider both phenomenon in more 

detail. 

 

 

Figure 5: Customer post-purchase actions on social media (adapted from Tax et al. 1998, 

61) 

 

Singh (1988, 95) acknowledged that if a customer chooses to complain, dissatisfaction can 

be voiced via public or private actions. Public action takes place when a person either 

complaints to the company, initiates legal actions towards it or contacts consumer agency 

that works on behalf of the customers. Private activities instead are typically word-of-mouth 

actions such as warning friends or family or boycotting the company.  However, Singh’s 

view on customer’s actions towards the company does not seem valid anymore due 

changes on both customer behavior and communication channels including social media 

which blurs the line between what is classified as private or public actions. Day (1980; cited 

in Singh 1988, 95) instead divided CCB into three groups: “redress seeking, complaining 

and personal boycott”. In addition, Cheung & Lee (2012, 219) indicated that spreading 

WOM via electronic channels (eWOM) differentiates from traditional WOM in terms of 

channels that allow information exchange, easy access, to both save and measure the 
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information and difficulty to judge whether the message is credible. Whereas Balaji, Jha & 

Royne (2015, 632) concluded that “high levels of unfairness, firm response, locus and 

personal identity” are the catalysts of complaining directly to the company whereas desire 

for revenge drives customers to share their experience with others.  

 

Complaining channel of choice depends also on customer’s motivations to complain, thus 

companies should provide various customer service channels to effectively solve problems 

and to minimize negative WOM. (Mattila & Wirtz 2004, 147) Social media’s open-comment 

platforms able customers to express themselves easier and faster than ever before 

(Chamboux et al. 2012, 24).  

 

2.2.1. Customer complaints on social media 

 

For companies of all sizes social media is an essential communication channel due to its 

cost effectiveness and faster communication with customers compared to traditional 

channels. Even though social media requires new skills and ways to think, it clearly has 

positive effects on businesses. (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, 67; Balaji et al. 2015, 649) From 

the customer’s point of view complaining on internet is not only easier (Zaugg 2006; 

Grégoire, Salle & Tripp 2015, 174; Kim & Tang 2016, 914) but also cheaper and faster than 

ever, thus customers who complain online expect immediate response (Zaugg 2006; 

Grégoire et al. 2015, 174). Yet, many customers use social media sites to talk directly with 

the customer service personnel instead of waiting to be served. (Grégoire et al. 2015, 175) 

In addition, many customers prefer to complain online due to the effect such network 

provides (Holloway & Beatty 2003, 102) as customers are able to engage other consumers 

not only in positive but also in negative (Harrison-Walker 2001, 397).  

 

During the Christmas holidays in 2011 FedEx company was introduced to the negative 

power of social media when a video of their employer throwing a fragile computer monitor 

around went viral on YouTube. The company responded with an adequate response in few 

days but the video had already gained half a million views. Three years later the view count 

is over 9 million. (Grégoire et al. 2015, 174) 

 

Grégoire et al. (2015) identified six complaining situations on social media representing two 

sides on each of the “good”, the “bad” and the “ugly” messages from which the latter two 

are considered dangerous. Good messages include customer’s immediate feedback on the 

service provider’s social media site after service failure and when satisfied customers posts 
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their positive recovery stories publicly. The message transforms to bad when a customer 

does not inform the company about the service failure but discusses it out loud or when a 

customer uses the power of social media by empowering third parties on social media sites. 

The worst scenario according to the authors is after a double deviation when an angry 

customer spreads negative feedback on social media or when a competitor takes 

advantage of the message by replying on it. (Grégoire et al. 2015, 173) 

 

Even one ignored complaint on social media can make a lasting negative impression among 

the customers and spread all around the world in seconds as Champoux et al. (2012) and 

Einwiller & Steinlen (2015) have concluded. Due to technological improvements, the 

amount of online complaints has increased. Even though the most common way to express 

dissatisfaction takes place in private, the increasing number of complainers have chosen to 

speak out on social media channels, especially on Facebook. (Chanboux et al. 2012, 23) 

 

Frustrated customers may feel that if their dissatisfaction is voiced on social media, they 

might not only settle for replies or financial benefits from the company that mistreated them 

but would also warn other consumers. (Ward & Ostrom 2006, 224; Chamboux et al. 2012, 

24; Verhagen, Nauta & Feldberg 2013, 1437) Other triggers for customer online 

complaining behavior have been acknowledged as not only to influence other consumers 

but also to seek revenge through them (Ward & Ostrom 2006, 224; Grégoire, Laufer & Tripp 

2010, 750; Balaji et al. 2015, 647). Whereas Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh & Gremler 

(2004, 46-50) acknowledged the triggers for eWOM communication including economic 

benefits, concern about other customers, social benefits, ability to vent feelings, platform 

benefits (e.g. cost-effective way of communicating), seeking for advice and willingness to 

help the company. 

 

However, the less committed customers do not complain if they find complaining too difficult 

(Evanschitzky et al. 2011, 420) whereas McCollough et al. (2000, 133) concluded that the 

most dissatisfied individuals do not complain at all. Nonetheless, various researchers (e.g. 

Bell & Zemke 1987, 32; Hart et al. 1990, 151; Balaji et al. 2015, 647) have noticed that 

complaining customers are an exception as dissatisfied customers usually remain silent. To 

foster less committed individuals to express their disappointment, companies should first 

identify which type of customers belong to this group and second, complaining barriers 

should be reduced by creating easy access complaining channels for these customers 

especially. In other words, reduced complaint barriers motivate customers to express their 

disappointment to the company. (Evanschitzky et al. 2011, 420) Gruber et al. (2009, 650) 
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stated that by identifying dissatisfied customers and solving their problems, companies not 

only retain their customers but also strengthen relationships with them. It should also be 

noted that customers who voice their disappointment are willing to give the company 

another chance. (Ibid.) 

 

If companies are unable or do not have the willingness to assist their customers, 

disappointed individuals such as Paul Smith who lost his luggage, use their virtual presence 

in order not only to get attention among social media users but also to finally get some 

service from the company. Thus service recovery practices on social media require 

understanding both how to handle complaints on social media and how powerful customer’s 

virtual presence can be. (Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 1) In addition to this, Einwiller & 

Steilen (2015, 7) noted that only a few companies are prepared and have the willingness to 

solve their customers’ problems in public, where Schaefers & Shamari (2015, 1) added that 

virtual presence is a phenomenon that is not always understood as an element that can 

have a huge effect on the recovery process. 

 

2.2.2. Social media complaints and negative eWOM  

 

Word-of-mouth, shortened as WOM, is proven to be the most effective marketing source 

that influences customer behavior including for example its impact on awareness, 

expectations and attitudes. In addition, WOM is not only a brand, product or service focused 

opinion of a consumer but it can also be an opinion of the organization itself. WOM can 

influence fellow-consumers either in positive or negative, yet negative message has more 

powerful impact on customers. It is believed that satisfaction derives positive WOM whereas 

imbalance between expectation and outcome motivates to spread negative WOM. (Buttle 

1998, 242-243, 248) Whereas Singh (1990, 13) stated that spreading negative word-of-

mouth and customer exits are less common if the company has good image on solving 

service failures. WOM has more power on service related decision making process than if 

customer seeks for a new product. Moreover, if customer is in doubt about a product or 

service, in most cases the perceived risk is reduced by searching WOM from other 

consumers. (Buttle 1998, 250) 

 

Social influence theory introduced by Latané in 1981, explains that the presence of other 

individuals influences individual’s behavior whereas researcher Zajonc concluded in 1965 

that people are more willing to express strong emotions when surrounded by other people. 

(Zajonc 1965 & Latané 1981; cited in Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 1) In addition, Schaefers 
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& Shamari (2015, 2) noted that being virtually surrounded by others is relatively new 

research area, thus they provided four separate studies that investigated virtual presence 

in various situations including satisfaction with complaint handling for example. They found 

that resulting from customer awareness of the power of social media has increased 

complaining since others are able to see whether the service recovery was implemented 

successfully or not. (Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 12). Social sharing, which is an emotion-

driven behavior of individuals occurs when one is eager to seek other individuals to share 

emotions to achieve social attention, rise empathy or both simulating and strengthening ties 

with social groups. (Rimé 2009, 81-82)  

 

Balaji et al. (2016) studied factors behind negative WOM behavior on social media, which 

also included separating word of mouth into three categories: WOM, eWOM and sWOM 

(social media word of mouth). According to authors sWOM is a new form of eWOM that 

differs in terms of anonymity as discussants are identifiable, social network sites are more 

limited not only geographically but also as people have more intense discussion groups 

among mutual interests and perceived risk associated WOM is higher on social media. 

(Balaji et al. 2016, 529)  

 

Table 1 demonstrates comparison of WOM categories Balaji et al. (2016) created. Whereas 

Eisingerich, Chun, Liu, Jia & Bell (2015, 120) defined sWOM as “electronic word-of-mouth 

on social sites”. Even though both definitions (eWOM and sWOM) have been used on social 

media studies, this study adopts definition eWOM when describing word of mouth on social 

media. 
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Table 1: Comparison between WOM, eWOM and sWOM (Balaji et al. 2016, 529) 

 WOM eWOM sWOM 
Mode  Usually oral or 

verbal 

 One to one 
communication 

 Simultaneous 
communication 

 Various online 
forms 

 One to one and 
one to many 
communication 

 Simultaneous and 
non-simultaneous 
communication 

 Social media 
platforms 

 One to one and 
one to many 
communication 

 Mostly non- 
simultaneous 
communication 
 

Receivers  Individuals  Individuals, small 
groups and public 

 Individuals, social 
networks and 
public 
 

Senders  Identifiable and 
accountable 

 Identifiable or 
unidentifiable 

 Identifiable and 
accountable 
 

Scope  Geographical 
and temporal 
constraints 

 Limited 
geographical and 
temporal 
constraints 

 Limited 
geographical and 
temporal 
constraints 
 

Connections 
between the 
receivers and 
senders 
 

 Strong ties  Strong or weak ties  Combination of 
strong and weak 
ties 

Risk associated 
with WOM 
 

 Low social risk  Low social risk  High social risk 

Speed of diffusion  Slow  Fast  Fast 
 

 

Online customer to customer interactions have become major supplement to traditional 

consumption and social behavior (Kozinets 1999, 253). Vaerenbergh, Vermeir & Larivière 

(2013) conducted a research based on “learning and attribution theory”, where the aim was 

to find if observing other customers’ service recovery outcomes has an impact on observer’s 

satisfaction or buying behavior in future. The results confirmed that by observing failed 

service recovery the observer is affected negatively, yet positive service recovery outcomes 

do not affect the observer when compared to error-free service encounters. (Vaerenbergh 

et al. 2013, 495) 

 

According to Fu, Ju & Hsu (2015, 617) eWOM has a unique influence on customer behavior 

compared to WOM for several reasons; traditionally exit has been seen as economic while 

voice as a political action whereas eWOM not only presents political voice but also has a 

huge economic effect as it may change other consumers’ purchase behavior. As eWOM is 

easy to both observe and track, customers are concerned about their own reputation which 
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may affect their voice online. (Ibid.) Moreover, eWOM is a social act often arising from the 

need to help others by recommending a good service or by warning to avoid a bad one. (Fu 

et al. 2015, 617) 

 

Chamboux et al. (2012, 22) defined three primary reasons behind the public outrage on 

social media channels as they demonstrated that “harm, fear of harm and threatened 

values” drive customers to voice their dissatisfaction out loud. Public anger may increase 

customer awareness on their incapability of unjust treatment which put companies’ actions 

at a high risk. When these complaints are taken seriously and handled carefully, companies 

are able to have positive influence on these disappointed customers by listening to them 

and their suggestions to fix the situation. According to authors, it is critical to listen first 

before any action is taken since this gives the customers a chance to impress themselves 

and makes the company look more sympathetic. (Ibid.) 

 

As the opposite from online environment where service experiences are easy to access, it 

is not as common to witness customer complaints offline. (Cheung & Lee 2012, 218) As it 

is widely known, bad news tend to travel fast whereas spotting negative messages belongs 

to the human nature to avoid disadvantages (Chamboux et al. 2012, 24). Poorly handled 

social media crisis may not only affect the company’s reputation but also has a great 

influence on market share, thus the efficiency of social media should not be underestimated. 

(Manika et al. 2016, 1) In addition, the companies that are able to maintain or increase 

satisfaction are more likely to have supporters and good recommendations. If a customer 

is committed to a company the person is willing to speak up for them. (Amine 1998, 313-

314) 

 

Bronner & de Hoog (2011) studied eWOM behavior among Dutch vacationers on vacation 

review sites. As the result including both positive and negative expressions, eWOM 

communication motives were categorized into five motivation categories: 1. Self-directed 

(e.g. self-expression, impressing others, revenge), 2. Helping others (e.g. assisting other 

consumers), 3. Social benefits (e.g. to share experiences or contact others in similar 

situations), 4. Consumer empowerment (e.g. companies are more willing to change, 

convenience) and 5. Helping companies (e.g. the company should be supported). They also 

noted that the influence to share experiences on either company or consumer generated 

sites originates from personal benefits or from the need to help others. The comments on 

company generated sites were more negative and aimed for personal benefit compared to 

consumer generated review sites. (Bronner & de Hoog 2011, 21, 24) Whereas Xu, Fen, 
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Yap & Hyde (2015) studied online interactions between customers after service failure and 

found complainants to act as help seekers, story tellers, instigators (i.e. empowering other 

customers) and itinerants (e.g. warning other customers), while repliers were helpers, 

listeners, educators and ironists. (Xu et al. 2015, 437).    

 

As can be seen, motivations that lie behind social media complaining and negative eWOM 

behavior are multi-dimensional concepts. These triggers for social media behavior among 

customers are summarized in Table 2, where motives are separated into three categories. 

In more detail, benefits can either be personal where complaint is voiced only for self-

interest purposes whereas social benefits aim to help other customers or to interact with 

them. The last category includes benefits that profit the company as customers may raise 

to defend the company they are committed to.  

 

Table 2: Triggers for eWOM on social media 

Category Motive Action 

Personal benefits 

Need for social attention 

 Venting negative feelings 

 Expressing strong emotions 

 Expressing harm, fear of harm or 
threatened values 

 Impressing others 

 To gain empathy 

 Stimulating, strengthening social ties 

Need for advise 
 Solving the problem without company 

assistance 

 Tips and support from others 

Need to empower other 
consumers  

 Engaging other consumers negatively 

 Influencing other people to have power 
over the company 

 Revenge through third parties 

Need for easy 
communication 

 Immediate response 

 Having answers from the company 

 Cost-effective way to communicate 

 Convenient way to communicate 

Social benefits 

 
Need to help others 
 

 Warning other consumers 

 Concerns for other consumers 

Social interaction 

 Contacting other customers in the 
same situation 

 Sharing experiences 

 Telling stories, entertain others 

Company benefits 
Willingness to help the 
company to improve 

 Supporting good company 

 Willingness to help the company to 
improve 

(Amine 1998; Harrison-Walker 2001; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Ward & Ostrom 2006; 

Zaugg 2006; Rimé 2009; Grégoire et al. 2010; Chamboux et al. 2012; Bronner & de Hoog 

2011; Verhagen et al. 2013; Balaji et al. 2015; Xu et al. 2015) 
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As Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004, 51) concluded it depends on the person what kind of benefits 

one is searching for. In other words, complainer may have self-directed motives but at the 

same time person is interested to help others or the company itself. 

 

Negative communication that is proven to have greater impact compared to positive 

spreads all over social media in seconds. If a message goes viral, even though the failure 

happened offline, it may affect company’s reputation worldwide. (Chamboux et al. 2012, 24) 

Once negative eWOM spreads among social media users and if the discussion gets active 

enough the company may lose control over the messages. (Grégoire et al. 2015, 173-174) 

In the worst case scenario the message can capture media’s attention on the unfavorable 

situation and cause irreversible damage. Even when the conversation on social media goes 

off the rails, companies should keep their comments appropriate. The worst thing that 

company can do is to delete the unfavorable message as that could be the starting point for 

public outrage. When it comes to messages that are highly emotional, companies should 

appreciate the values of the complainants’ by replying respectfully on the sensitive subject.  

(Chamboux et al. 2012, 26) 
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3. SERVICE RECOVERY ON SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

Schaefers & Shamari (2015, 13) investigated service recovery practices on social media 

from the side of the customer. They concluded that companies should use social media for 

both purposes; as a marketing and service channel where customers are able to interact 

with the company no matter the subject. (Ibid.)  

 

Schaefers & Shamari (2015, 13) also stated that since favorable service recovery 

experiences seemed to improve company’s virtual presence positively, it is recommended 

to provide service recovery on social media. Failed service recovery experiences instead 

did not affect other consumers negatively if the conversation was only between the 

customer and the company. (Ibid.) While Hajli (2014, 25) stated that companies can either 

integrate social media into their functions or create independent operations depending on 

their presence on social media, hence the studies on both environments are included into 

this study to gain a comprehensive view on the subject. Moreover, researchers have 

introduced various models on effective recovery practices, but only the most appropriate 

models regarding the aim of this study are presented later on this chapter.  

 

Previously service recovery literature has focused on different aspects of the phenomenon 

from noticing the causes of consumer dissatisfaction and how managers should respond 

on them (Etzel & Silverman 1981) to understanding the effectiveness of service failure 

responses on social media (Fan & Niu 2016; Manika et al. 2016) and how to track service 

failures and recovery efforts of the employees (Hoffman et al. 2016). Service recovery 

research has raised researchers’ interest due to its direct connection on customer 

satisfaction, loyalty and profitability. It is also a way for companies to create competitive 

advantage compared to competitors. (Hart et al. 1990, 148; Keaveney 1995, 79-80; Tax et 

al. 1998, 60; Smith et al. 1999, 358; McCollough et al. 2000, 133 & Buttle & Burton 2002, 

217) 

 

To repair any mistake that has been made requires basically two things: firstly the customer 

is willing to voice a complaint and secondly the company has the ability to correct the 

situation. When looking at the company’s point of view, service recovery management aims 

to solve customer problems and utilize the knowledge on service failures to avoid same 

failures in future. (Evanschitzky et al. 2011, 410) Whereas Balaji et al. (2015, 647) 

concluded that the most important element on complaint handling is for customers to voice 
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their disappointment to the service provider instead voicing their anger or frustration among 

friends.  

 

Manika et al. (2016, 2) investigated how a Canadian mobile phone manufacturer 

BlackBerry’s public apology on YouTube affected on social media audience. BlackBerry 

faced huge problems when their services went down for three days in 2011 immediately 

causing a social media firestorm. Manika et al. (2016) underlined that nowadays managers 

should have interest on how service recovery on social media influences corporate 

reputation in both good and bad. In other words, how customers perceive the company as 

a service provider after their recovery practices which has had attention on social media. 

(Ibid.) In addition, service companies should raise awareness on their service recovery 

practices among social media users and to engage them to contact the company’s customer 

service directly instead of spreading negative eWOM on social media (Balaji 2015, 650). 

 

The existence of third parties on social media should also be noted as nowadays it is easier 

than ever for customers to express their disappointment to large audience (Balaji et al. 2015, 

649; Balaji et al. 2016, 538; Kim & Tang 2016, 914). Schaefers & Shamari (2015, 13) 

acknowledged if several customers voice their negative opinions on the same complaint, it 

may have negative influences towards the company. The existence of these “social media 

experts” who comment either positively or negatively on company’s service recovery 

practices, should be noted and handled with care. These experts may provide valuable 

information on service failures which the “regular” customer is not able to provide. On the 

other hand, positive comments from these experts on negative situation should be observed 

critically not only to expose why service failure has occurred but also to recover the 

dissatisfied customer. (Ibid.) 

 

3.1. Creating a service recovery culture 

 

Service recovery can be stated as management philosophy that adopts customer 

satisfaction as the ultimate goal of business. With this mindset managers understand the 

value of satisfied customers instead of thinking how much it costs to please a customer. 

(Hart et al. 1990, 156) As stated earlier, mistakes on service delivery are a critical part of 

any service thus any company, no matter how well managed, should keep in mind that 

errors are unavoidable whereas dissatisfied customers are not. Preventing every single 

mistake is not possible, although companies can still increase their awareness on how to 

recover those situations. No matter how big the issue there are many opportunities to turn 
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a displeased customer into pleased like when frontline employees are able to solve 

mistakes on service encounters they have a chance to win the customer’s loyalty for a 

lifetime. Even though dismissing customer complaints is easy, it may have huge 

consequences as no company should afford to lose their customers. (Hart et al. 1990, 148-

149)  

 

As stated in previous chapters customer evaluates the total quality of the service through 

several lenses. In other words, even though the service concept itself is excellent mistakes 

on service encounters may damage the overall quality leading to dissatisfaction (Grönroos 

2007, 76). In addition, Webster (1998, 153) stated that even the best service organizations 

with great strategies and tight quality control sometimes fail with customer interaction. 

Service recovery culture is an internal system that supports organizations complaint 

handling practices (Gonzalez et al. 2014, 147) by offering clear guidelines for the frontline 

employees (Smith, Fox & Ramirez 2010, 448) and assists them to interact with customers 

in the most effective manner (Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 58).  

 

In other words, service recovery culture builds on the following: company’s management 

acknowledges they always cannot fulfill the customer expectations along with 

understanding the importance of solving these problems and are willing to re-establish 

customer satisfaction. To have efficient service recovery practices, the management 

supports employees’ recovery efforts and fosters service recovery culture throughout the 

organization. (Gonzalez et al. 2010, 224) However, as social media requires new skills and 

ways to think, it clearly has a positive effect on business. (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, 67; 

Balaji et al. 2015, 649) 

 

Many researchers including Hart et al. (1990), Spreng (1995) and Grönroos (2007) have 

concluded that it is more expensive to acquire new clients than to retain the existing ones. 

Whereas Hogan et al. (2003, 197) stated that instead of only focusing on the loss of direct 

purchases due to customers that exit, companies should notice the indirect effects (e.g. 

word-of-mouth) caused by the lost customers. To solve the failure as fast as possible, it is 

not enough that only the managers take responsibility in solving service failures as they 

should take steps to insure that every employee in the organization has the empowerment, 

skills and willingness to recover dissatisfied customers as an integral part of their daily work. 

(Hart et al. 1990, 149) It is well known for service industry companies that there is more 

variance between the outcomes compared to a fully automatized process. For example, an 
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air passenger can be upset due weather, other passengers or just by themselves. In other 

words, there are situations that cannot be controlled by the company. (Hart et al. 1990, 150) 

 

Blodgett et al. (1993, 420-422) pointed out that a dissatisfied customer is more likely to give 

a second chance after mistake if the company sincerely stands behind its products or 

services and guarantees the satisfaction of every customer whereas companies without this 

attitude drive customers to voice their dissatisfaction among other consumers and will 

change to other service provider. (Bitner et al. 1990 75; Hart et al. 1990, 150)  

 

Moreover, when customer faces a failure, for example when a recently repaired car breaks 

down again, correcting the situation is not as black and white as most companies would see 

it. The person not only has to spend their precious leisure time when the car is being 

repaired again but in the worst case an important meeting is missed or ends up paying the 

tow truck charges. These hidden costs are often ignored by the service provider which 

increases customer frustration. (Hart et al. 1990, 151) If the company has not planned how 

to respond to a service failure, they use reactive recovery strategies instead of proactive. In 

other words, typically reactive service recovery is used by the companies that have not 

implemented service recovery strategies but do their best to minimize the damage. (Bell & 

Zemke 1987, 32) 

 

Bitner et al. (1990) acknowledged that the company’s lack of service recovery systems as 

well as the lack of responses may lead to equal dissatisfaction as a mistake made by the 

company. Thus, companies should take responsibility on failures and recover dissatisfied 

customers. However, if the company is not willing or able to solve customer’s problem a 

double deviation occurs magnifying the customer’s unfavorable experience. (Bitner et al. 

1990, 80; Grégoire et al. 2015, 175) Whereas Maxham & Netemeyer (2002, 67) concluded 

that the effect of double deviation is strong on dissatisfied customers since they may tolerate 

one failure but two consecutive failures are insufferable and thus harder to correct. 

Moreover, Bitner et al. (1990, 75) found out that poorly handled service recovery efforts 

enlarge customer dissatisfaction. In more detail, over 40% of dissatisfaction on service 

encounters were due to personnel’s disinclination to handle service failures (Ibid.) 

 

McCollough et al. (2000, 133) concluded that successfully completed service recovery 

practices may increase the market intelligence, but even the greatest recovery efforts are 

not comparable with flawless service encounter as mistakes always affect company’s 

reliability. Whereas Hart et al. (1990, 151) cited that even if service failures are caused by 
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the customers or third parties, they should be taken as opportunities to prove the company’s 

commitment and willingness to serve and solve problematic situations. Moreover, Halstead 

et al. (1996, 113) pointed out that failure identification not only assists to recover dissatisfied 

customers but also minimizes future failures and thus reduces the amount of complaints as 

well. 

 

Researchers that have studied service recovery from the company’s point of view have 

found that shared values (Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46), organizational fairness 

(Bettencourt & Brown 1997, 39; Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46), job satisfaction (Robinson 

et al.  2011, 90), employee empowerment (Smith et al. 2010, 448) along with employee 

skills and training (Bitner, Booms & Mohr 1994, 103; Gonzalez, Hoffman & Ingram 2014, 

150; Balaji et al. 2016, 538) are significant parts of effective service recovery. 

 

As solving customer problems in a short time-frame is one of the top priorities to satisfy 

customers, companies have to empower their frontline employees to make decisions by 

themselves. When employees have the flexibility and trust to use their own judgement this 

also results as happier employees with increased confidence leading to better results in 

future. Effective training and clear guidelines assist employees to identify service recovery 

strategy for each individual. (Robinson 2011, 96) Whereas Maxham & Netemeyer (2003, 

58) concluded that the employees who share values with the organization take more 

responsibility on their performance thus companies should make their service-oriented 

approach visible for example by regular training. Moreover, fair treatment of employees 

motivates them to assist the customers more effectively. Managers should for example 

listen to frontline employees, ask feedback and improve practices together with them to 

increase perceived justice. If the employees are willing to take extra-roles in solving 

customer problems, that may lead to high perceived fairness among the customers which 

is a significant factor on effective service recovery process. (Ibid.)  

 

However, according to Bitner et al. (1994, 102) disappointment on service encounter may 

also be caused by the customer since they found that more than one-fifth of service failures 

are due to customer’s own fault. Thus it is important that managers not only recognize that 

the customer is not always right but also that from time to time customers may behave in a 

non-pleasant way. Sometimes employees have been working for the company for a long 

period of time and have skills to manage angry customers, yet this is not always the case. 

Managers should provide proper training and tools to deal with these situations. (Ibid.)  
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Grönroos (2007, 396) pointed out that when dealing with an angry customer employee may 

feel helpless, frustrated or even humiliated if they are not empowered by the company to 

instantly deal with the failure. Moreover, unpleasant recoveries may cause stress to 

employees thus companies should actively recognize these situations and help their 

employees to recover. In other words, companies should have both external and internal 

recovery strategies to support their employees when needed.  Moreover, to serve every 

customer with the best way possible, service companies need to be able to immediately 

regain their balance after recovering a customer to get back to the daily routine. This can 

be achieved by adopting a customer-centric mindset, by focusing on customer satisfaction 

and by improving skills that are needed on service recovery. (Hart et al. 1990, 149; Fan & 

Niu 2016, 1031) 

 

Figure 6 summarizes the components of service recovery culture that previous literature 

has suggested. The findings are divided into three groups including management skills and 

attributes, service recovery strategies and factors that support, educate and motivate 

employees to re-establish customer satisfaction and support employees for their valuable 

contribution to company. Components related to social media are highlighted with grey 

color.  

 

As social media differs from traditional complaining channels in terms of publicity, 

companies have to adopt further components on their service recovery culture including 

choosing whether their presence on social media requires new service recovery strategies, 

whether to educate and train their employees to operate on social media as its culture and 

norms of communication differ from traditional platforms and to prepare the employees to 

interact with customers in real-time as social media customers expect a reply in shorter 

timeframe compared to traditional channels. 
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Figure 6: Components of service recovery culture (Bell & Zemke 1987; Hart et al. 1990; 

Bitner et al. 1990; Blodgett et al. 1993; Maxham & Netemeyer 2003; Smith et al. 2010; 

Gonzalez et al. 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein 2010; Robinson 2011; Hajli 2014; Balaji et al. 

2015; Schaefers & Shamari 2015; Manika et al. 2016) 

 

As this chapter focused on the components of service recovery culture creating the 

foundation to successful complaint handling on both offline and online service recovery, 

next chapter discusses how to manage and implement service recovery on social media. 
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3.2. Managing and implementing service recovery on social media 

 

According to Hart et al. (1990, 153) and Miller et al. (2000, 389) service recovery takes 

places when the company receives information of the failure and ends when the client 

receives a fair compensation. To recover customers on social media, companies have two 

options: to either integrate social media into their functions or create independent operations 

depending on their presence on social media. Either way, social media has huge 

opportunities to engage with the customers not only by creating a better understanding on 

customer needs and behavior but also strengthening relationships. (Hajli 2014, 25-26) Due 

to interactive nature of social media managers should not only develop company’s presence 

on social media but also create strategies when something goes wrong. (Manika et al. 2016, 

1) 

 

Balaji et al. (2016, 538) suggested that companies should engage both proactive and 

reactive service recovery practices on social media to decrease harmful effects that 

customer complaints may cause when managed incorrectly. When a company has planned 

its proactive recovery strategies and takes care of their customers whenever 

disappointment is noted, whereas reactive refers to interventions when a displeased 

customer has already voiced negative eWOM with specific demands. Whether the strategy 

is proactive or reactive, well-timed response is one of the key factors for success as delayed 

responses may affect the company image or in the worst case create a massive crisis. 

(Ibid.) For example JetBlue, an American low-cost airline company, has a response rate of 

approximately 15 minutes (Balaji et al. 2015, 650; Grégoire et al. 2015, 179). 

 

Evanschitzky et al. (2011, 419-420) noted that when a customer is committed to the 

company, service failure or even failed service recovery do not have as great impacts as 

without the commitment. Therefore they suggested that companies should create service 

recovery process that observes customer commitment level to tailor recovery strategy for 

each individual. The authors also suggested that companies should do customer survey on 

a yearly basis including commitment related questions to monitor customer commitment as 

time goes by. Moreover, loyalty program is a great information source as companies can 

explore whether affective commitment and duration of the relationship are connected. 

Customer behavior such as purchase frequency could also be the source to measure 

affective commitment. (Ibid.)  
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To recover customers companies should detect why the error has occurred (Hart et al. 1990, 

151). According to various researchers (Etzel & Silverman 1981, 133; Richins 1983, 76; 

Bell & Zemke 1987, 32; Hart et al. 1990, 151; Spreng et al. 1995; 29; McCollough et al. 

2000, 133; Gruber et al. 2009, 650; Balaji et al. 2015, 647) complaining customers are the 

exception as dissatisfied customers usually remain silent. Therefore companies should not 

rely on the concept of “zero defects” as it is unattainable goal for any company regardless 

of how well the operations are managed but rather be active problem discoverers which 

includes making complaining easy for the customers as every problem spotted is a huge 

opportunity for the company. Moreover, especially on service business with tight schedules 

(e.g. transporting industry) one mistake can cause a snowball effect leading to multiple 

failures. Thus these failure prone services should put extra effort on recovery strategies to 

solve any failure the most effective way. (Hart et al. 1990, 151-152) 

 

Harrison-Walker (2001) investigated customer complaints and company reactions on 

internet-based complaint forums established by random individuals or companies 

themselves. Even though the researcher concluded that companies should not establish 

such forums and research was conducted before the rise of social media, some managerial 

implications by the author serve a purpose on this research. The author underlines that 

customer complaints are not only chances to improve service but also great opportunities 

to identify new service ideas. For example, if many complaining air passengers were 

travelling with toddlers, the airline company could consider to improve their services on the 

plane by offering promotional toys or offering baby-friendly meals. (Harrison-Walker 2001, 

407) 

 

Every customer being an individual, there is a need for various complaining channels. 

According to Mattila & Wirtz (2004, 152) some customers tend to be more prone to shame, 

thus they are more likely to give feedback anonymously. To collect as much valuable 

feedback as possible, companies should consider alternative complaining channels. 

Nonetheless, customers should feel that complaining really makes a difference as otherwise 

they may remain silent (Singh 1990, 14). 

 

The most common barriers include difficult complaint policies and doubt whether the 

company takes any action to solve the situation for example. Thus service employee 

training and asking for feedback from recent purchase are in-effective to reduce complaint 

barriers. When a customer is motivated to provide feedback, it must be ensured that the 

recovery process is well-handled. (Evanschitzky 2011, 420) Singh (1990, 13) instead 



  49 

concluded that companies should promote themselves as responsive problem solvers 

which reduces barriers to complain. These actions toward customers could include clear 

refund policies, easy access channels to connect the company and by effectively handling 

previously encountered errors. (Ibid.) Some companies embolden their customers to 

complain by offering valuable benefits. Moreover, companies should not presume that silent 

customers are satisfied customers. It is significant to identify dissatisfied customers and 

recover them. (Spreng et al. 1995, 20) 

 

Based on the study of Bitner (1990, 79) every service encounter should be carefully handled 

as these moments are the opportunities to enhance customer perceptions on service 

quality. Even though the expectations are not always met, there may be ways to increase 

customer satisfaction if the employee has understanding and knowledge on how to correct 

the situation. (Ibid.) If things go wrong, organization’s reaction is what make the difference 

as it either brings the solution closer or makes the customer upset, therefore a proper 

service recovery plan is top priority for any company. (Hoffman et al. 1995, 49)  Whereas 

Balaji et al. (2015, 647) concluded that due effective complaint handling process customer 

satisfaction and loyalty are restored. Moreover, when a customer is successfully recovered 

it not only reduces negative WOM (Ibid.) but also increases company’s profitability (Balaji 

et al. 2015, 647; Kim & Tang 2016, 915). 

 

To implement service recovery effectively, Gonzalez et al. (2005, 59) introduced the “Skill 

sets in failure analysis, recovery selection, and implementation”, which consist of five 

interrelated functions that enable to manage service recovery in practice (see Figure 7). 

  

 

Figure 7: “Skill sets in failure analysis, recovery selection and implementation" (Adapted 

from Gonzalez et al. 2005, 59) 

 

First, failures in service delivery should be identified by separating failures into sub-groups. 

These groups not only include internal failures but also failures from the perspective of the 

customer. In other words, past failures should be investigated and divided into failure 

groups. Second, to effectively manage service recovery, companies should understand 

customer expectations on service recovery. Third, companies should identify failure 

attributions which include “locus”, “stability” and “controllability (see failure attributes, p. 52). 
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The next step is to select recovery tactics which are actions that the company takes as a 

response to the failure.  

 

After choosing recovery strategy, the recovery practices are implemented. The outcome of 

the recovery implementation, meaning whether the customer is satisfied with the recovery 

efforts or not, is determined by perceived justice. Recovery implementation consists of three 

phases: “recovery outcomes”, “recovery process” and “human interaction” (see service 

recovery implementation, p. 62). Finally, managers should track, monitor and evaluate the 

effectiveness. By doing so, companies are e.g. able to classify failures to handle the most 

critical ones first and improve their processes leading to happier customers and competitive 

advantage towards their competitors. The following chapters provide more detailed 

overview on each of these service recovery functions. 

 

As social media has different nature compared to more traditional channels, companies 

nowadays have to deal with the issue of public complaining. To capture the best social 

media service recovery practices, benchmarking is never a bad idea. Customers are for 

example able to share their experiences on Discount Car Rental’s Twitter site by receiving 

a reply within an hour. The company formally apologies and offers help to the customers: 

‘‘We are sorry to hear that. Please send us your contact info and we’ll contact you shortly.’’ 

(Grégoire et al. 2015, 176) Whereas JetBlue has adopted more personal and empathic way 

on their Twitter channel: “We hear you, Diana! It's never fun to wait. What flight are you on 

today?”, “We'd be happy to take a closer look. Will you DM us your six letter confirmation 

code?” and “We love you too! Thanks for your understanding. Hope to see you again soon!”. 

(JetBlue 2016) 

 

3.2.1. Failure identification 

 

Various researchers (e.g. Bitner et al. 1990; Kelley et al. 1993; Hoffman et al. 1995 and 

Keaveney 1995) have studied reasons that lead to service failures. Hoffman et al. (1995) 

divided failures into three groups including failures related to service process, to reply 

customer requests and spontaneous actions of employees. Whereas Bitner et al. (1994, 

99) created four failure groups that able companies to create service recovery skill set for 

themselves. Gonzalez et al. (2005) built their research on the same groups in 2005. These 

groups include failures related to core business, employee responses to customer requests, 

spontaneous or unsolicited actions of employees and failures caused by the customer. 

Smith et al. (1999, 370) instead concluded that service failures should be identified into 
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three sub-groups including outcome, procedure and interaction failures. Since the next step 

of service failure process identifies who is responsible for the failure, the failure classification 

of Smith et al. (1999) is applied into this study together with findings of Gonzalez et al. 

(2005) which are presented in Figure 8. 

 

 

Figure 8: Failure identification (Adapted from Smith et al. 1999, 370 and Gonzalez et al. 

2005, 60) 

 

Gonzalez et al. (2005, 59) suggested that failure groups can be extended and sub-

categories added. The benefits of the failure analysis are clear as when explored carefully, 

the findings will provide knowledge on which failures are the most common and the 

correlation between failure and dissatisfied customer to reduce failures in future. (Ibid.) As 

complaints may be caused either by objective or subjective service failure, companies 

should explore both failure types with the same respect to identify the root cause. Objective 

service failures should always be measured by attributes whereas subjective failures can 

be collected more informal way in order to utilize them on decision making situations. 

(Halstead et al. 1996, 114) 

 

Spreng et al. (1995) and Smith et al. (1999) have studied how the seriousness of the failure 

impacts service recovery process. Spreng et al. (1995, 15) noted that service failures can 

differ in terms of seriousness whereas Smith et al. (1999, 356) found that service recovery 

efforts need to be equal to perceived service failure to satisfy the disappointed customer. 

Thus a balance between the magnitude of the failure and how company responds to it is 

required. This is why companies should observe not only the type of the error but also the 

magnitude from the customer’s side. (Ibid.) In addition, Fan & Niu (2016, 1032) concluded 

that if the failure is of a great magnitude, slow responses on social media increase the 

negative effect on customer satisfaction compared to the less severe ones. Thus, customer 

service employees should have the ability to evaluate the magnitude of service failures 
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based on the communication on social media to handle the process effectively by prioritizing 

messages on the platform. They also noted that it is more acceptable to provide standard 

replies if the failure is of a lesser magnitude. (Ibid.) 

 

The study of Smith et al. (1999) was done in a hotel and restaurant setting. They concluded 

that customer dissatisfaction was higher when a process failure occurred. In other words, 

customers were more dissatisfied when faced mistreatment on arrival to the hotel’s check-

in to find that the place was for example overbooked. (Smith et al. 1999, 369) Berry & 

Parasuraman (1991; cited in Spreng et al. 1995, 15-16) concluded the same in their book 

“Marketing Services” in 1991. They stated that the outcome is the most important indicator 

when providing service but when a service failure occurs, the customer evaluates the 

process over outcome. (Ibid.)  

 

3.2.2. Failure attributes 

 

The concept of three service failure attributes was originally introduced by Weiner in 1980 

who concluded that most of the failures fall into those three groups (Folkes 1984, 399) 

enabling companies to identify who is responsible for the failure (locus), could the failure 

occur again (stability) and was the responsive person able to control the cause of the failure 

or not (controllability). (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 59) See failure attributes in Figure 9.   

 

 

Figure 9: Failure attributes (Adapted from Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60) 

 

In other words customer perceived locus, stability and controllability are the factors that 

determine service recovery expectations. In addition, managers should underline the 

criticality of customer attributions combined with these three dimensions behind failures 

when educating the employees as recovery strategy and implementation must be chosen 

based on that information (see Figure 10). (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60) 
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Figure 10: Locus, stability and controllability (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60; Folkes 1984, 399) 

 

For the reasons above failure attributions, selected recovery strategy and recovery 

outcomes should be investigated after each recovery process to improve recovery process 

and transfer the knowledge into practice. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60). 

 

3.2.3. Recovery strategy selection and employee attributes 

 

Even though this research is done from service provider viewpoint, the strategies are also 

investigated from the side of the companies that sell products to gain both rich and 

multidimensional material for this research. In addition, recovery strategies have raised 

researchers’ interest on past decades and various authors have investigated the best 

practices to correct mistakes. Next paragraphs provide an overview of the findings related 

to service recovery strategies that are applied to this study together with findings of 

Gonzalez et al. (2005).  

 

Service recovery strategies or steps the company should take to fix the failure can be 

divided into five sub-groups which are apologetic, compensatory, reimbursement, 

restoration and unresponsive. Apologetic strategies include frontline employee or 

managerial responses to the failure whereas compensatory strategies include five options 

to compensate the mistake: 1) “Gratis” consists of free commodities or services, 2) 

“Discount” refers to immediate price reduction, 3) “Coupon” will benefit customer in future 

purchases, 4) “Free upgrade” is applicable for example in hotel services when customer’s 

room is to be upgraded to compensate the mistake and 5) “Free ancillary product” is a free 

product that compensates the mistake, service provider for example gives free WLAN-

service set to compensate problems with internet connection. Reimbursement strategies 

are implemented when customer returns a product to company and can have either refund 

or store credit for future purchases. Restoration strategies instead refers to replacement, 

correction or substitution when customer returns a product to the company. Sometimes 
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companies may use unresponsive strategy when employee or organization dismisses the 

complaint. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60-61) 

 

Before service recovery strategy implementation, companies should discuss how these five 

categories refer to their business operations and modify each category to respond to their 

product or service offering. The best practices for both the customer and the company itself 

should not only be discussed and adopted but frontline employees should also be 

empowered. By permitting personnel to make decisions on their own reduces stress on 

frontline employees. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 61) 

 

Johnston & Fern (1999, 80-81) studied the most suitable service recovery strategies in 

response to single and double deviations. They stated that companies should create 

employee guidelines when service failure occurs once or twice, meaning double deviation. 

The components of each strategy depend on failure type (e.g. seriousness), level of 

dissatisfaction and wanted result whether personnel aims to make the customer satisfied 

or even delighted. As satisfied equals putting things back to normal while delight stands for 

very satisfied requiring more effort from employees. However, short response time and 

correcting the mistake are primary settings for any service recovery situation whereas 

apology has to be the most appropriate to suit the situation. The authors concluded that 

service recovery strategies should have multiple layers since dissatisfaction has various 

levels depending on both the customer and the situation itself.  

 

In the context of social media double deviations may occur not only by failing on recovery 

implementation but also if a customer’s message is either deleted or left un-answered. The 

publicity aspect on social media creates higher pressure to companies to act quickly when 

customer expresses disappointment on their wall. To prevent double deviations on social 

media companies should invest on social media customer service to provide a reply as fast 

as possible. JetBlue is a great example as they usually reply within 15 minutes, whereas 

one hour could generally be viewed as the time frame in which the customer should receive 

the reply. (Grégoire et al. 2015, 179)  

 

Roschk & Kaiser (2013, 293, 295) studied how companies should apologize after service 

failure not only to increase customer satisfaction but also to foster service recovery 

implementation. Their study based on social psychology which suggests that an apology is 

consisted of three dimension including empathy, intensity and timing making each apology 

unique. Empathy being qualitative component of an apology indicates warmth and 
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understanding towards the customer (e.g. how sympathetic and remorseful the reply is) 

whereas intensity reflects how strongly apology is elaborated, being a quantitative 

component of an apology. Intensity appears when a reply consists of multiple words that 

indicate an apology (e.g. I’m sorry and its synonyms), therefore stronger apology seems to 

have more positive psychological value for customers. The authors pointed out that timing, 

which is the third component has greater negative consequences if more time passes 

without an apology after service failure. Therefore timing can be seen as chronological 

component of an apology as following examples that Roschk & Kaiser (2013, 295) provided: 

 

1) Ex ante: “Before you order, I have to say sorry, but this evening we are out of the fish.” 

2) During action: “Sorry, but I cannot take your fish order, we are out of it.” 

3) Ex post: “You have ordered the fish, sorry, but the chef just told me that we ran out of it.” 

 

An apology is tightly connected to distributive, procedural and interactional justice as the 

theories explain why these three apology components foster customer satisfaction after 

service recovery. See theory in chapter 3.2.4. They found out that the more empathy and 

intensity an apology contained the more customer satisfaction increased whereas late 

apology decreased satisfaction. Moreover, their results indicated that a mere apology may 

not increase customer satisfaction significantly compared to situations when a company did 

not apologize at all. They also acknowledged that if an apology is given well it has stronger 

influence after a process failure. However it should be noted that apology does not replace 

a compensation. (Ibid. 296, 303) Whereas Boshoff (1997, 115) explained that a mere 

apology refers for the situations where an apology does not benefit customer. 

 

The most effective way to turn dissatisfaction into satisfaction is to put things back to normal 

as soon as possible and to apologize the customer (Johnston & Fern 1999, 81; Grégoire et 

al. 2015, 179). When a customer complains these are the possibilities to provide excellent 

service for the dissatisfied customer. (Grégoire et al. 2015, 179) In addition to this, if a 

company wants to delight a customer, a follow-up call or message along with an apology 

from the manager are recommended. (Johnston & Fern 1999, 81) 

 

Fan & Niu (2016, 1024) instead found that if problem solving is not immediate, companies 

should provide information updates or compensate customers to satisfy them. In addition, 

it was disclosed that even though speed of recovery has been attached to customer 

satisfaction they could not prove if recovery speed on social media increases customer 

satisfaction as the number of satisfied customers remained regardless of faster problem 
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solving. They also noted that according to earlier studies the data that is related to speed 

of recovery has been collected from customer perceptions whether their issue had been 

solved within a reasonable time frame, while the exact length of recovery processes has 

not been explored. Therefore the researchers indicated that complainers on social media 

became happier or satisfied either by how their problem was handled (i.e. process) or by 

the employee who served them. In addition, recovery speed should not be top priority 

among managers when managing service recovery on social media, but they should instead 

focus on both giving information to their customers and to improve employee recovery 

practices by developing processes and training the personnel to assist their customers in 

real time. (Ibid. 1031-1032)  

 

Johnston & Fern (1999, 80) suggested that to delight customers in single deviation 

scenarios companies should also contact the dissatisfied customer after service recovery 

implementation to apologize and discuss with them again. They also found out that it is not 

possible to delight customer after double deviation. To correct the double deviation in the 

most effective manner, the researchers underlined that employees should do their best to 

solve the situation exquisitely in a short timeframe and provide acceptable compensation. 

Moreover, managers should handle these situations as higher authority has a more positive 

effect on an unhappy customers. (Idib.) 

  

Gruber et al. (2009, 636) studied effective complaint handling practices among both male 

and female customers. They found out that the most important factor on both genders when 

a failure occurs is to be taken seriously. The other valuable attributions were the 

competence of the employee they are talking to along with employee’s friendliness and 

listening skills. The researchers found few differences between genders as female 

complainers show their emotions more easily and they are seeking for apology whereas 

male complainers appreciate a quick solution. (Ibid.) 

 

According to Davidow (2003, 226) there are many perspectives on how to reply to 

dissatisfied customer to raise satisfaction, WOM, repurchase and positive corporate image 

in the eyes of the customer, thus he studied how complaint handling should be managed. 

He created a theory based on almost 60 complaint handling articles. According to Davidow’s 

earlier study in 2000, there are six complaint response dimensions including “timeliness”, 

“facilitation”, “redress”, “apology”, “credibility” and “attentiveness” that affect the behavior of 

a customer. (Ibid.) Whereas Balaji et al. (2016, 538) concluded that service provider should 

acknowledge their mistake and apologize politely. It is also demonstrated that in order to 
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generate goodwill among social media users, companies should admit their mistakes 

instead of denying them as denial creates not only distrust among customers but also 

indicates the lack of empathy. (Ibid.) 

 

Fornell & Wernerfelt (1987, 344-345) suggested that companies should make complaining 

easier and offer compensations for dissatisfied customers. Whereas Hoffman et al. (1995, 

56) concluded on their research among restaurant services that managerial intervention, 

free food, discount, replacement and correction are the most effective recovery practices 

after service failure when looking at customer retention rates (80% or over). Richins (1983, 

76-77) instead found that companies should not only offer channels to complain but also 

have interest on recovery outcomes by increasing the competence of the employees.  

 

Smith et al. (1999, 356) studied how customer satisfaction and perceived justice are 

connected to service failure and recovery. They used two service settings including 

restaurants and hotels to introduce the most effective recovery practices for managers. The 

researchers included type and magnitude of the failure where type was defined as process 

or outcome failure and magnitude as low or high. These variables were noted as interaction 

factors which have connection on the following service recovery attributes: “compensation”, 

“response speed”, “apology” and “initiation”. Failure context and recovery attributes were 

compared and explored to find whether they have a positive impact on distributive, 

procedural or interactional justice and therefore also on customer satisfaction. (Ibid. 357-

358) Following table (Table 3) demonstrates the findings of Smith et al. (1999).  
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Table 3: Findings of Smith et al. (1999, 368), table is adapted from the paper (Ibid.), 

x = supported hypothesis 

 

  

As can be seen, many of the proposed relationships were supported, thus service recovery 

attributes clearly have an effect on distributive, procedural or interactional justice and 

therefore also on customer satisfaction. Failure types should always be identified to choose 

the most effective recovery strategies. The researchers concluded that the recovery 

attributes are a set of resources that can affect positively on customer perceived justice. 

(Smith et al. 1999, 369) Whereas Kim & Tang’s (2016, 897) research in the restaurant 

setting confirmed that perceived justice on service recovery encounters affects not only the 

customer’s loyalty and willingness to re-patronage but also if and what kind of eWOM they 

will spread. Moreover, they also found that the only justice dimension that has an impact on 

customer’s emotions is distributive justice. 

 

Well-implemented service recovery practices increase the notion that the service provider’s 

actions are fair towards their customers, revokes all negative consequences and finally, 

satisfies the customer so that they do not publicly voice their dissatisfaction. (Spreng et al. 

1995, 19) Webster & Sundaram (1998, 157) studied the effect of four recovery efforts 

(apology, 25 % discount, 50 % discount and re-perform) on perceived importance of well 

implemented service delivery. They found out that apology and discounts increase 
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satisfaction and loyalty in less severe situations whereas re-perform delivers satisfaction 

and loyalty in the most severe situations. (Ibid.) 

 

Bitner et al. (1990, 81-82) identified steps into successful recovery; companies should first 

both admit the mistake and apologize, then they should explain the situation and offer 

acceptable solution. These four steps should be taken into account when turning 

dissatisfied customer into satisfied one. Employees must be trained and empowered to take 

proper actions on every single service recovery situation. (Ibid.) Whereas Boshoff (1997, 

126) concluded that frontline employees should be empowered to take response on service 

recovery implementation as the author could not find evidence that managerial response 

would have greater influence on customers. Moreover, two clear benefits were found when 

empowering frontline personnel: persons who serve customers on daily basis may 

acknowledge customer needs better than managers and by empowerment managers can 

centralize their efforts on strategic management. (Ibid.)    

 

Kelley et al. (1993, 439) studied service recovery practices on retail sector. They found out 

that correction, replacement and discount are the most effective solutions in terms of 

customer retention rate (over 85%). (Ibid.) Whereas the article of Hart et al. (1990, 151-156) 

listed steps for powerful service recovery. They showed that companies should listen to 

their customers, foresee the need for recovery, fast problem identification together with 

quick response and finally customers should be informed about the preventative 

improvements made by the company. In addition to this, if improvements are impossible, it 

should be explained why. (Ibid.)  

 

Balaji et al. (2016, 538) emphasized that when responding to a failure on social media, 

companies should paraphrase the original issue on the response to show that the issue has 

been reviewed thoroughly by the company. To show their commitment and to guarantee 

fair treatment to all customers in future, Balaji et al. (2016, 538) suggested to offer a public 

compensation after disclosing the issue as whenever a service failure is voiced on social 

media, other members of the site may see it as a sign of a high possibility for service failure 

in near future. To foster their commitment towards the company, service provider should 

assure that the failure will always be solved and if failure re-occurs, these customers receive 

compensation as well. 
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Boshoff’s (1997, 120-126) experimental study among international travelers generated 

knowledge on the most successful recovery strategies which are: 1) Fast response, the 

higher the respondent’s position (e.g. supervisor or marketing manager) and more years 

they have worked in the company the better, 2) Fast reply with refund and compensation 

and 3) Large compensation given by high-position manager. He also found out that apology 

only has s small-scale impact unless it is combined with compensation. (Ibid.) Whereas 

Boshoff (1997, 124) did not find any evidence that respondent’s position would affect 

customer satisfaction if only an apology is offered to compensate a failure.  

 

Fan & Niu (2016, 1024) pointed out that in order to increase customer satisfaction on social 

media when the problem is not solved immediately, employees should not only report the 

issues to management but also to let the dissatisfied customer know that the issue has been 

assigned to management. Blodgett et al. (1993, 423) instead found out on their research 

“The effects of perceived justice on complainants' negative word-of-mouth behavior and 

repatronage intentions” that companies should thank customers for pointing out the service 

failure and promise to correct the cause of the error as it not only demonstrates company’s 

willingness to improve its services but also as customers are more willing to give the 

company a second chance.  

 

Dekay’s (2012) article “How large companies react to negative Facebook comments” 

considered whether companies have realized the possibilities that critical feedback provides 

them. Unfortunately, the results demonstrated that negative complaints were not seen as 

possibilities, but rather as threats since unfavorable comments were either ignored or 

censored. Dekay (2012, 293-294) concluded that this can be partially explained as 

comments posted by “trolls” or “haters”, when response does not serve any purpose. 

Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) instead acknowledged that to provide good social media 

customer service, companies need a sufficient number of employees that are not only 

familiar with social media culture but also with the norms of communication. Due to the 

nature of social media, messages may include particular vocabulary and various 

communication forms including informality, irony and humor.  

 

Last but not least, Blodgett et al. (1993) and Blodgett et al. (1997) studied the effects of 

perceived justice on customers’ willingness to re-patronage and spreading negative WOM. 

The authors noted that companies should not only thank their customers for pointing out 

the service failure but also to apologize and by active listening letting the customer explain 

the failure in more detail. The authors underlined that understanding the power of 
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interactional (i.e. employee-related) attributes should be realized and implemented into 

practice when training employees to handle complaints effectively as it has direct impact on 

company’s long term profitability. (Blodgett et al. 1997, 202) Balaji et al. (2015, 650) 

demonstrated that companies should appreciate when a complaint has been brought to 

their attention since showing thankfulness on social media shapes person’s identity among 

other users. These articles above provide the theoretical background for service recovery 

strategies to deliver the most powerful recovery implementation. The findings are presented 

in Figure 11.  

 

 

Figure 11: Procedural service recovery attributes (Richins 1983; Fornell & Wernerfelt 1987; 

Bitner et al. 1990; Hart et al. 1990; Blodgett et al. 1993; Kelley et al. 1993; Hoffman et al. 

1995; Spreng et al. 1995; Blodgett et al. 1997; Boshoff 1997; Webster & Sundaram 1998; 

Johnston & Fern 1999; Smith et al. 1999; Davidow 2003; Gonzalez et al. 2005; Dekay 2012; 

Balaji et al. 2016; Fan & Niu 2016) 

 

According to Johnston & Fern (1999) service recovery strategy should also include aftercare 

especially in the situations of double deviation, which is a follow-up approach to re-

apologize and to explore whether the failure is successfully recovered. Moreover, based on 

the existing literature valuable employee features play significant role in effective service 
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recovery implementation (see Figure 12). These features include that customer is taken 

seriously, employees not only have the competence to solve service failures but are also 

friendly, able to listen actively and facilitate the customer, they have the willingness to 

thoroughly explain the situation and have good communication skills.   

 
 

 
 
Figure 12: Valuable employee features on service recovery (Ritchins 1983; Fornell & 

Wernerfelt 1987; Bitner et al. 1990; Hart et al. 1990; Blodgett et al. 1997; Webster & 

Sundaram 1998; Gruber et al. 2000; Davidow 2003) 

 

Next chapter provides background on service recovery implementation where the employee 

attributes are significant in order to prevent double deviation as Johnston & Fern (1999) and 

Grégoire et al (2015) pointed out. 

 

3.2.4. Service recovery implementation 

 

When customer service replies to service failure on social media, it is crucial to show that 

the customer’s problem has been acknowledged by the company and to reply within a 

reasonable timeframe, Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) for instance indicated that being in an 

hour. In addition, deleting or ignoring customer’s comment is the worst thing to do as it 

creates a double deviation. Due to the nature of social media, the next step depends on the 

problem as all issues cannot be discussed in public. If the problem is simple, customer 

should receive a public reply as then other consumers are also able to see how effectively 

and fast the issue is being solved. Whereas more complex problems should mostly be 

communicated via private messages (Ibid.) It should be noted that by providing the 

customer with only a phone number or web site link where to seek further assistance, they 

feel less satisfied compared to the information where the social media customer service has 

forwarded the issue to other department or manager. Even without a disclosure the 

customer is satisfied by the ongoing process. It is critical for social media customer service 

personnel to take immediate and personal care about the issue rather than just providing 

further instructions on where to contact to get the problem solved. (Fan & Niu 2016, 1024-

1025) 
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After choosing recovery strategy, the recovery practices are implemented. The outcome of 

the recovery implementation, meaning whether the customer is satisfied with the recovery 

efforts or not, is determined by perceived justice, which is a part of equity theory. Various 

researchers including Tax et al. (1998), Gonzalez et al. (2005) and Grönroos (2007) have 

investigated perceived justice which is an essential part of service recovery implementation. 

 

When discussing the problem, disappointed customers always evaluate recovery strategy, 

process and outcomes together with interpersonal behaviors which leads to their perception 

of justice in this specific situation. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 61) In other words, perceived 

justice determines how fair or unfair the service recovery practices have been in the eyes 

of the customer (Grönroos 2007, 126). Moreover, perceived justice includes distributive, 

procedural and interactional aspects which have been studied by many researchers 

including Tax et al. (1998), Grönroos (2007) and Balaji et al. (2015).  

 

According to Grönroos (2007, 126) most of the researchers have used the term “justice” 

whereas he suggested that it should be replaced by “fairness” since it does not have a legal 

meaning unlike the first mentioned term. Thus, the term “justice” has been replaced by 

“fairness” on this study. Distributive fairness occurs on the situations related to outcomes of 

the service recovery process, whether customer expectations have been fulfilled or not 

(Grönroos 2007, 127; Balaji et al. 2015, 635). For example, if customer has the knowledge 

of how other customers have been treated in the same situation, they expect to be treated 

the same way. Thus the customer may evaluate the service recovery outcome based on 

both their and others’ earlier experience on similar situations along with the magnitude of 

the failure perceived. (Tax et al. 1998, 62) 

 

To meet the conditions of procedural fairness customer has to feel to have had the 

possibility to influence the process, company’s procedures were suitable and the failure was 

corrected within an appropriate timeframe (Grönroos 2007, 127). Whereas Tax et al. (1998, 

62) explained that the purpose of procedural fairness is to solve the situation in a way that 

the relationship continues even if one or both parties are not satisfied with the outcome. In 

addition, the researchers concluded that procedural fairness has five factors including 

customer’s control on both process and decision, easiness to access the process, time 

spent on the process and how well company is able adopt their practices on the customer’s 

situation. (Tax et al. 1998, 62) 
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When customers feel the employees have treated them well during the recovery process, 

interactional fairness occurs. In other words, the employees have to be fair, polite, show 

empathy and be willing to solve customer’s problem. (Grönroos 2007, 127). This dimension 

of fairness explains why customer may feel treated unfair even though distributive and 

procedural outcomes were positive (Tax et al. 1998, 62). Tax et al. (1998, 62-63) concluded 

that interpersonal fairness includes politeness, empathy, honesty, explanation and 

authentic willingness to solve the problem. Next figure (Figure 13) summarizes the main 

points of each fairness dimension. 

 

 

Figure 13: Fairness dimensions on service recovery implementation (Adapted from Tax et 

al. 1998, 62-63; Grönroos 2007, 127) 

 

It is clear that today’s customers require companies to be responsive. Even though 

organizations have the desire to interact and have dialog with their customers on social 

media, they are not able to show their empathy due fear of vulnerability. (Parmar 2015)  

Parmar (2015) stated that lack of empathy may be caused by the employees who do not 

have the willingness or skills to step in to the shoes of the customer. In addition, the CEO 

of a British based bank has concluded: “We all know it’s important to be empathic, but how 

do I galvanize 48.000 people in my UK operations - most of whom think that empathy is for 

wimps?”, which shows that even though companies are aware of the positive power of 

empathy on customer encounters, employees may hinder its implementation, yet empathy 

is seen as word mongering which looks good in the company’s publications. (Ibid.)  
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Parmar (2015) also highlights that many companies have the misunderstanding that 

empathy cannot be measured because it is seen as a soft skill. Actually, empathy is a hard 

skill which should be embedded throughout the organization with leading by example. In 

other words companies should show their empathy not only to their clients and employees 

but also to the public on social media. The Empathy Global Index provides information on 

160 global brands (to learn more, see Lady Geek’s website), which combines data from 

publically available data. The index is based on the findings of Simon Baron Cohen who 

has created the models named “Empathizer” and ‘”Systemizer”. To conclude, empathy can 

be learned but it requires knowledge on both the company’s strengths and weaknesses 

compared to other companies along with willingness to change existing practices. For 

example Telefonica Germany implemented empathy-training program throughout the 

country, which increased customer satisfaction by 6% in 6 weeks. (Ibid.) 

 

According to Blodgett et al. (1997, 201) customers are more willing to use company’s 

services again if they perceived greater level of distributive and interactional justice, which 

also decreases willingness to spread negative WOM. The authors concluded that 

customers are more willing to re-patronage if they not only receive acceptable solution 

including refund or discount but are also treated well. In addition, if treated bad even full 

compensation does not correct the situation as these individuals are more likely change 

service provider and spread the word about their negative experience. Customers evaluate 

justice on two stages: first they evaluate whether the employees have treated them well and 

if not, they consider secondly if they have perceived distributive justice. Moreover, if the 

customer has perceived interactional justice, the overall perceived justice is dependent on 

the offered redress. To summarize, interactional justice is the most powerful component of 

total perceived justice, thus to respond to customer’s disappointment with the right skills 

and proper procedures employees should be trained properly. (Ibid.)  

 

Yet, all of these three aspects: distributive, procedural and interactional fairness are integral 

part of the service recovery leading to total perceived fairness. It should be noticed that 

service recovery is actually a multidimensional process requiring fair treatment at every 

contact point with the customer. Therefore it is not enough that the outcome of the process 

is fair if customer has perceived unfairness when for example communicating with 

employees. In other words, the whole customer experience has to be positive. (Grönroos 

2007, 127) 
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In case the customer is not pleased with the service recovery outcome double deviation 

occurs, yet it may also occur when customer’s comment is ignored on social media. Both 

may act as triggers for the complaint to go viral, increasing the possibility to face a massive 

social media crisis. Double deviation is to be avoided at any cost, yet should it happen 

reactive recovery needs to be focused on damage control. Reactive efforts include two 

steps: first, to find acceptable solution the customer should be contacted via private 

channels and second, the community members should be provided with an explanation as 

when the message is on social media, it creates public concern (Balaji et al. 2015, 650; 

Grégoire et al. 2015, 181). In more detail, after a fair solution has been found and the cause 

of double deviation has been identified, company’s processes should be properly fixed to 

avoid repeating the failure. At this point social community should be informed on how the 

company fixed the issue, as without the information it seems that no actions were taken. 

(Grégoire et al. 2015, 181) 

 

3.2.5. Tracking, monitoring and evaluating service recovery effectiveness 

 

By tracking failures, the company is able recognize their weaknesses and therefore to 

improve their service processes. When failures have been identified and classified, 

managers are capable to handle the most critical failures first when several failures occur 

simultaneously. Failure analysis instead provides information on actions that have been 

taken to respond to the mistake (e.g. effectiveness). (Hoffman et al. 1995, 49; Gonzalez et 

al. 2005, 61-62) Moreover, new opportunities for creating competitive advantage can be 

identified by tracking service failures since improved service process with less mistakes 

enables companies for example to give guarantees. Reduced purchase related risks may 

have positive effect on consumers as they are a promise about the quality of the service or 

product. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 61-62) 

 

In addition, failure analysis should be updated for two reasons: customer preferences may 

change by time and company may have new personnel who need up-to-date information to 

solve customer issues with the best recovery practices. In addition, the effectiveness 

between customer attributions and service recovery strategies should be measured to find 

the best practices to recover dissatisfied clients. Companies should also monitor frontline 

employees’ recovery efforts to understand how an individual and organization as a whole 

responds to failures. Monitoring failures includes also the understanding on which actions 

have decreased service failures and what kind of perceptions customers have towards 

service recovery. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 62) 
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Finally, companies should evaluate the effectiveness of recovery implementation including 

benefits on organizational, employee and customer level (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 62). Singh 

(1990, 14) suggested that companies should not only explore service recovery 

effectiveness initially but also how the company handles complaints compared to its 

competitors enabling process improvements that can result as competitive advantage. 

Whereas Halstead et al. (1996, 113) advised managers to investigate statistical service 

failures within a bigger picture and attribute-specific in a global scale to identify problems 

within service providers and implement the knowledge into company’s practices. 

Figure 14 summarizes how companies should track, monitor and finally evaluate their 

service recovery practices. 

 

 

Figure 14: Tracking, monitoring and evaluating recovery efforts (Gonzalez 2005, 61-62) 

 

According to Gonzalez et al. (2005, 62) managers should notice that employees who are 

responsible for recovery efforts may face customers’ anger in their daily work, thus training 

and offering appropriate tools are vital not only for decreasing stress but also to give support 

on these uncomfortable situations. 
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To summarize, tracking service failures should lead to service process improvements that 

decrease the amount of failures whereas well-implemented recovery efforts should increase 

the number of returning customers. The benefits of these improvements can be seen as 

delightful customers and happier, less stressed employees that can result as higher profit. 

(Gonzalez et al. 2005, 62) 

 

To learn from past mistakes, companies should not only track, monitor and evaluate 

recovery processes but also share the knowledge throughout the organization to 

understand what leads to dissatisfaction and how mistakes can be corrected especially from 

the perspective of the customer. There are three steps that should be done due gained 

knowledge and awareness on service failures. First, each failure and failure attribute 

(“locus”, “stability” and “controllability”) should be amplified in terms of type and generality 

not only to improve the process but also to find new causes for concern. Second, gained 

information on each recovery strategy selection should be tracked and discussed to find 

more cost-effective strategies with the same outcome, meaning satisfied customers. Third, 

the outcomes of perceived fairness should not only be evaluated but also transferred into 

practice. In other words, employees should be trained to improve their knowledge on 

customer needs and motivations. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 62-63) 
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter discusses research methods used on this thesis by providing understanding 

on why certain methods have been chosen over others and how the empirical part on this 

study has been conducted. First the research layers are represented, then both the 

research strategy and methods are discussed and in the end data collection and analysis 

are introduced. 

 

This research is designed by using “research onion” (see Figure 15) to demonstrate the 

layers of the research. The approach was originally introduced by Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill in 2008. (Saunders et al. 2009, 108)  

 

  

Figure 15: Research design of the study (adapted from Saunders et al. 2009, 108) 

 

The furthest layer defines the research philosophy which is interpretivism. Research 

philosophy not only explains how the knowledge is developed and what the nature of it is, 

but also presents three underlying dimensions including ontology, epistemology and 

axiology, from which the first two are the major ways when observing research dimensions. 

(Saunders et al. 2009, 106-107, 109) Ontology represents how the nature of realism is 

viewed by the researcher while epistemology describes what constitutes as knowledge that 

is acceptable. This study has adopted interpretive research with phenomenologic-

hermeneutic philosophy. Interpretivism aims to understand “differences between humans 

as social actors”, meaning that the reality is not only subjective as each individual has their 

own interpretation and as every encounter they ever had has formed them and “their reality”. 
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Moreover, the research not only concentrates on the facts (e.g. parcel is lost, angry 

complaint is posted on social media wall) but also on the subjective side (e.g. waiting time, 

motives, what leads to these actions). The researcher should also be aware that these 

factors may change as time goes by. (Saunders et al. 2009, 115, 119)  

 

Phenomenological philosophy which aims to interpret individual experiences is based on 

presupposition that humans tend to act intentionally, meaning that an individuals have a 

purpose for their actions and are also consciously oriented to them (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2006, 

34; Valli & Aaltola 2015, 30-31), while hermeneutic view aims to understand the meanings 

behind the phenomenon, which requires not only understanding the theory related to the 

research but also the ability to shape the interpretation of it. In addition, hermeneutic 

approach assumes that the researcher has preliminary understanding on the subject 

studied. (Valli & Aaltola 2015, 33-34) On this study preliminary knowledge on postal 

services has formed due previous experiences as the case company is an integral part of 

everyone’s daily life and by exploring their webpage including annual report. Whereas this 

study aims to explain and understand not only the customer’s but also the case company’s 

point of view and how they see the situation.  

 

Moreover, this study has adopted inductive approach aiming to gain new knowledge in the 

context of real life. In other words, the aim is to understand how case company sees, 

manages and implements service recovery on social media. Instead of testing existing 

theories inductive approach aims to build a theory by gaining new insights related to the 

phenomenon. Inductive approach enables to understand the meanings individuals attach 

to specific events. (Saunders et al. 2009, 125-127) Moreover, the aim of the study is not to 

generalize service companies’ approach but to understand case company’s operations and 

the nature of the possible issues.  

 

The next layer describes the research strategy, which is a single case study approach, as 

researcher’s objective is to explore the phenomenon through case company. The main idea 

of single case method is to explain and model authentic situations whereas the aim is to 

understand the phenomenon as a whole. (Hirsjärvi, Remes & Sajavaara 2008, 156-157) It 

is a proper method when researcher aims to describe, explicate or explore holistic and 

meaningful real-life events. (Yin 2009, 4) The following circles define that the study is 

conducted as a qualitative research with cross-sectional time horizon as the research aims 

to answer the research question in a fairly short timeframe. (Saunders et al. 2009, 146, 155)  
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Next, the data is collected from case company’s Facebook and Twitter pages and analyzed 

by content analysis to gain not only rich understanding on how the case company has 

employed service recovery practices on their social media channels but also how their 

customers express disappointment when service failure occurs. Finally personnel is 

interviewed using semi-structured interviews to gain a holistic view from the company side. 

Next chapters present first the research strategy and methods and second the data 

collection and analysis in more detail. 

 

4.1. Research strategy and methods 

 

This study is a qualitative research aiming to describe the diversity of real-life situations. 

Since every event is connected to each other there is an opportunity to find multidirectional 

relationships, which should be kept in mind while conducting the research. In addition, 

values lead the researcher throughout the study as they define how the researcher 

understands the investigated phenomenon. As qualitative research is always subjective, 

researcher should realize that the results apply only to the case being studied. In other 

words, qualitative studies are connected to both time and place where the research is 

originally conducted. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2008, 157) Qualitative method was chosen over 

quantitative approach due the aim to gain detailed and rich knowledge from both the case 

company’s customers and employees instead of descriptive statistics which could be used 

to generalize the results with other cases. Moreover, as the aim is to find how social media 

service recovery is implemented at the case company qualitative method is adopted into 

this study. 

 

According to Hirsjärvi et al. (1998, 160), the typical characteristics of qualitative method 
are as follows: 
 

1. The nature of the study is thorough knowledge acquiring real situations 

2. Measurements are based on discussion and researcher’s observation rather than 

analyzing questionnaires 

3. Researcher strives to reveal the unexpected. The basis is not to test theory or 

hypothesis but both detailed and thorough study of the material 

4. Using qualitative methods when gathering data to understand the point of view along 

with the personality of the interviewees 

5. Selecting a specific target group and not using random selection 

6. Flexibility in study plan. Being able to adapt  

7. As each case is unique, the results apply only on the case being studied 
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However, this study has some characteristics from quantitative method as the data collected 

from case company’s social media channels is partly numeric. This numerical data is used 

for example to see how fast the company replies to its disappointed customers and how 

many conversations were completed within a specific timeframe. The numerical data and 

themes derived from the data are not only used as the base for the interviews but also for 

text analysis. According to Hirsijärvi et al. (1998, 228) and Saunders et al. (2009, 146) when 

combining both quantitative and qualitative methods, the term triangulation is often used. 

Triangulation increases validity of the research as not only one method has been used. 

 

Deciding how much research material should be collected can be challenging on both 

quantitative and qualitative study as the research may include only one case and on the 

other hand, the study can withhold several interviews. As statistical regularities is not the 

goal on this study, the size of the research material is not based on these characteristics. 

In other words, the research can be based on small number of cases. (Hirsijärvi et al. 1998, 

176)  

 

Case study 

 

This research has adopted case study as the data acquisition strategy since the aim is not 

only to find out why the potential of social media as service recovery channel is not fully 

utilized but also to gain understanding on how the case company manages social media 

service recovery in practice. According to Yin (2009, 2) and Saunders et al. (2009, 146) 

case study is a proper method when aiming to find answers to questions “how” or “why”.  

 

Moreover, when the research is done in the context of real life dealing a contemporary 

phenomenon and the researcher has only a little control, case study should be used as 

research strategy. (Yin 2009, 2; Saunders et al. 2009, 145-146) In addition to the issues 

mentioned above, as extensive investigation of a social phenomenon is the goal case study 

is the most appropriate. (Yin 2009, 3) When case study is adopted as the research strategy, 

the researcher may not only use various methods to collect the data but also to use them 

in combination. Data sources complement each other to increase understanding on the 

subject being studied. (Saunders et al. 2009, 146) 

 

Some critics have argued that the results of a single case study cannot scientifically be 

generalized. However, it is possible to generalize case studies to theoretical propositions 

even though the results are for example not applicable to population. Other criticism 
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concerns a case study requiring a long time period to complete usually resulting in a 

massive amount of documentation. This criticism may point to earlier research including 

both ethnographic and participant-observation, which takes more time to complete. 

However, it is possible to conduct case study in a shorter timeframe when the chosen data 

collection method allows the researcher to work more effectively. (Yin 2009, 15) This 

research begins by getting familiar with the field where the study takes place to understand 

the case as a whole. Even though the case company’s basic operations are commonly 

known, the knowledge is complemented by observing company’s home page along with 

their social media sites.  

 

The stages of data collection 

 

The research includes three steps (see stages of data collection in Figure 16). The first step 

is to explore the social media channels where the case company serves its customers by 

using content analysis. The company operates on five social media channels including 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and Instagram. Only Facebook and Twitter are 

included in this study as they are the main social media channels on which the customers 

interact with the company.   

 

 

Figure 16: Stages of data collection 

 

After careful examination of the material collected from social media, three semi-structured 

interviews take place based on the collected data which is combined with the studied 

theories. Next, data collection methods are explained in more details. 
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Content analysis 

 

Content analysis is a method to analyze text aiming to classify it into categories. (Hsieh & 

Shannon 2005, 1277) Content analysis is employed as the method to explore why case 

company’s customers are disappointed, how they express themselves on company’s 

Facebook and Twitter pages and how the case company replies. Moreover, it is a suitable 

method when analyzing the content of communication and how individuals express 

themselves through written messages due to its nature that produces not only systematic 

but also objective analysis of communication attributes. (Ye & Tripathi 2016, 3840).  

 

Netnography and discourse analysis were considered as research methods. Netnography 

aims to understand and explore online communities in the terms of people and culture 

(Saunders et al. 2009, 303-304) while discourse analysis explores the nature of language 

including how and why a specific language is used in social situations (Hirsjärvi et al. 2008, 

220; Saunders et al. 2009, 511). As the aim is not to understand the nature of an online 

community or how disappointed customers or the case company personnel use language 

on social media sites, neither netnography or discourse analysis are suitable methods for 

this study.  

 

The steps used in content analysis are based on previous literature (e.g. Elo & Kyngäs 

2008; Ye & Tripathi 2016). Elo & Kyngäs (2008, 110) separated content analysis into three 

main categories including preparation, organizing and both reporting and analyzing phases 

along with several subcategories. Ye & Tripathi (2016, 3841) had more straightforward 

approach by naming five steps from data overview to finding relationships between 

categories and argumentations to support them. Next figure (Figure 17) demonstrates the 

steps followed in this study.    
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Figure 17: The steps of content analysis (adapted from Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Ye & Tripathi 

2016) 

 

First the unit of analysis is to be selected by defining what the researcher aims to analyze. 

The unit can for example be a word or a theme. (Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 109) Next the data is 

explored to gain an overall understanding of the subject. After the researcher has 

familiarized the data, the next step is to make notes when interesting or relevant data is 

discovered. (Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 109-110; Ye & Tripathi 2016, 3841) Along the notes, the 

relevant data is collected to the matrix and categorized to find both similarities and 

dissimilarities. Moreover, when categories are based on grouping-by-belonging and not just 

on similarities, it provides a possibility to compare the findings between the categories. (Dey 

1993; sited in Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 111) After the data is collected to the matrix, it is analyzed 

by theming the topics and by calculating the facts followed by a thorough analysis and 

reporting phase. 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

 

As the main point is not only to gather personal knowledge and experiences on service 

recovery at the case company but also to explore the subject not widely studied, interviews 

are a useful source of information for this study. Interviews offer various advantages 

including the possibility to gain subjective information, to analyze the results in wider 
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context, the researcher has a chance to clarify questions and to deepen gained information 

by asking arguments for interviewee’s opinions. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2008, 200-201)  

 

Three interview types were carefully studied before choosing the one that is used in this 

study. Semi-structured interview was chosen over in-depth and structured interview as 

being the most suitable for investigating how service recovery on social media is handled 

at the case company due characteristics that belong to the nature of semi-structured 

interviews.  

 

According to Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2000, 47) and Saunders at al. (2009, 320) semi-structured 

interview can be applied on research when interviewees have experienced the same 

situation, the researcher has the knowledge on significant factors and processes related to 

the observed phenomenon and therefore is able to create assumptions on the most 

important themes that an interview should include. In-depth interviews instead are focused 

on open questions where interviewees are asked to reconstruct their experiences (Hirsjärvi 

& Hurme 2000, 45-46; Aaltola & Valli 2007, 44-45), which could not provide comprehensive 

knowledge on the subject. Moreover, this data collection method provides the possibility to 

gain deep knowledge from interviews as instead of specific questions interviewees have the 

possibility to talk without limitations about the given themes and share both their arguments 

and experiences with the interviewer. It is also acknowledged that semi-structured interview 

allows to observe significant meanings which have formed due interaction between 

interviewee and researcher (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 36, 47-48; Saunders et al. 2009, 320) 

that structured interviews cannot provide. Moreover, interviews enable to gain a general 

picture of the research context with real-life examples. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 48)   

 

Saunders et al. (2009, 320) pointed out, every semi-structured interview may be different 

as it depends on the flow of the conversation and questions being covered. In other words, 

semi-structured interviews are based on both themes and questions as additional questions 

may rise during the conversation. (Ibid.) Whereas to Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2000, 48) pointed 

out that the method is named semi-structured interview due its aspects or themes that are 

the same for each interviewee. Semi-structured interview is more on the side of non-

structured than structured method as the questions do not have exact form or order, yet the 

conversation is not as loose as when using in-depth interview as the method. (Ibid.)  
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The themes of semi-structured interview are based on both the theory and research 

material. As this interview type aims to collect material that enables researcher to make 

reliable conclusions on the subject being studied, the most important phase when designing 

the interviews is to carefully plan the covered themes as every phenomenon that is related 

to the study may not be relevant when conducting the interviews. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 

66) Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2000, 67) divided the research process that has adopted semi-

structured interview(s) into three phases including preparation, interview and analysis 

phase (Figure 18). 

 

  

Figure 18: The process of semi-structured interviews (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 67). 

 

This study follows the process that Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2000) have proposed as the interview 

themes are formed from the theory presented earlier on this thesis and from the findings of 

the content analysis. Although the themes were the same on each interview, the questions 

varied among interviewees to gain comprehensive picture on how the case company has 

employed service recovery on their social media channels and how service failures and 

customer complaints are seen from the company’s point of view. The frame for each 

interview is presented in Appendix 3. 

  

4.2. Data collection and analysis 

 

The empirical data on this study was collected between April and September 2016 first by 

executing a content analysis on social media and then by conducting three semi-structured 

interviews with the case company’s personnel. As the case company has customer service 

on both Facebook and Twitter, these social media channels became the objects of the 

research. Even though the company is active also on Instagram, YouTube and LinkedIn, 

these sites are not part of this study as customers rarely communicate on these mediums. 

In addition, the case company has two separate pages on Facebook. To gain the most 

valuable information related to the services the case company offers its private customers, 

their main Facebook channel was chosen as the data collection source over the other 

channel that focuses on only one service. 
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On this study the unit of analysis (Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 109) is a message from the case 

company’s private customer voicing disappointment towards their operations. In other 

words, all written messages on the case company’s Facebook and Twitter pages are 

obtained, whereas only the messages including direct complaints, improvement 

suggestions and inquiries about postal items were collected (hereafter these messages are 

referred as original complaints). Next, their Facebook and Twitter pages are explored to 

gain an overall understanding of the data also providing the headlines for the matrix where 

part of the data is collected (e.g. gender of complainer, how often the failure has occurred 

and how fast the case company replies) as Elo & Kyngäs (2008, 109) suggested. During 

exploring it became apparent that the period of one month is enough to collect the data as 

it started to saturate. Hirsjärvi et al. (2008, 177) pointed out that saturation is a concept 

which is used in qualitative research, meaning that the researcher collects data continuously 

as long as it gives new information related to the research question. Next data from period 

of one month is collected to Word sheets to make notes whenever an interesting or relevant 

data is discovered as Elo & Kyngäs (2008, 109-110) and Ye & Tripathi (2016, 3841) pointed 

out.  

 

Alongside the notes, the relevant data is collected to Excel matrix to analyze it (see 

examples in Table 4 and Table 5). Next, notes are first divided into groups and then 

categorized to compare observations to find both similarities and dissimilarities. (Dey 1993; 

sited in Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 110) Whereas after the data is collected to the matrix, it is 

analyzed by theming the topics found from the material and by calculating the facts including 

for example the number of complaints and how long it takes before the customer receives 

a reply. This is transformed to figures, tables and diagrams to understand the whole picture 

of the subject and to further analyze and report the results. 

 

Table 4: Example of data collection matrix: complainer 
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Table 5: Example of data collection matrix: company 

 

 

To gain a holistic view on the case company’s service recovery practices from the personnel 

point of view, three interviews were conducted. Semi-structured interviews included 

interviews with both the customer service manager and employee along with 

communications manager. Next figure (Figure 19) adapted from the case company’s annual 

report demonstrates the area of semi-structured interviews. 

 

 

Figure 19: Semi-structured interviews at the case company (adapted from Posti Group 

2015, 92). 

 

First interview took place at the case company’s office in Helsinki while both second and 

third interview were done on telephone (see more detailed information of the interviews in 

Table 6). The themes and questions for each interview are presented in Appendix 3. 

 

Table 6: Conducted interviews 

Interviewee Position Date Place 

Interviewee 1 manager, customer service August 26th 2016 Helsinki, head office 
 

Interviewee 2 manager, communications September 2nd 2016 On the phone 
 

Interviewee 3 employee, social media 
customer service 

September 6th 2016 On the phone 
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Researchers that have applied qualitative research method into their study, tend to use 

discretionary sample as the aim is not to generalize the results statistically but to gain 

knowledge on a certain event or phenomenon. Especially when conducting a case study it 

is possible to gain significant information through only a few interviews as the amount of 

observations may still be vast, meaning that the data is qualitatively rich. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 

2000, 58-59) For these reasons it is justified to use a small discretionary sample (n=3) 

including personnel from various hierarchy levels from different departments. To obtain the 

most knowledgeable answers related to the subject of the study, the interviewees were 

selected based on the case company recommendations.  

 
Each interview was recorded and took from less than half an hour up to an hour. By 

recording interviews the researcher was able not only to listen attentively but also to 

concentrate on the interview as a whole. As the aim was not to explore linguistic 

characteristics, interviews were transcribed subsequently leaving out repeated words, non-

lexical conversation sounds and pauses. Altogether 29 pages of transcribed material was 

received from the interviews which were analyzed using inductive approach by categorizing 

the data. According to Saunders et al. (2009, 492-493) and Valli & Aaltola (2015, 115) data 

categorizing requires two steps: first categories are created based on either the terms used 

by the interviewees or both the existing literature and theory and then the data is arranged 

into the created categories. (Ibid.) This study has adopted conventional content analysis 

meaning that the codes emerge during the analysis (Hsieh & Shannon 2005, 1286).  

 

First the data that has emerged as a result of transcription is read through several times to 

achieve a comprehensive understanding. It is then divided to segments by content which is 

then simplified (Table 7) enabling the researcher to find the key elements. (Hsieh & 

Shannon 2005, 1279; Valli & Aaltola 2015, 116)  

 

Table 7: Examples of data reduction 

Original sentence Simplified content 

To reply customers’ questions the customer 

service seeks information from our in-house 

experts to obtain the best possible answer. 

Using in-house experts to solve issues. 

Customer privacy is one of the top priorities on 

social media and to keep it that way from time 

to time communication needs to move from 

public to private to respect that privacy. 

To respect privacy not all problem solving 

should be public. 
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After the data has been thoroughly read and the key content has emerged, the concepts 

were divided into subcategories and then to categories to form the overall theme (see Table 

8). (Hsieh & Shannon 2005, 1279; Valli & Aaltola 2015, 116)    

 

Table 8: Examples of data classifying and theming 

Concept Subcategory Category Theme 

In-house experts help 

solving customer issues 
Experts 

Service recovery on all 

channels 

Service recovery 

on social media 

Procedures on how to 

handle complaints 
Procedures 

Customer privacy 

should be taken into 

account on social media 

Customer privacy 

Service recovery on 

social media 
It is challenging to reply 

in public 
Public replying 

     

Next, to prepare a solid phase for reporting, subcategories and categories have been 

organized as Hsieh & Shannon (2005) suggested. Following chapter provides an overview 

on reliability, validity and ethics where methodological aspects and choices are thoroughly 

evaluated.    

 

4.3. Reliability, validity and ethics 

 

The approach of Yin (2009) is applied into this research which assists when evaluating both 

reliability and validity of this study. He suggested that researcher should judge the research 

design quality through construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability (Yin 

2009, 40-41) to provide more comprehensive evaluation compared to traditional view on 

validity and reliability. Reliability refers to repeatability of the results meaning whether data 

collection and analysis procedures would provide same findings if the study was conducted 

again (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 226; Saunders et al. 2009, 156), meaning that there is no 

discrepancy between studies. (Koskinen, Alasuutari & Peltonen, 2005, 255) Whereas 

validity refers to whether the findings measure what was indented (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 226; 

Koskinen et a. 2005, 254; Saunders et al. 2009, 157). Researcher should be able to prove 

that the findings are reliable, meaning that they are not driven from irregular situations which 
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may lead to false observations or statements. (Koskinen et al. 2005, 254) Therefore 

quotations from interviews are applied to the study not only to increase the validity but also 

to enrich empirical findings. (Hirsjärvi at al. 1997, 228; Koskinen et al. 2005, 318) It should 

also be noticed that the results can be reliable even when the validity is low, yet the results 

cannot be valid if they are not reliable. (Koskinen et al. 2005, 255)  

 

To increase construct validity several sources of evidence that have a logical connection 

are used in the data collection including the case company’s annual report, social media 

sites and the personnel from both managerial and frontline employee level (Koskinen et al. 

2005, 257; Yin 2009, 41) to confirm that the research explores exactly what it is assumed 

to explore. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 187) Researcher aims also to build a chain of evidence 

during the research to amplify construct validity, meaning that the phases of the study are 

not only both planned and documented carefully but also explained in sufficient detail. 

(Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 227; Yin 2009, 41) Moreover, a rough copy of the study is reviewed 

by the participants of the research before the study is finalized to ensure the validity of the 

content. (Yin 2009, 41) Internal validity instead refers to consistency and logicality of the 

research that occurs during the data analysis. To increase internal validity, both the 

explanations for the results and divergent explanations have been built during the analysis. 

(Koskinen et al. 2005, 257; Yin 2009, 42)  Moreover, the analysis followed themes that are 

logically derived from the interviews and are then matched to the theory pattern. (Koskinen 

et al. 2005, 255; Yin 2009, 42) 

 

External validity refers to generalizability of the research among both various situations and 

individuals (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 188). It should be noted that the results of this study 

are generalizable in the context of the case company, yet the aim is not to generalize service 

companies’ approaches but to understand the case company’s operations and the nature 

of the possible issues related to social media service recovery. In other words, this study 

aims to observe how the case company implements and manages social media service 

recovery in a specific timeframe instead of aiming to generalize the results. However, the 

aspect of external validity is strengthened by collecting rich and comprehensive data from 

the case company’s operations. However due to a relatively small sample size (content 

analysis n=502, semi-structured interviews n=3) it is not possible to make major conclusions 

among the subject. (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 176; Koskinen et al. 2005, 265-266)  
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According to Koskinen et al. (2005, 167) generalizability is the main issue on single case 

studies, yet it is more important to design case study carefully even though the results may 

only be applied to this particular research. Moreover, the results of this study can be applied 

when for example comparing social media service recovery practices among delivery 

companies, different industries or even countries (e.g. how social media service recovery 

is applied by Post of Sweden compared to the case company). (Koskinen et al. 2005, 167-

169)   

 

As stated earlier, reliability refers to repeatability of the results which can be observed in 

three ways: 1) if the study is conducted again with the same results, 2) if two researchers 

have concluded the same results or 3) two researchers concluded similar results when 

applying different research methods. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2000, 186) It should be noticed that 

this study investigates a subject where the service process has not only humane 

characteristics but also changes as time goes by, thus later studies on the same subject 

may have slightly different results. In other words, organization changes when new 

practices are applied, employees may have different skills and customer expectations and 

perceptions may change. (O’Neill & Palmer 2004, 443)  

 

When considering the limitations stated above, the aim is to provide sufficient information 

offering the possibility to evaluate both the research process and its results. In other words, 

this study incorporates a systematic view on how the research is done including the review 

on how both content analysis and semi-structured interviews are conducted enabling 

repeatability to some degree. Moreover, correlation between the data is explored and 

evaluated, yet occurred deviations are discussed in results.  

 

In addition, to comprehensively evaluate reliability it should also be considered how both 

the researcher and organization may affect the results. (Koskinen et al. 2005, 258-259) 

When evaluating the organizational point of view, the results may be affected due 

confidential information (e.g. internal processes), respondent’s position and the time the 

case company has employed the interviewees. This is discussed further in Limitations (see 

chapter 6.6.) To ensure that the interviewees were capable of providing the best possible 

information, the aim of the research was discussed briefly during each interview. Moreover, 

the researcher is familiar with the case company’s products and services to some degree 

and as the researcher has no bad experiences with them it supports the objectivity. 
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Researcher must be appropriate with actions towards the research subjects and those who 

may indirectly be affected during the research to respect the research ethics. (Saunders et 

al. 2009, 181-182) From the ethical point of view this research does not contain any 

significant conflicts as the subject of this study is not particularly sensitive, the case 

company’s employees have agreed to take part in this study and the data from social media 

is publicly available. Moreover, instead of individuals this study aims to explore behavior 

and practices of certain groups from either customer or company point of view. 

 

Yet, in order to provide ethically valid research, researcher has to adhere good scientific 

practices. To respect the human rights and free will by giving the opportunity to either 

participate or not to participate on the interviews is top priority. Moreover, it is critical that 

interviewees have the information on how they are involved in the research process and 

understand the given information. (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 24-25; Saunders et al. 2009, 185) 

Participation on this study is voluntary as interviewees’ willingness to take part on the 

study’s interviews is requested via email in advance while informing the terms of the subject 

and why the study is done.  

 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, 185) the primary ethical issues along volunteering 

include privacy and confidentiality which should be ensured for the participants. Therefore 

even the data collected from publicly available sources is used without further 

announcement to the participants. Participants are also protected in terms of anonymity 

which is ensured by anonymizing the data before and during the analysis and reporting. 

When quoting the material the names have for example been changed to “interviewee” and 

“complainer”. 

 

However, there are some other ethical issues to discuss when conducting qualitative 

research on internet. This study is done with passive analysis meaning that the researcher 

does not participate in conversation but gathers the data from a certain internet site, yet 

there are basic ethical precepts that scientific research requires. Even though discussion 

on the case company’s Facebook and Twitter sites is public the users may not expect to be 

a part of the research, but on the other hand most of the participants are seeking publicity 

when voicing disappointment out loud online. As the data is first collected and then 

translated to English and the participants names are either deleted or changed to “original 

complainer", “third party” or “customer service personnel”, original messages are not very 

easily trackable by search engines ensuring the privacy among participants. (Eysenbach & 

Till 2001, 1103-1105) 
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5. EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 

This chapter presents first the research context and then the results of the content analysis 

and semi-structured interviews which are tied together with academic literature. Content 

analysis is focused on customer complaints on the case company’s social media sites 

including the behavior of original complainers and third parties followed by analysis of 

company responses on the complaints. Semi-structured interviews instead present social 

media service recovery management and practices at the case company, which is mainly 

presented in the same order as the theory earlier this report.  

 

5.1. Research context 

 

The case company on this research is Posti Group, which has operations on four business 

groups including postal services, parcel and logistic services, Itella Russia and OpusCapita. 

The company is owned by the state of Finland and has already operated for almost 400 

years. Posti Group’s turnover in 2015 amounted to 1.650M€, which represents a decrease 

of 11.2% compared to 2014. In more detail, postal services turnover in 2015 amounted to 

752M€ (-3.5% compared to 2014) whereas parcel and logistic services turnover was 596M€ 

(-17.4% compared to 2014). Approximately 96% of Posti Group’s turnover comes from 

business customers including companies and associations. (Posti Group 2015, 1, 7) Even 

though the company is owned by the state, its operations are completely based on customer 

incomes. In the heart of Posti’s economic liability are transparency and profitableness, 

whereas the aim is to grow cost-effectively. Posti’s management principles are supported 

by risk-management policies, internal supervision and administration principles. (Posti 

Group 2015, 57) 

 

Posti being not only the biggest logistics company in Finland by delivering more than 8 

million postal items a day, but also the biggest private employer in Finland with 16.874 

employees in 2015. (Posti Group 2015, 38, 56, 70) In 2015 Posti’s employee commitment 

index, meaning how dedicated employees are towards their job was 47% whereas the index 

was 48 % in 2014. Posti has had various employee co-operation negotiations that may have 

affected the results. According to Posti, the index is relatively low when comparing the result 

to logistics industry worldwide. Whereas the performance enabling index measures 

organizations commitment not only to provide excellent customer service together with high 

quality products and services but also to continuous improvements, was 58%. In addition, 
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many employees agreed that co-operation with the closest co-workers is at good level. 

(Posti Group 2015, 69) 

 

As this study is limited to Posti Group’s services that are offered to private customers, 

meaning that only postal (i.e. cards and letters) and parcel services are included to this 

study. Moreover, Posti Group’s business name for private customers is Posti, which is used 

in this study when referring to Posti Group’s services for private sector. Posti’s private 

customers consist of 2.8 million Finnish households to whom postal items are delivered five 

days a week as universal service obligation (USO) requires. In 2015 Posti handled 2894 

inquiries related to daily mail, which is 0.00033 % of total mail volume. The company solved 

967 inquires, 178 mails were stated to have disappeared and 1749 cases could not be 

solved at all. (Posti Group 2015, 38, 56)  

 

Even though Posti delivered 33 million parcels in 2015 meaning 2% increase in volume 

compared to 2014 (Posti Group 2015, 125) the usage of postal services has declined. Due 

to digitalization consumers’ communication needs have clearly changed as the volume of 

daily mail delivered to private customers has an annual 10% decrease. Due to decreased 

volume of the mail delivery, by this rate Posti’s mail services will turn profitless by 2019 

unless they discover new ways to operate more effectively together with new business 

ideas. (Posti Group 2015, 28; Posti Group 2016a)  

 

The absence of these arrangements could result in too high prices for the customers which 

may require public funds for the services, thus finding new solutions is urgent. As Posti’s 

postal item services (i.e. letters and postcards) are under the USO, mail must be delivered 

five days a week, even though the average customer receives only 11 letters or postcards 

a year. Based on these facts, the solution is sought by preparing a new law to change the 

regulation of universal services in the Postal Act. One solution that The Ministry of Transport 

and Communications have presented is to change the provision which determines that 

postal items should be delivered not five but for example only three times a week. (Posti 

Group 2016a) 

 

Posti has already innovated new solutions to compensate the decrease in mail volume. As 

Petri Kokkonen, the Head of Posti’s home services said: “Our aim is to offer high-quality 

home services along our mail delivery routes in Finland.” In May 2016 the company 

launched a lawn moving service, an idea that originated from Posti’s mail delivery 

employees. Choosing the day with the lowest mail delivery rate using statistics, the service 



  87 

could be bought from Posti’s online store for every Tuesday in a package of one month. By 

autumn lawnmowers are swapped to rakes by offering a raking service introduced in 2016. 

In addition, Posti has also developed other home services including partnership with South 

Karelia Social and Health Care District to assist their customers with food delivery services. 

(Posti Group 2016b; Posti Group 2016c)  

 

However, these new services had not been launched when the research took place thus 

home services are excluded from this study. Next Posti’s service process is presented 

together with the customer point of view in the context of mail delivery (Figure 20). The 

figure of the process has formulated as the result of semi-structured interviews with Posti’s 

personnel, meaning that the process presented is the researcher’s view on the subject. 

 

 

Figure 20: Process map of mail delivery with possible triggers for service failures 

 

The process map was created to understand where and why service failure occurs in the 

context of postal services. Next the process map is explained in more detail: 
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1. As chapter 2.1. has shown, service failure occurs when the customer’s expected and 

experienced quality do not match. In addition, also the image of the service provider affects 

the evaluation of the service. In other words, the customer has expectations towards Posti 

based for example on earlier experiences and WOM. 

 

2. The customer has need to either send or receive mail, meaning that the person takes 

actions towards sending a postal item or is waiting for an item to arrive. 

 

3. When sending items, the experience forms when the customer either goes to the post 

office or to a stand-alone mailbox. The customer evaluates also how polite or how 

professional the customer service is or if the stand-alone mailbox was emptied too early 

(process) and whether the item was successfully sent (outcome). When receiving postal 

items, the customer for example evaluates how mail delivery employee acts, how postal 

items are placed in the mail box (process) and whether they were delivered or not 

(outcome). 

 

4. As Posti is a part of our everyday daily life, sometimes customers may see something in 

the process that caughts their attention including mistreating other customers or mail 

delivery employees not following common rules, which are the triggers for negative eWOM 

as service failure has emerged due to the failure in the process. 

 

5. Failures may occur due to back office process which includes everything the customer 

does not see (e.g. production), for example missing postal items. According to Posti their 

production team not only ensures the quality of postal deliveries but also develops new 

services according to customer needs (Posti Group 2015, 38). 

 

6. As Posti’s customers may also receive mail from business customers (e.g. magazines or 

online shop parcels), this aspect is an integral part of the process. If a service failure occurs 

here, the failure may be due to either Posti’s or business customer’s actions.  

 

In addition, it should be noticed that sometimes service failure may be caused by the actions 

of the customer or external forces which should be taken into account when analyzing the 

culprit of the failure (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 59) 
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5.2. Results 

 

This chapter represents the results of both the social media content analysis and semi-

structured employee interviews. Empirical results are examined based on the research 

questions and themes that are formed from the theoretical framework. First part of the 

results represents customer complaining behavior on Posti’s social media sites and second 

part discusses Posti’s recovery practices and managing principles. 

 

5.2.1. Customer complaints on case company’s social media sites 

 

As gaining knowledge on how service is experienced by customers is the first factor to 

analyze to understand service recovery (Bell & Zemke 1987, 32) therefore negative service 

experiences voiced by Posti’s customers on social media are analyzed and discussed on 

this chapter. In other words, to understand whether the service provided including both the 

process and the outcome matches with the customer expectations. (Ibid.) For example, 

even though the customer received the parcel, the experience may be negative if it took too 

long to arrive. When analyzing the results it is also taken into account that the company 

image can affect the quality perceptions as when the reputation is good, customers are 

more likely to ignore small mistakes and vice versa. (O'Neill and Palmer 2004, 444; 

Grönroos 2007, 74)  

 

Social media content analysis focused on those customers and Posti’s employees that 

discussed on service failures related to Posti through Posti’s Facebook and Twitter sites. In 

more detail, data analysis concentrated on service failures that Posti’s customers (original 

complainers) posted on social media and how they expressed themselves (emotions and 

attitudes), how Posti’s customer service personnel replied (attitudes and instructions) and 

both how and why other social media users (third parties) took part on the conversation 

(emotions and attitudes). 

 

This chapter provides the results of the social media content analysis on following themes: 

first an overview on customer complaints on Posti’s social media is presented followed by 

identification of service failures that have been voiced on Posti’s Facebook and Twitter sites. 

Following themes are consisted of different types of complaining and triggers for eWOM 

among original complainers and third parties. Finally, Posti’s responses on customer 

complaints on both channels are discussed (see Figure 21). 
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Figure 21: The structure of content analysis results 

 

In a period of one month (from April 13th to May 12th 2016) 113 complaints were voiced on 

Posti’s Facebook page on which Posti replied total of 98 times (response rate of 86.73%). 

Total amount of comments shared on Facebook increased to 381, including not only 

message(s) from both the original complainer and Posti but also from third parties that took 

part in conversation. Whereas during the same time period 39 original complaints were 

shared on Twitter with Posti’s response rate of 100.00%. Total amount of comments on 

Twitter was 121 (see Figure 22). On the last day of the research Posti’s Facebook page 

had total of 15562 likes and Twitter 2330 followers. See more details in Appendix 4. 

 

 

Figure 22: Overview on Facebook and Twitter comments 

 

On Facebook 60 complaints were posted by males and 53 by females, whereas on Twitter 

males complained 28 and females 11 times. Third parties left 80 comments on Facebook 

while only once on Twitter. In addition, it is noticeable that a few third party commenters 
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claimed to be employed by Posti, which however could not be verified. And finally, Posti 

replied to third parties 6 times on Facebook and not once on Twitter. 

 

Service failures voiced on Facebook and Twitter 

 

These 113 original Facebook complaints included failures related to daily mail (49.56%), 

parcels (33.63%), customer service (10.62%), post offices (3.54%), other issues (1.77 %) 

and Posti’s website (0.88%), whereas the most common reason for complaining on Twitter 

(39 complaints) were parcels (41.03%) and daily mail (20.51%). Other triggers for 

complaining included other issues (15.38%), Posti’s website (12.82%), customer service 

(7.69%) and post offices (2.56%). Other issues on both social media channels included for 

example employee misbehavior and undesired marketing communications from Posti. See 

shares of each complain group on Facebook and Twitter in Figure 23.  

  

 

Figure 23: Types of service failures voiced on Facebook and Twitter 

 

Facebook users were more likely to complain on issues related to daily mail. Missing postal 

items without tracking number, changes on mail delivery times that Posti executed on April 

and May 2016 and delays were clearly the main topics of discussion with 60.71% share of 

all daily mail issues voiced on Facebook. Unhappy customers expressed their issues as 

follows: 
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Oh Post of Finland! It is great that you reduce the number of employees and invent new 

services. How about focusing on delivering the daily mail on time. An invoice dated April 25th 

with due date on May 9th, was delivered to my mailbox today. (Complaint FB111) 

 

Oh how great that the daily mail is delivered at 6.30 pm here in Parainen!!!! (Complaint FB107) 

 

-- Well now Posti, where might the postcard I sent over a month ago from Ireland roam? At 

least four cards sent along with the missing one have been delivered ages ago… (Complaint 

FB079)  

 

Whereas on Twitter complainers advertised different types of issues related to daily mail 

including damaged or disappeared magazines and changes on mail delivery times: 

 

Where is Wednesday’s @Postigroup and @DonaldDuck_313??... (Complaint TW031) 

 

As Posti has prevented photos from its Facebook site, none of the posts included pictures 

unlike on Twitter where users revitalized their posts like the following complainer to show 

the damage done to the daily mail: 

 

Dog ate my magazine @PostiGroup? I don’t have a dog and now the magazine is savaged. 

#shreddedpaper #trytoreadthisnow (Complaint TW042) 

 

Issues related to parcels were more similar on both social media channels as the main 

reason why customers voiced their disappointment was due to delayed delivery (FB 

50.00%, TW 50.00%): 

 

In early April A-lehdet sent me a package and by May 12th I still haven’t received the tracking 

number from Posti. Where is my package? Here I am sitting, listening to expensive music and 

swearing. (Complaint FB125) 

 

@Postigroup… parcels with the outcome: “the shipment is too large to fit into the parcel point. 

You will receive an arrival notice when the parcel is ready for pick up.” (Complaint TW044) 

 

When Posti’s customers felt they did not receive as good customer service experience as 

they had expected including long waiting time on customer support line and receiving no 

service at all, for example these issues were demonstrated as follows: 
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When Posti’s customer service on the phone did not function, I tried Posti’s customer service 

chat…. it did not function. Oh my God you guys! (Complaint FB094) 

 

@Postigroup I cannot come through your customer support hotline! :-( I have been waiting for 

15 min. (Complaint TW005) 

 

Issues related to post offices were rare as in total only five customers had bad experiences 

at post office, which were pointed out as follows: 

 

Nowadays Posti of Iisalmi is like a 50’s village store. It should not be like this. There is a half 

square meter table where you write and wrap up your shipment. At the moment one customer 

is wrapping up a package on the floor. Then you have to wait in line with other customers who 

buy candy and cigarettes. When it is Christmas time I don’t even consider going to R-

Kioski/Post. (Complaint FB118) 

 

You offer #lawnmowing but it is not possible to send a registered letter. @PostiGroup #jokela 

@RkioskiOfficial #wastedtrip (Complaint TW040) 

 

Issues related to Posti’s website were almost as rare as problems related to post offices as 

total of only six complainers voiced their disappointment on the company’s online services. 

Messages related to website issues were such as: 

 

Sending a package online failed again! My money was taken, but no dispatch note on my 

email or on the web service. After making the payment there’s an error message on my online 

bank saying that the connection was disconnected due security reasons leaving the action 

unfinished. How to get the parcel sended asap? (Complaint FB009) 

 

#posti it is impossible to find out from @PostiGroup’s webpage the opening hours for the 

closest office. Luckily I had other ways to find it out. (Complaint TW035) 

 

And finally, other issues which represent heterogeneous group of issues related to Posti, 

for example including the following cases: 

 

Have you noticed there at Posti that we as paying customers are losing our nerves due to your 

constant issues? If you look at your wall, all posts are about negative feedback. What are you 

going to do about it? This time lawn mowing isn’t going to help. Has it crossed your mind that 

decreasing number of mail could be a result of customers voting with their feet?  

(Complaint FB055) 
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@PostiGroup Annankatu 32 Helsinki today. Nicely blocked crosswalk. Your driver apparently 

does not know the traffic regulations. (Complaint TW022) 

 

Hart et al. (1990, 150) concluded that there are situations which unfortunately cannot be 

controlled by the company, thus it was noted that sometimes inquiries indicated that the 

issue was not under Posti’s control but customers turned to Posti to solve the failure: 

 

-- We recommend you to contact the sender to receive feedback [for reclamation] about the 

parcel. (Customer service FB062) 

 

-- Sorry to hear your gift order hasn’t started as expected. Please do contact the publishing 

company to check your order and to get the magazine delivered asap. /[the name of the 

customer service personnel] (Customer service FB075_01) 

 

-- Sorry to hear that. Invoicing needs to be settled with the biller. Please leave feedback at 

ow.ly/4njGyJ (Customer service TW027_01) 

 

When dividing original complaints into process and outcome failures, complaints on 

Facebook consisted 68 times (60.18%) on outcome and 45 (39.82%) on process failures 

whereas on Twitter inquiries included 26 (66.67%) outcome and 13 (33.33%) process 

failures. More details of the outcome and process failures on both channels are presented 

in Appendix 4. Complaints related to technical quality, referring to the service outcome 

failures (e.g. Bell & Zemke 1987; Grönroos 2007) were voiced on the situations where for 

example a letter or a parcel was missing meaning that the complainers did not receive what 

they were waiting for: 

 

I’ve waited almost an hour on the phone to get thru to your customer services! :( The flowers 

I ordered on May 3rd are somewhere but not here! Seems very unlikely that they will make it 

to me alive.. Who is to compensate?? (Complaint FB122) 

 

@Postigroup it’s a joke, right. Parcel arrived to Tampere, but was forwarded to Turku.  

(Complaint TW008) 

 

Whereas issues related to functional quality, meaning that something goes wrong during 

the service process (e.g. Bell & Zemke 1987; Grönroos 2007) were demonstrated as 

follows: 
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A letter sent on April 26th arrived today on May 9th. What do you have to say about that? I 

would have walked the distance from Somero to Lohja and delivered the letter myself a lot 

faster. (Complaint FB108) 

 

Thanks @Postigroup. I wasn’t planning to read the @pelit-lehti anyway. [included a photo of 

a ripped magazine]. (Complaint TW034) 

 

Typical process failures included broken postal items or delayed mail delivery. In other 

words, the customer had received the item or service but during the process a failure 

occurred. It should also be taken into account that when employees do not follow company 

or common policies (e.g. Hoffman et al. 1995), a process failure can occur even when the 

complainer is not personally involved in the case other than an observer: 

 

Postman is driving the post van while talking on the mobile phone and it’s not the first time. 

Shouldn’t the employer provide a handsfree/assist on how to use it @Postigroup?  

(Complaint TW016) 

 

When failures voiced on Facebook and Twitter were combined, 13.16% of them 

represented double deviation, meaning an original failure was followed by a failed service 

recovery attempt. Following complaints have either occurred due to company’s 

unwillingness or inability to solve customer’s problems magnifying the unfavorable 

experience. (Bitner et al. 1990, 80; Grégoire et al. 2015, 175): 

 

How can it be that a parcel that is confirmed to have arrived to Finland still hasn’t been 

delivered and I’ve been waiting for almost a week for an inquiry about the situation? Get a grip. 

(Complaint FB123) 

 

@Postigroup lost my parcel and today gave me nothing but woes about the situation. 

#customerservice #notlikethis (Complaint TW043) 

 

Moreover, as Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) pointed out that in the context of social media 

double deviation may occur not only by failing on the recovery implementation but also when 

a customer’s message is either deleted or left un-answered. Double deviations caused due 

ignored messages on Facebook and Twitter increased the amount to 35 meaning that 

23.03% of all failures were double deviations.   
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Types of complaining 

 

At the beginning of data collection, two types of complaining styles were identified from the 

complaints voiced on Posti’s Facebook and Twitter sites (see Figure 24). In other words, 

complainer either asked a question from Posti or placed a statement by expressing their 

issue without stating a question. Question type of complaining can be described as follows: 

 

Is it normal that a parcel has been at the logistic center for a week already? (Complaint FB090) 

 

For how long are you going to process the compensation form I sent you last week?  

(Complaint FB076) 

 

@PostiGroup Hi, from where could I ask questions related to a parcel which was sent abroad? 

I cannot find an e-mail address on your website, only forms to fill. (Complaint TW013) 

 

Whereas statement is a complaint where customers expressed themselves by leaving a 

comment that does not include questions to Posti: 

 

It would be wonderful if Posti could surprise me positively, but no. Once again the customer 

service was pathetic. – Disappointed. (Complaint FB096) 

  

As stated earlier in this chapter, total of 64 females and 88 males complained on both 

Facebook and Twitter. Females asked 30 questions and voiced 34 statements whereas 

males were more likely to express themselves by leaving a statement as they asked 32 

questions and voiced 56 statements. In other words, 63.64% of males expressed 

themselves by voicing statements whereas with female complainers the number was 

53.12%. 

 

The complainers posted two types of complaints as they either asked questions or left 

statements. When observed whether different failure types affect complaining style, it is 

noticeable that leaving a statement was more common among disappointed customers no 

matter the mistake. Failure types were divided into three categories as follows: 

 

1) Process failures and outcome failures, referring that the failure has occurred either 

during the process (e.g. magazine has arrived but is damaged) or customer is 

disappointed with the outcome (e.g. parcel is lost) 
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2) Single case failures and double deviations, where single case indicates that the 

issue has occurred once and double deviation emerges due unsuccessful service 

recovery attempt 

 

3) The failure has occurred only once or the same issue has repeated several times 

without service recovery, meaning that double deviation has not occurred as the 

customer has not reported about the issue to the company and thus the company 

has not taken steps to recover the customer 

 

In other words, disappointed customers on both genders voiced statements rather than 

asked questions, especially when the failure had occurred several times (71.43%), they 

faced a process failure (68.97%) or double deviation (65.00%), see Figure 24.  

 

 

Figure 24: Complaining styles combined from both Facebook and Twitter 

 

The figure includes only those double deviations that were identified from social media, 

meaning that a customer had articulated that Posti’s service recovery implementation had 

already failed. In other words, double deviations that occurred due to un-answered 

messages are not stated as double deviations but as single case failures. 
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Triggers for eWOM among original complainers 

 

Triggers for social media complaining behavior were observed through three lenses 

including personal, social and company benefits, that were created based on the findings 

of previous literature (Amine 1998; Harrison-Walker 2001; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Ward 

& Ostrom 2006; Zaugg 2006; Rimé 2009; Grégoire et al. 2010; Bronner & de Hoog 2011; 

Chamboux et al. 2012; Verhagen et al. 2013; Balaji et al. 2015; Xu et al. 2015). When results 

were analyzed, only personal and company benefits were identified as triggers on this study 

(see Table 9). Personal benefits that represent 97.37% of all triggers to complain included 

four aspects: social attention, asking advice from group members, empowering other 

customers and need for easy communication. 

 

Table 9: Triggers for eWOM among original complainers 

 

 

Customers who were looking for social attention expressed their disappointment by 

complaining publicly which sometimes was intensified by sharing consequences or reasons 

to gain empathy: 

 

The sender says that (my) phone number was correct. Since I now have to wait until the 

contact form arrives by mail, the item I should send will be late. (Complaint TW014)  

This pisses me off. (Complaint TW014_01) 

 

Yo, no arrival notes until the parcel is ready for pick up! It’s like getting the middle finger when 

the note for the pre-order finally arrives saying you can get it tomorrow after waiting for 2 

months for it to be released and additional two weeks for packing & posting. Now finally after 
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4 weeks of waiting the parcel has finally arrived and I still have to wait until tomorrow! Not nice 

at all. :( (Complaint FB113) 

 

The messages above are great examples of social sharing, as the complainers share their 

emotions not only to achieve social attention among other social media users but also to 

rise empathy as the delay has a negative effect on personal life. (Rimé 2009, 81-82) 

Whereas Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004, 50) indicated that one trigger for eWOM 

communication is the ability to vent negative feelings as was the case on both complainers. 

Whereas only few customers (1.32%) were asking for advice in general on Posti’s social 

media sites without directly pointing the question to administrator. Naturally the percentage 

is small as most of the questions were pointed to Posti and only few to third parties. Next 

example gained advice from third party, thus it belongs to this group: 

 

How should I start tracing a lost letter? It was sent on April 13th and still hasn’t been delivered. 

Web page offers no help. (Complaint FB066)  

 

Total of 19.08% of Facebook and Twitter complainers had the need to empower other 

consumers to receive better service in future or to have power over the company as the 

following examples indicate: 

 

Sharing a Post experience. Tracking says ”Item is on transit with estimated delivery on April 

22nd 2016 by 6 pm”. It’s already April 26th and the customer service told me to contact the 

seller and ask them to send new item.. even though the item is at Posti’s distribution center in 

Vantaa since April 21st. (Complaint FB046) 

 

For how long do I have to wait for your reaction as I informed you about broken mail through 

a feedback link on your website? I left the feedback on May 4th 2016 and contacted you again 

yesterday on May 10th 2016. It would be great to read the magazines I ordered and paid while 

the articles are still valid.. (Complaint FB119)  

 

@Itellagroup is #spam your cup of tea #itella? Positive answer is very negative! @kkv_uutiset 

[complainer had attached a screen capture of Posti’s customer survey] (Complaint TW029)  

 

Maybe this is unrelated [to the link] but I just got an e-mail from Posti saying they had returned 

my album order back to sender to Sweden. Address info was correct, but they just cannot 

seem to deliver. No wonder it took so long so maybe on the 2nd try? Anyhow, at least the lawn 

gets mowed. [The complainer included a news link titled “Post has a huge problem – 

thousands of parcels delayed”] (Complaint FB060) 
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Three main characteristics can be identified from these complaints; the message is targeted 

to third parties (i.e. social media audience), the functionality of Posti’s operations and three 

out of four messages provided evidence that the customer had already tried to solve the 

issue with Posti without a satisfying outcome. In these complaints customers clearly used 

the power of social media by empowering third parties as Grégoire et al. (2015, 173) and 

Holloway & Beatty (2003, 102) acknowledged. However, the messages above also include 

the aspect of social benefits as these complainers also warned other consumers about the 

company (Ward & Ostrom 2006, 224; Chamboux et al. 2012, 24; Verhagen, Nauta & 

Feldberg 2013, 1437). In addition, disappointed customers may have various motives when 

complaining on social media as complainer may have self-directed motives yet at the same 

time the person can be interested helping others (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004, 51). 

 

11.84% of disappointed customers decided to complain on Posti’s social media channels 

due lack of easy communication, which refers to situations when customers perceived 

social media as a channel to get their message through. The main reasons why customers 

contacted Posti via Facebook and Twitter sites were rush hours on customer support line 

(46.88%), customers considered social media as a convenient channel to contact Posti 

(43.75%), neither chat nor customer support line worked (6.25%) and as customer service 

was already closed (3.12%): 

 

I have just called to Post of Finland’s customer service. I waited over 30 minutes on the line 

and all I heard was a tape recording saying lines are busy, please call again later… Of course 

even waiting on the line is charged by the minute. We are waiting an item which we need next 

week. According to tracking, it is still “on transit”. Where can I get any info? I’d expect the Post 

of Finland to do better. This is a huge disappointment! (Complaint FB082) 

 

Is everyone mowing the lawn as no one answers the phone? (Complaint FB110) 

 

Heey! I’m waiting for a parcel which I directed online to Jätkänsaari parcel point. However I 

received an arrival notice informing that the parcel is at the local post office that has opening 

hours and location very unsuitable for me. Apparently directing parcel to a parcel point has 

somehow failed even though the website confirmed that the parcel will be delivered to the 

selected parcel point. Could you please check it? Thank you :) (Complaint FB080) 

 

Wake up @Postigroup! Customer support line does not function and neither does the online 

chat. From where can I get service? (Complaint TW028) 
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Apparently your delivery times are anything but reliable as the parcel supposed to arrive 5 pm 

is still missing (~1.5 hours late). Customer service is closed and the phone number that was 

on the SMS that confirmed the delivery time has only voice mail. All I can say is that you have 

both fine and customer-oriented service. I would understand the delay on delivery if notified in 

advance, but not like this. (Complaint FB026)  

 

As contacting Posti is not only convenient for the customers (Zaugg 2006; Grégoire,et al. 

2015, 174; Kim & Tang 2016, 914) but has also other favorable characteristics including 

cost-effectiveness and quick responses from the company (Zaugg 2006; Grégoire et al. 

2015, 174) that speak in favor of social media. Moreover, as Grégoire et al. (2015, 175) 

concluded many customers use social media sites to have direct contact with the customer 

service instead of waiting to be served. 

 

Even though clear indication of social benefit was not found during this study among original 

complainers, evidence on social benefit was found among third parties, which will be 

discussed later in this chapter. The final benefit group is company benefits meaning that 

customers who complained on Posti’s social media sites are willing not only to solve their 

problem but also to help the company improve their services (2.63%). Company benefits 

were expressed as follows: 

 

Yes, we like to read advertisements, but we do not need them in double as it is more 

convenient to share one. (Complaint FB102) 

 

@PostiGroup, #helpostikoodi is brilliant. However, product development as you can see is not. 

(Complaint TW039) 

 

Even though these complaints had a sarcastic voice, according to Bronner & de Hook (2011, 

18) these consumers in general are satisfied with the company’s services and by voicing 

weaknesses they are willing to help the company to do better or to improve their 

performance.  

 

Triggers for eWOM among third parties 

 

Third parties, meaning other social media users or audience on social media commented 

81 times and left 245 reactions on Facebook posts whereas complaints on Twitter did 

receive only one comment and two likes. Therefore only Facebook comments and likes 
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were included in this analysis. In contrast to original complainers identified triggers for 

eWOM among third parties included both personal and social benefits (see Table 10).  

 

Table 10: Triggers for eWOM among third parties 

 

 

Personal benefits represented 44.45% of total amount of eWOM triggers including the need 

to empower other customers (41.98%) and the need for easy communication (2.47%). Third 

parties that wanted to engage either original complainer, other Facebook users or both 

expressed their need for example as follows: 

 

Yep, and if a letter/parcel disappears, it’s not their fault either. (Third party FB086_01) 

 

So true… that’s just sick. And the first to get fired are the younger ones instead of those who 

should be retired… (Third party FB059_03) 

 

Whereas original complainers aimed for example to gain power over the company, third 

parties mainly wanted to add fuel to the fire by agreeing with the original complainer or by 

adding their own assumptions. As Balaji et al. (2015, 632) concluded that experienced 

unfairness and company responses are the triggers to complain directly to the company but 

when customer is not satisfied with the outcome, desire for revenge drives them to share 

their experience with others as the comments above indicate. Whereas the need for easy 

communication was revealed when asking questions from Posti: 

 

Why parcel tracking is not in use? (Third party FB001_05) 
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Bronner & de Hoog (2011, 24) noted that the need to share experiences originates from 

personal benefits or from the need to help others. Whereas Fu et al. (2015, 617) indicated 

that eWOM is a social act often rising from the need to help others. Social benefits 

represented 55.55% of all third party triggers on Facebook. These benefits were separated 

into two categories including the need to help others (3.70%) and social interaction 

(51.85%). Third parties that wanted to help original complainers considered the issue as 

follows: 

 

That can’t be solved. Apparently Posti is doing its best to get us using their more expensive 

services like packages and registered letters. Even though the delivery is equally uncertain, at 

least you can use tracking to see where they are at. (Third party FB066_01) 

 

You should try Matkahuolto’s or Postnord’s services. (Third party FB005_17) 

 

As can be seen these comments included a negative attitude towards Posti’s services and 

the first comment especially has characteristics indicating to customer empowerment. But 

as stated earlier, eWOM communication is not only black and white but has a gray area as 

well, meaning various benefits that customers seek when typing messages on social media. 

(Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004, 51) Social interaction was the main theme on social benefits 

as more than 50% of third parties had that as the main motivation factor. These messages 

included presenting similar experiences, complainer is a friend or family member or showing 

empathy: 

 

It’s easy to agree. Hopefully soon there will be another company taking care of the mail delivery 

so we wouldn’t have to use Posti. Nice to read the newspaper after 9 pm. As we don’t live in 

the heart of the city newspapers are not delivered in the morning. (Third party FB085_01) 

 

We’ve been wondering the same that when you pay more to send a letter in first class to be 

delivered faster, it still takes a week. (Third party FB072_01) 

 

So typical of Posti! Bring my cousins package back asap! (Third party FB002_02) 

 

Third parties were attracted by four complaining styles including storytelling (57.63%), irony 

(23.73%), provided questions (16.95%) and humor (1.69%) meaning that this type of 

complaints received comments or reactions (e.g. likes) from third parties. In total 81 

comments and 245 reactions were left during the period of data collection on these four 
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styles of complaining. Storytelling indicates to messages where complainer narrates the 

course of events and details the issues usually in chronological order: 

 

A registered letter containing stock certificates was promised to be delivered by Wednesday 

but had been ”mis-directed”. This morning customer service promised it would be delivered 

today Thursday at 10 am, but no. The letter seems to be missing and my requested for 

investigation led nowhere. We had agreed to make an apartment purchase which had to be 

cancelled due lack of stock certificates. Posti seems reluctant to solve the situation and they 

have not contacted us. (Complaint FB126) 

 

 ”Thanks” to the services of Posti. A Mother’s Day greetings sent on Wednesday morning was 

not delivered by Friday even though it was sent on first class. This has happened before so 

Ascension Day isn’t good enough an explanation. It’s total baloney to promise first class letters 

to be delivered on the next working day. (Complaint FB100) 

 

These messages also included dramatic characteristics to gain sympathy. Moreover, 

storytellers aim to share their emotions rather than seeking for a solution as Xu et al. (2015, 

434) pointed out. The messages including irony were the next attractive way to gain 

attention from third parties. These complaints did not include chronological stories as 

messages above but facts and issues that were flavored with ironic writing style: 

 

Term daily mail should be renamed as late evening mail. Earlier mail was being delivered 

around 10 am and now between 6 and 9 pm. I guess they are mowing them lawns. 150.000 

people are living in the radius of 20 km so I guess they call this dispersed settlement. To put 

it more clearly your service simply sucks without any ess. (Complaint FB085) 

 

Beloved parcel point programmers and Post of Finland. It’s important for the recipient to get 

the parcel to the postal code, exactly the one they have ordered it to. …I happen to know that 

programming parcel points can be done as they do not include any outer space alien 

technology. Have a great day. Sincerely, “Where to pay more taxes to get this fixed?”. 

(Complaint FB005) 

 

Whereas the complaint above (Complaint FB005) gained 17 comments and 67 likes, 7 

“angry” and 2 “haha” reactions being the most attractive message of this analysis when 

measured by the amount of comments or reactions from third parties. All together with 

storytelling and irony, third parties were also attracted to messages that included questions 

provided by the original complainer which operated as the trigger for adding fuel to the fire, 



  105 

to provide follow-up questions or to share their own experiences. Messages that were 

question-based were for example as follows: 

 

Why on earth is post being delivered after 4 pm??? It used to be around 10-11 am…  

(Complaint FB059) 

 

I wonder where the postman has disappeared from area 20610 as he hasn’t been seen for 

two days? (Complaint FB030) 

 

Humor also engaged third parties as the following message gained 21 likes, 1 wow and 1 

love reaction: 

 

Friday evening ruined! My new television is stuck at Kilo’s postal office even though it should 

have been here already on Wednesday. What should I do with my girlfriend (now)? Should we 

talk?! Please do something! (Complaint FB098) 

 

Figure 25 presents third party reactions on Posti’s Facebook site in detail. Total of 59 

complaints gained third parties attraction including styles of storytelling, irony, questions 

and humor as stated earlier in this chapter. 

 

Figure 25: Summary of third party reactions 
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Third parties reacted on original complaints by presenting similar experience (43.21%), by 

adding fuel to the fire (41.98%), by supporting a friend or family member (6.17%), by giving 

advice (3.70%), by showing empathy (2.47%) and by asking a follow-up question from Posti 

(2.47%). These reactions were re-categorized to meet the benefit groups presented in Table 

8. Grey color indicates the group where reaction style has been added in the table. Total of 

245 reactions were posted by third parties on Facebook from which clicking like-button was 

the most common way to react (226 likes). Other reactions included “angry” (14 times), 

“haha” (2 times), “wow” (2 times) and “love” (1 time) whereas no one expressed their 

emotions by clicking “sad”. It can be demonstrated that social media users in this case more 

likely clicked reaction button (75.15%) than wrote a comment (24.85%) on the issue they 

were interested in. 

 

Posti’s responses on Facebook and Twitter 

 

Alongside the triggers and styles of customer complaints Posti’s responses were collected 

and analyzed (see Table 11). Posti replied to its customers on Facebook with the average 

response time being 4 hours 31 minutes. However, it should be noted that Posti does not 

provide 24/7 customer service, meaning that in the evenings and during weekends 

customers receive replies with a delay. The fastest reply took 3 minutes whereas the longest 

time a customer needed to wait was 49 hours 13 minutes. Average reply time on Twitter 

was not calculated due to indistinct time stamps on Twitter. Moreover, the replies varied 

between Facebook and Twitter which may partly be due platform features as Twitter allows 

only 140 characters per message.  

 

The most prominent difference concerns the repliers name which was used 98.98% of all 

Facebook replies whereas frontline employees were not identifiable on Twitter as no one 

signed their messages. That seems to vary among companies using Twitter. KLM and Alko 

for example do not sign their replies whereas some companies such as Lufthansa, Tesco, 

Sonera and VR have each Tweet signed by the replier. Other practice which belongs to 

Twitter’s nature is to reply by using the person’s Twitter name to address the message. On 

some cases the person’s first name was also included in reply if it was identified. Thus 100% 

of Posti’s replies on Twitter included complainer’s Twitter name whereas 93.88% of 

Facebook complainers received a reply with their name.  
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Table 11: Case company's responses on Facebook and Twitter 

 

 

When analyzed the content of Posti’s replies, asking for more information or a request to 

use private communication were the most common practices on both channels (Facebook 

68.37%, Twitter 53.85%). Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) suggested that more complex 

problems should mostly be communicated via private messages: 

 

-- If the problem wasn’t solved on the phone, please send both the tracking number and your 

address as a private message so we can start solving the situation.  

(Customer service FB125_01) 

 

-- Please contact our customer service ow.ly/4nveXh to solve the situation.  

(Customer service TW042_01) 

 

However, due to the nature of social media all issues cannot be discussed in public as 

Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) noted. As customer privacy seems to be the top priority for Posti 

(see Posti’s social media ground rules on their Facebook channel), they quite rarely 

discussed issues publicly on Facebook or Twitter, as customer service personnel 

transferred the conversation to private even though customers were willing to solve the 

situation publicly: 

 

How long it takes for Posti to reply comments as I haven’t heard anything. :( Or is there a no-

replies-for-the-sparsely-populated-area-folks policy? (Complaint FB032) 
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-- Please send your question as private message and we will get back to you asap. /[the name 

of the customer service person] (Customer service FB032_01) 

 

Please do reply in public as this has to do with several sparsely populated area households... 

(Complaint FB032_02) 

 

@Postigroup a small bug report. Delivery is not available as it is on transit. Web site has 

incorrect information on the status. (Complaint TW032) 

 

@[complainer’s Twitter name]. If needed, please contact our customer service at ow.ly/4ntZjm. 

(Customer service TW032_01) 

 

@Postigroup :D that’s one way of doing it on social media <3 (Complaint TW032_02) 

 

@[complainer’s Twitter name]. Tracking number is needed to solve the situation and that’s 

something we do not handle publicly on Twitter. (Customer service TW032_03) 

 

It should be noted that when a conversation is completed via private messages, social 

media audience cannot see whether the service recovery was successfully completed or 

not. Therefore when the problem is solved, community members should be informed by the 

company as Balaji et al. (2015, 650) and Grégoire et al. (2015, 181) suggested. The 

evidence on informing other social media users remained scarce as only few replies 

included information that the issue was already being handled from Posti’s behalf. These 

were the situations where a customer complained on Posti’s social media site even after 

having already received a reply from Posti (7.07% of complainers on Facebook and 2.56% 

on Twitter). This type of messages either indicate that disappointed customer has posted 

about the problem via both wall and private message or the customer is disappointed to 

service recovery outcome and is seeking for justice by empowering other social media users 

as various researchers acknowledged (e.g. Bronner & de Hoog 2011, 21; Xu et al. 2015, 

437): 

 

-- Where’s the sense in this? -- Parcel is still in the logistics center, BUT CANNOT BE PICKED 

UP FROM THERE?? Now it will be returned to sender to Germany and I’ll have to re-order it?  

(Complaint FB002) 

 

-- Hi [customer’s name]! We already took care of it via private messages. / [the name of the 

customer service person]. (Customer service FB002_01) 
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-- A registered letter containing stock certificates was promised to be delivered by Wednesday 

but had been ”mis-directed”. -- Posti seems reluctant to solve the situation and they have not 

contacted us.” (Complaint FB126) 

 

-- My co-worker informed that everything has been taken care of on this matter.  

(Customer service FB126_01) 

 

-- @Postigroup Doorbell and phone are working so what does this mean? #postininja 

(Complaint TW015) 

 

-- The matter was solved on Facebook with you. (Customer service TW015_04) 

 

Posti’s employees apologized the harm caused to the customer on less than half of the 

messages on Facebook (40.82%) and even more rarely on Twitter as 35.90% of replies 

included apology: 

 

-- I apologize that the Mother’s Day card didn’t make it in time. (Customer service FB100_01) 

 

-- We apologize that you didn’t get service from our phone service within reasonable time. 

(Customer service FB122_01) 

 

-- Sorry about the delay! (Customer service TW010_01) 

 

However, these apologies indicated both low empathy and low intensity as the replies did 

not show either empathy towards the disappointed customers or about their unpleasant 

situation. Moreover, these messages included only one apology each indicating low 

intensity. (Roschk & Kaiser 2013, 295) Overall none of Posti’s replies on Facebook or 

Twitter included more than one apology but 15.00% of the Facebook replies that included 

an apology were complemented with “sorry to hear”, which however is not an apology. 

Posti’s apologies can be divided into three groups based on the tone including “I am sorry/I 

apologize”, “We are sorry/We apologize” and “Sorry/apologies” which demonstrates not 

only different tones on replying but also how personal the reply is. In addition, only two 

replies had more empathetic voice by using the word “very”. Various authors (e.g. Grönroos 

2007, 127; Roschk & Kaiser 2013, 293; Vaerenbergh et al. 2013, 507) have concluded that 

companies should not provide only an apology but also show empathy towards the 

disappointed customer: 

 

-- I am very sorry about the situation. (Customer service FB034_01) 
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-- We are very sorry that your parcel has been damaged. (Customer service FB029_02) 

 

Only 38.78% of Facebook and 33.33% of Twitter replies included the explanation why 

failure has occurred whereas on only 9 messages (9.18%) on Facebook and zero (0.00%) 

on Twitter customer service personnel admitted the mistake. According to Balaji et al. (2016, 

538) service provider should acknowledge their mistake to generate goodwill among 

customers on social media as ignorance creates not only distrust but also indicates the lack 

of empathy. Following two replies include the failure explanation whereas the third 

demonstrates admitting the mistake: 

 

-- Even though smooth customer service is our goal, sometimes there’s so much traffic on the 

lines causing longer waiting times. We are constantly monitoring the amount of calls and our 

service quality. (Customer service FB037_03) 

 

-- As you have picked up a parcel from My Pickup Point we have sent you a questionnaire to 

survey the customer experience. (Customer service TW029_01) 

 

-- On your issue we clearly haven’t done things up to our standards which include smooth and 

friendly service in every situation. (Customer service FB117_01) 

 

It should be noted that customer complaints are not only a chance to improve services but 

also great opportunities to identify new service ideas (Harrison-Walker 2001, 407) whereas 

Evanschitzky et al. (2011, 401) found out that committed customers have higher willingness 

to assist the company to improve their services by complaining. On Facebook 13 customers 

represented ideas on how Posti could correct the situation yet only four of them (30.77%) 

received any feedback: 

 

-- I am sorry that our customer service was jammed causing you a lot of trouble. Your feedback 

will be evaluated so that we can provide better service for you. (Customer service FB045_03) 

 

It is noticeable that the contents of Posti’s responses varied on both channels, apparently 

due personal skills, habits or practices to reply. As Figure 26 demonstrates when comparing 

replies on Facebook there is a lot of deviation between employees. As employees were not 

identifiable on Twitter, replies are demonstrated only by representing the average content 

of observed Twitter replies (Figure 27). 
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Figure 26: The variability of employee responses on case company’s Facebook site 

 

Note: Replies are combined as messages did not include employee names 

Figure 27: The variability of employee responses on case company’s Twitter site 
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Moreover, social media service recovery is a multidimensional phenomenon being one-to-

one conversation with an audience if not fully conducted via private messages. Based on 

the results both Facebook and Twitter have similarities but also disparities, including the 

fact that roughly 3/4 of all complaints were voiced on Facebook in a time period of one 

month. Even though male customers were more into social media complaining, both 

genders placed statements rather than asked questions and were looking for social 

attention on both channels. The most common service failures varied between the channels 

as Facebook users complained about daily mail whereas customers that used Twitter were 

making parcel issue related tweets. Social media audience was either communicative or 

non-communicative which was identified from 245 reactions (e.g. likes) clicked on the 

complaints. Even though it is acknowledged that all social media users do not comment or 

place reactions even though they read the comments, the total amount of observers 

remains undefined as neither Facebook nor Twitter provide such information. It is also 

noticeable that few third party members claimed to be employed by Posti, which however 

could not be verified. 

 

In addition, Posti’s replies varied slightly due to channel attributes and communication 

norms (see Figure 26 and 27). Third party actions were observed only on Facebook as their 

communication on Twitter was next to none. Social benefits including social interaction and 

personal benefits including need to empower other customers were identified as the most 

common triggers to take part on the conversation whereas storytelling was the most 

attractive complaining style followed by irony (see Table 12).  
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Table 12: Summary of social media content analysis 

Facebook 

represents 74.34% of all complaints 

 males (53.10%), females (46.90%)  

Twitter 

represents 25.66% of all complaints 

males (71.80%), females (28.20%) 

Males were more active complainers on both channels. 

Service failures voiced on Facebook 

• Primary issue to complain: Daily mail, 

e.g. missing non-trackable postal 

items, changes on mail delivery times, 

delays  

• Secondary issues: parcels, customer 

service 

Service failures voiced on Twitter 

• Primary issue to complain: Parcels, 

e.g. delayed delivery 

• Secondary issues: daily mail, other 

issues 

 

Combined customer behavior results 

Customers rather placed statements than asked questions mostly when failure had occurred 

more than once. The primary trigger for eWOM was social attention. Secondary triggers included 

need for easy communication and to empower other customers. Also communicative/non-

communicative characteristics (i.e. social media observers) which were identified due reactions 

(e.g. likes). 

Posti’s responses on Facebook 

• Average response time 4 h 31 min; 

fastest being 3 min, slowest 49 h 13 

min 

• Repliers name, complainer’s name 

and request for more information were 

used at least on 50% of the replies 

Posti’s responses on Twitter 

• Average response time could not be 

calculated due unclear time stamps on 

Twitter 

• Complainers name and request for 

more information were used at least 

on 50% of the replies 

Employee responses varied on both channels due personal skills,  

habits or Posti’s reply guidelines. 

Triggers for eWOM among third parties 

• Social interaction 

• Need to empower other customers 

• Storytelling and ironic writing style 

• Few commenters claimed to be 

employed by Posti 

No mentionable third party activity 

 

As this chapter provided an overview on customer complaining behavior and Posti’s 

responses on their Facebook and Twitter channels, next chapter concentrates on the results 

of semi-structured interviews providing the knowledge on how Posti manages service 

recovery and how these practices are implemented. 
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5.2.2. Social media service recovery management and practices at case company 

 

Semi-structured interviews focused on two managers and one frontline employee each 

involved in social media service recovery on daily basis. In more detail, interviews focused 

not only on service recovery management and implementation at Posti but also on customer 

behavior from Posti’s point of view. This chapter is divided into separate themes related to 

social media service recovery (see Figure 28). First Posti’s presence, choice of channels 

and customer demand for social media customer service are discussed, followed by views 

on how Posti’s personnel experiences customer behavior on their social media channels 

and why customers raise their disappointment on social media. Next, service recovery 

culture at Posti is overviewed followed by their service recovery management practices.  

 

  

Figure 28: The structure of interview results 

 

Next themes consider not only the actions that Posti takes to recover their disappointed 

customers but also how they track, monitor and evaluate service recovery on social media, 

which is discussed together with service failures in the context of Posti’s services in order 

to understand the internal actions of failure analysis and how future failures are prevented. 

On the last part of this chapter the benefits and challenges of social media and areas to 

improve are discussed. 

 

Posti’s presence, choice of channels and customer demand on social media 

 

To interpret the results of this research, a brief background study on Posti’s presence and 

experience on social media is needed. The next paragraphs provide understanding on how 

long the company has operated on social media, what is the current customer demand for 

social media customer service and how the personnel sees its development in future. 

Moreover, personnel’s views on Posti’s reputation and service failures are discussed to 
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support the analysis as background information without taking part on the scientific 

conversation.  

 

Along with traditional service channels in 2011 Posti adopted Facebook and Twitter as their 

social media platforms. Although Posti is also active on Instagram and LinkedIn, customers 

prefer to contact the company via Facebook and Twitter. Even though social media is not 

yet the main channel for customers to contact Posti, most of them are willing to receive 

customer service online as they have become accustomed to run their errands on internet. 

All three interviewees agreed that although the number of incoming inquiries is still low 

compared to other channels the demand for social media customer service will continue to 

increase. It seems that the companies operating in the same field as Posti have not yet 

adopted social media channels to serve their customers providing a temporary advantage 

over competitors. Posti’s choice of channels, the role of social media and customer 

preferences were pointed out as follows:  

 

Facebook was naturally chosen as being the biggest social media channel in Finland followed 

by Twitter. We also do have Instagram and LinkedIn profiles, but as our customers rarely use 

them to contact us both Facebook and Twitter are the main channels. [--] The role of social 

media as customer service, marketing and branding platform is growing. Companies on 

consumer related businesses need to be on social media to interact with customers. As most 

of our competitors do not have this service it is an important advantage. (Interviewee 2) 

 

(When it comes to one-on-one customer service) chat and social media are to be the primary 

choices over traditional channels like telephone --. The trend is to use online services as 

customers are used to with well-working bank services. Respectful manners are important 

when handling a client who has problems using online services. Chat and social media are 

the logical choices when a customer doesn’t want to have a phone conversation. [--] We daily 

receive a total of 50 question related messages. At the moment social media interaction is just 

a fraction of all communications especially compared to traditional channels. (Interviewee 1) 

 

When we started social media was not an active communication channel, but when it comes 

to customer interaction it seems to be growing rapidly. [--] Nowadays even grannies use social 

media so it’s no different from other contact platforms. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Johnson & Mathews (1997, 299) noted that repeated encounters with the same service 

provider may increase customer expectations. Since Posti has long been a part of everyday 

life in Finland, everyone is familiar with its services with an opinion towards the company 

which naturally affects Posti’s reputation either positive or negative way. This also provides 
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the possibility to discuss about the company on social media in a larger scale as customers 

have either recent or prior experiences of Posti’s services that can easily be shared with 

others. Interviewee 2 demonstrated Posti’s reputation and factors affecting it as follows:   

 

Reputation is a sum of many parts and everyone knows our main functions to say the least. 

Every single person has an opinion about Posti as they all are being served. [--] Posti is a part 

of everyday life so there are experiences either recent, past or from third parties that are a part 

of the sometimes busy discussion (on social media). (Interviewee 2) 

 

However, personnel’s views according to service failures that have been voiced on social 

media varied when comparing managers’ (Interviewee 1 and 2) views to frontline 

employee’s (Interviewee 3) view. According to managers the main reasons why a customer 

complains on any channel are related to the core services of Posti, meaning mail delivery 

whereas frontline employee did not identify any specific themes as complaints vary from 

one theme to another: 

 

We get all kinds of feedback but the basic functions and more specifically the delivery seems 

to be among the most active topics no matter the channel. (Interviewee 1)  

 

Posti is going thru changes and not all of them are positive. As the amount of daily mail has 

decreased due digitalization we have to consider cuts, efficiency and new services while the 

basic delivery is undergoing changes and being renewed. These are huge themes that affect 

everyday life like the change of mail delivery times. (Interviewee 2) 

  

There is not one typical service failure on social media but as with other channels there is a 

lot of variety. (Interviewee 3) 

 

The interviews proposed that even though the majority of customers still prefer to contact 

Posti via traditional channels, there is evidence that customer demand for social media 

customer service will increase as customers have become familiar with for example online 

banking. It is also noticed that the trigger to take part on conversation on Posti’s social 

media channels is relatively low as everyone is familiar with Posti and its services. The 

management has realized that changes on company’s operations have increased the 

number of complaints as the modus operandi is now different than customers have been 

accustomed to.     
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Views on customer complaining behavior on social media 

 

As Chanboux et al. (2012, 23) acknowledged, even though the most common way to 

express dissatisfaction still takes place in private, the increasing number of disappointed 

customers have chosen to complain through social media channels. Whereas Balaji et al. 

(2015, 632) concluded that the desire for revenge drives customers to share their 

experience with others. Customer behavior on social media was discussed during 

interviews and the major view of all three interviewees was the need for publicity or to reach 

other customers on social media to discuss with when one is disappointed on Posti’s 

services. It was demonstrated that once a message is posted on Facebook or Twitter, the 

main objective is to obtain publicity to the issue. Moreover, it seems that some customers 

are even searching for possible failures to complain on social media but on the other hand 

voicing disappointment to others may relieve one’s anger: 

 

Being social is an essential part of the social media. All in all it (social media) is a community 

where people interact with each other. (Interviewee 2) 

 

I would say there is a difference (between channels) for sure as social media is an easy way 

to let out steam and share experiences when feeling irritated. [--] But on the other hand it has 

this effect, and as I do have experience of the more traditional channels as well, that it may 

even reduce the amount of complaints sent via official channels as the client simply has the 

need to say the frustration out loud. (Interviewee 1) 

 

-- yes, it’s clear that there also are people who are heavy social media users and who seek 

publicity when service failure has occurred. Some are even dedicated to exclusively seeking 

for service failures as there are Facebook accounts with the sole purpose of collecting 

disruption notices from both Posti.fi and our Facebook page. It can clearly be seen that it also 

draws people who seek publicity to their incident, while communication via email between our 

clients is everything but public. When customers post on our social media walls it also has the 

seeking-for-publicity aspect involved. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Interviewee 2 pointed out that negativity and sharing unpleasant service experiences is part 

of the social media’s nature. Bronner & de Hoog (2011, 24) who studied eWOM behavior 

on vacation review sites, found that the comments on company generated sites were more 

negative and aimed for personal benefit compared to consumer generated review sites. 

This also seems to be the case on Posti’s social media sites: 
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The nature of social media is rather to exaggerate by generalizing with low threshold for 

negative feedback than to share good and successful service experiences. The majority of the 

discussion is about negativity and bad service experiences. (Interviewee 2) 

 

In addition, it has been acknowledged that by observing failed service recovery offline the 

observer is affected negatively (Vaerenbergh et al. 2013, 495), which also seems to affect 

the customers on social media due lack of transparency that occurs when private messages 

are used to solve failures. Moreover, according to previous literature it seems that 

companies are not prepared and do not have willingness to solve their customers’ problems 

in public. (Einwiller & Steilen 2015, 7). As customers have acknowledged the power of social 

media, it has resulted as increased complaining behavior since others are able to see 

whether service recovery was implemented successfully or not. (Schaefers & Shamari 

2015, 12). As stated earlier, customer privacy is one of the top priorities of Posti meaning 

that the issues are often discussed via private messages leaving the audience on social 

media not knowing whether the problem was solved or not:  

 

Once the discussion is moved to private message the audience doesn’t know how it goes and 

if the issue was solved. -- we can’t post in public like “hey, did you know this problem was 

solved”. (Interviewee 1) 

 

The presence of other individuals (i.e. third parties) is indicated to influence individual’s 

behavior and people are more willing to express strong emotions when surrounded by 

others. (Zajonc 1965 & Latané 1981; cited in Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 1) Rimé (2009, 

81-82) pointed out that social sharing occurs when one is eager to seek other individuals to 

share emotions with in order to achieve social attention. Interviewee 2 saw the role of third 

parties on social media significant as the more conversation on social media the more 

difficult it is to find the main theme of the conversation and to recover dissatisfied customers: 

 

Yeah, sure (third parties matter). Things escalate fast and discussions become pretty 

complicated with lots of different feedback that might not even be related to the original incident 

that are like from way back or even made by some other service provider. It’s not the easiest 

task to see what the discussion is really about other than that everything just simply sucks. 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

The results of the interviews (see Figure 29) suggested that customers contact Posti on its 

social media sites for three main reasons including venting out their anger, to discuss with 

other consumers about the failure or to gain publicity towards the issue they have faced. 
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Moreover, it seems that unpleasant experiences and negativity is emphasized on social 

media compared to more traditional channels. As has been stated, many customers prefer 

to complain online due to the effect such network provides (Holloway & Beatty 2003, 102) 

and as they are able to engage other consumers not only in positive but also negative 

(Harrison-Walker 2001, 397).  

 

 

Figure 29: Customer behavior on case company's social media sites along with occurring 

challenges 

 

As Posti mainly solves service failures via private messages, social media audience 

remains in doubt whether the issue was solved or not and that may have a negative effect 

on third parties due lack of transparency. Moreover, if a social media complaint raises 

interest among third parties, it creates challenges on service recovery implementation as 

not only the main theme is difficult to explore but also as some comments include past 

experiences that may even have caused by other service provider. 

 

Service recovery culture 

 

Service recovery culture refers to the actions taken internally to create an organizational 

environment where personnel is able to deliver excellent service for customers even in 

unpleasant situations to re-establish customer satisfaction. (Gonzalez et al. 2010) By 

observing Posti’s service recovery culture the aim is to contribute on previous literature as 

Hoffman et al. (2016) pointed out that future research should focus on how to maintain an 

effective service recovery culture and how successful companies have created one. 

 

Even though the concept of service recovery culture was not mentioned during the 

interviews, interviewees disclosed practices and managing principles that support the 

existence of service recovery culture as the responses provided explicit connections to the 



  120 

views represented in the theory. In other words, Posti’s management acknowledges that 

they cannot always fulfill customer expectations (Gonzalez et al. 2010, 224), they have 

created an internal recovery system to support complaint handling (Gonzalez et al. 2014, 

147) including guidelines for the customer service personnel (Smith et al. 2010, 448) and 

both assisting and supporting employees’ recovery efforts when needed (Maxham & 

Netemeyer 2003, 58; Gonzalez et al. 2010, 224). Moreover, Posti’s modus operandi 

includes both employee skills and training (Bitner, et al. 1994, 103; Gonzalez, Hoffman, 

Ingram 2014, 150; Balaji et al. 2016, 538) and employee empowerment (Smith et al. 2010, 

448) which are an integral part of the service recovery culture. 

 

Even though managers have realized that customer expectations are not always met, the 

willingness to solve issues caused by someone other than the company were not clearly 

identified during the interviews. As Posti has a large range of products and services along 

with both consumer and business clients participating on service delivery, identifying service 

failure is far from simple as it may have been caused by the company or its clients on 

multiple situations as Hart et al. (1990, 151) pointed out. Interviewee 1 discussed the 

occurrence of service failure as follows: 

 

I would describe it occurs when the provided service for some reason fails somewhere along 

the process or customer journey. I think that customer can also be one of the reasons for 

service failure as they are part of the process. -- At some point an error occurs causing the 

service promise to fail or for example the customer expectation has been different from the 

outcome. [--] Sometimes things are complicated like when the customer expects to get 

something that the service does not provide. [--] We have a vast line of products including 

several different letters and parcels, both registered and non-registered which you either can 

or cannot track. If one of these services hasn’t met the service promise or the customer has 

sent a letter expecting to track it online. A non-registered letter cannot be tracked and when 

the customer thinks the opposite this creates a typical service failure. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Posti has adopted the same service recovery strategy on both offline and online 

environments as Schaefers & Shamari (2015, 13) suggested including service recovery 

practices, procedures, corrective actions, compensation policies and internal support of 

customer service teams. In general customer service personnel aims to communicate the 

customer information in a short timeframe to the supervisor responsible for the department 

the failure is connected to (e.g. distribution) to solve the issue and to communicate 

information back to the customer. In addition, replying to the customer in a short timeframe 

is theoretically proven to be one of the most critical factors of service recovery (e.g. Hart et 
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al. 1990, 151-156; Boshoff 1997, 126; Fan & Niu 2016, 1024). Customer service personnel 

also employ in-house experts to provide the best possible reply to the customer. Although 

managerial response is acknowledged by previous literature (e.g. Boshoff 1997, 126), the 

evidence that frontline employees should cooperate with in-house experts to solve issues 

did not appear from the literature. Next examples demonstrate the procedures that Posti’s 

customer service conducts no matter the channel: 

 

If service failure is for example related to mail delivery, customer service forwards the 

information to mail delivery managers. [--] A part of service recovery is to correct the mistake 

as soon as possible and forwarding the information to whom it may concern being part of the 

process no matter the topic so the right people know where the mistake has occurred. The 

process includes compensation practices and up to date personnel instructions that are 

included in training programs. (Interviewee 1)  

 

Customer service seeks information to customer inquiries from in-house experts for best 

possible replies. -- Customer service is assisted for example by product manager, business 

director and development officer to seek information from those who have the most knowledge 

about the matter. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Whereas customer service employee (Interviewee 3) agreed that no matter the channel, 

procedures are always the same when communicating with customers. Every channel has 

integrated instructions to handle customer claims. As complaints are basically the same on 

all channels employees at customer service are trained to have similar skills as various 

researchers including Bitner et al. (1994, 102) and Robinson (2011, 96) have concluded: 

 

From our perspective it’s all the same how the customer contacts us; by phone, email or via 

Facebook despite some differences on security -- We familiarize everyone who starts working 

at our customer service separately depending on which channels they work on. -- As stated 

earlier reclamations are the same no matter the channel so social media personnel gets no 

special training on how to reply as the style is uniform on all our customer service channels. 

(Interviewee 3) 

 

Even though frontline employees are trained to handle complaints basically on any channel 

as the procedures are same on both offline and online, the company has founded customer 

service team dedicated to serve customers on social media as Hajli (2014, 25) suggested 

by concluding that depending on company’s presence on social media, they can either 

integrate both environments or create independent operations between offline and online 
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settings. Moreover, Posti’s frontline employees also take care of other customer service 

channels during working hours.  

 

That (social media customer service) is a team of a bit less than two dozen people (working in 

shifts) that take care of other customer service channels as well, but are centralized with public 

replies on both Facebook and Twitter. [--] The basic idea is that they have the same skills as 

for example those working solely on the phone or reply emails, to know all the basics without 

having to ask them from others. On some companies the communications department takes 

care of social media and as they lack the practical skills and knowledge it makes a pretty 

though model as they often have to ask the customer service for advice. (Interviewee 1)  

 

Although the employees that are dedicated to social media customer service receive the 

same education than frontline employees in other channels, Posti organizes social media 

training at least once a year to walk through situations on social media together with the 

most effective communication practices. Employees are also able to share and discuss 

work-related issues. Arranging such training provides evidence that Posti’s management 

has realized social media requiring skills that standard employee education does not offer. 

(Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, 67; Balaji et al. 2015) Moreover, by educating social media culture 

and norms of communication as social media communication contains particular vocabulary 

and various communication forms (Grégoire et al. 2015, 179), frontline employees are able 

to learn how to handle “social media experts” meaning other customers who voice their 

negative opinion on the same complaint (Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 13) and to identify 

trolls or haters as Dekay (2012, 293-294) suggested. 

 

We have had customer service training but could have more and as employees come and go, 

we have at least once a year a meeting. We do communicate on daily basis but to have a 

more educational part (at least once a year). It includes different scenarios and what would be 

the best way to respond along with the employees to share their experiences like how to reply 

and that’s how we are creating the foundation of ”the voice of Posti”. -- We discuss to which 

comments we should react to as it is quite ambiguous to see for example which Twitter 

comment needs to be reacted on and which was posted solely to share an opinion without 

expecting any reply. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Posti has divided its complaint handling into two levels which was not recognized by existing 

literature as previous literature suggested to empower frontline employees to recover 

disappointed customers in a short time-frame that not only satisfies the customer but also 

increases the quality of future encounters. Empowerment provides trust and flexibility 

towards employees resulting as happier and more confident personnel. (Robinson 2011, 
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96) Moreover, by empowering frontline employees it is acknowledged that the quality of 

service recovery efforts increase. (Hocutt & Stone 1998, 128) At Posti common social media 

complaints are handled by customer service personnel and if the failure appears to be 

critical or requires more effort, the case is either transferred to the team that is dedicated to 

customer claims, communications department is contacted to process the most valuable 

reply to the customer on social media or both.  

 

It seems that it is more effective for Posti to handle complaints on two levels as they handled 

nearly 2900 daily mail inquiries last year (Posti Group 2015, 56) including all customer 

service channels. In other words, Posti has qualified its frontline employees to handle most 

of the situations, meaning limited empowerment whereas the most difficult and complex 

cases are not only handled exclusively by the customer claims team but also with the 

assistance of the communications department.  

 

If there (on social media) is a larger issue the customer service contacts the communications. 

-- And if the issue is similar to what customer service is used to handling they are allowed to 

reply on their own as mostly this is the case. If the response is evaluated to have bigger impact 

or has to do with larger issues then together with the communications we will figure out how 

to reply. Customer service has their own customer claims team that handles and analyzes 

them together, like how failures occur and if customer service instructions and compensation 

procedures are up to date. (Interviewee 1)  

 

-- we have a procedure to whom and how customer service contacts the communications to 

solve situations. What happens next depends on the issue and circumstances as for what 

needs to be done and how. Procedures are rarely identical. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Each channel has their own instructions on how to handle complaints along with boundaries 

when to forward it (to the customer claims team). (Interviewee 3) 

 

Customer service including social media customer service has smaller empowerment so they 

can take care of things up to a certain point, but when it is about bigger amount of money or 

something similar things are forwarded to the customer claims team. Even though their work 

includes customer service they are focused on compensations and have bigger empowerment 

to handle cases which usually need more resolving. It is more efficient to have this specialized 

group with precedent experience. This has two levels -- general description is that customer 

service personnel have basic or restricted authority and whereas the customer claims team 

has more authority so if needed cases can be forwarded to them. (Interviewee 1) 
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All three interviewees disclosed the importance of internal support during and after service 

recovery process, which is an integral part of the service recovery culture. Every customer 

service team has a coach who supports and assists employees when needed. Alongside 

instantaneous support, difficult cases are studied as Bitner et al. (1994, 102) suggested by 

transforming them into learning cases which are discussed in team meetings together with 

frontline employees and their supervisors. Moreover, the importance of peer support was 

discussed as it does not only assist to solve issues but also to cope with the workload: 

 

Each of our team has a coach who is the first in line to give immediate help to customer service 

on difficult situations by discussing how to solve the situation. We take care that customer 

service has help available and afterwards during team meetings we can discuss about difficult 

cases and share them with colleagues. There we tend to go thru these learning cases and the 

customer service personnel always has the option to discuss about these with managers. [--] 

We practice handling customer service related things on weekly basis to make decisions or 

recovery procedures meaning how to handle things more specifically. (Interviewee 1) 

 

(Difficult situations) are examined no matter the channel it has occurred. -- Of course we go 

through these with personnel. [--] On difficult situations we communicate with both the team 

members and supervisor to begin with. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Communication happens almost daily with customer service when there are more difficult 

cases and as they need information on different things the customers ask. (Interviewee 2) 

 

It is highly important for customer service to have the support from the communications as 

replying is public and therefore the responsibility is huge. The communications has a bigger 

picture and knowledge about communication in general. This cooperation has been very 

successful. (Interviewee 1) 

 

The importance of peer support on daily basis was acknowledged by Interviewee 1, as 

difficult situations with customers are unavoidable. To serve customers with the best 

possible practices, previous conversation has to be finalized as soon as possible. In other 

words, service companies need to be able to immediately regain their balance after 

recovering a customer to get back to the daily routine which can be achieved for example 

by improving employee competence. (Hart et al. 1990, 149; Fan & Niu 2016, 1031) 

However, it is noticeable that previous literature did not indicate peer support when 

discussing on recovery culture. 
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I’ve heard many times that it’s helpful for a customer service personnel to share an issue with 

co-worker next to them to have the strength to carry on with the next customer.  

(Interviewee 1) 

 

Interviewees’ interpretation on service recovery culture supported the earlier evidence on 

service recovery literature in some extent (see Table 13). The components of the recovery 

culture include understanding that mistakes are unavoidable (Hart et al. 1990, 148), 

management has developed guidelines on reactive recovery practices and supports 

employees by providing training on both offline and online environments, weekly meetings 

and employee assistance to solve customer issues effectively appeared in the results. 

However, the importance to solve customer issues, willingness to re-establish customer 

satisfaction (Gonzalez et al. 2010, 224), setting the customer satisfaction as the ultimate 

goal of business (Hart et al. 1990, 156) or the existence of internal recovery strategy (Hart 

et al. 1990, 149; Fan & Niu 2016, 1031) were not clearly disclosed during interviews, 

whereas employee empowerment (Smith et al. 2010, 448) was adopted to some degree 

due to bi-level problem solving in the organization. In addition, either the importance of 

shared values (Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46), organizational fairness (Bettencourt & 

Brown 1997, 39; Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46), job satisfaction (Robinson et al.  2011, 

90) or to raise customer awareness towards social media customer service were not 

discussed during the interviews. 

 

However, previous literature did not involve the perspective of peer support making a 

contribution on service recovery culture formation. Internal support also consists of other 

departments including communications who assists to solve more complex situations 

especially on social media. Moreover, Posti’s customer service personnel employ in-house 

experts to provide the best possible replies to their customers and to solve issues in the 

most effective manner.  
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Table 13: Findings from service recovery culture at case company 

Common practices 

and knowledge 

Practices and 

knowledge applied to  

some extent 

Not applied or 

mentioned 

New knowledge 

• Understanding 

that mistakes 

are unavoidable 

• Guidelines on 

reactive 

recovery 

• Support and 

assistance for 

employees 

• Importance of 

solving customer 

issues 

• Re-establish 

customer 

satisfaction 

• Internal service 

recovery strategy 

• Employee 

empowerment 

• Understanding 

that customer 

service on social 

media may 

require new skills 

• Shared values 

• Organizational 

fairness 

• Job satisfaction 

• Customer 

awareness 

towards social 

media customer 

service 

• Internal support: 

- Peer support 

- Coaching 

• Bi-level problem 

solving 

• The phenomenon 

promotes 

interdisciplinary 

information 

exchange 

 

When looking at the aspects above, there is a clear evidence that service recovery culture 

is a phenomenon that promotes interdisciplinary dialogue among employees on both 

internal and external service recovery practices to provide the best possible outcome for 

both the customer and the company. 

 

Managing service recovery on social media 

 

The manner organization reacts on situations when disappointment is voiced out loud is the 

most crucial part of the service recovery as it either brings the solution closer or makes the 

customer upset, therefore a proper service recovery plan is top priority for any company. 

(Hoffman et al. 1995, 49) Even though service recovery is a relatively old phenomenon 

(Grönroos 1988, 13) it is not very widely studied in the context of social media. Thus this 

part of the study aims to contribute especially on the special features that social media 

service recovery is consisted of. As this research focuses on reactive recoveries meaning 

interventions when a displeased customer has already voiced negative eWOM with specific 

demands (Balaji et al. 2016, 538), managing proactive strategies is left out of discussion on 

the next paragraphs.  
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To face disappointed customers and to solve emerging service failures on any customer 

service channel, Posti’s service recovery management concentrates on procedures that 

guide communication with customers and contributes on both failure identification and 

corrective actions (Halstead et al. 1996, 113): 

 

It (service recovery) is conducted by informing our employees where to forward the 

information. Each department has to have their own procedures on how to handle these 

situations. We will find out for example where the delivery was done and by whom to discuss 

about it. We have ways to locate where the mistake was made with settled practices and 

procedures along with correcting actions. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Resulting from the publicity of social media, customer service personnel has to be prepared 

to reply publicly which is done in cooperation with the communications department. Even 

though the personnel on both the customer service and communications have discussed 

and applied service recovery practices into daily operations, the primary objectives of 

service recovery remains as an assumption that employees are working towards common 

goal, by providing an opposite view that Hart et al. (1990, 149) concluded. They 

acknowledged that managers should take steps to insure that every employee in the 

organization is willing to recover dissatisfied customer as integral part of their daily job.  

 

(Social media customer service personnel) need to have all the basic customer service skills. 

As replying is public our communications has given instructions on how and in what style to 

reply. (Interviewee 1) 

 

We have not written them (service recovery goals) down but I think the common goal for both 

the customer service and us communications is to react immediately and to give the customer 

both good and correct information as soon as possible. (Interviewee 2) 

 

In 2013 the management of Posti faced its first social media crisis which is known as Posti 

Ninja case (see Appendix 1). The case revealed significant details related to social media 

crisis management including message prioritization which was suggested by Fan & Niu 

(2016, 1032) and employing in-house experts interdisciplinary not only to observe and 

analyze the failure but also to resolve the issue: 

 

-- that (Posti Ninja case) was a highly important crisis lesson for us communications and for 

business in general on how fast we should prioritize things and how personnel from different 

areas should work together to solve what went wrong with the service and how to recover it. 

Many experts and consultants are needed to find the right solution. (Interviewee 2) 
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Even though Posti replied to the disappointed customer in two hours the person had already 

posted four inquiries related to the issue. Thus, it is recommendable that companies should 

engage on both proactive and reactive service recovery practices on social media to 

decrease harmful effects that customer complaints may cause. (Balaji et al. 2016, 538) It is 

also noticeable that the message included enchanting characteristics gaining social media 

users’ immediate attention which appeared as intense social interaction among Facebook 

users. It is pointed out that well-timed response is one of the key factors for success as 

delayed responses may affect the company image or in the worst case create a massive 

crisis. (Balaji et al. 2016, 538)   

 

The situation was this; we started on Facebook in 2011 with customer service that didn’t have 

much to do. It wasn’t as active as today and things have escalated partly due to the Posti Ninja 

case which brought to general attention the fact that Posti even had a Facebook account. -- 

the customer was pretty fast as he had already written four messages on our wall before the 

customer service replied after two hours from the first message. -- he had written the message 

in a way that attracted others who had had similar experiences. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Two hours after customer service had replied to the customer, communications department 

was contacted due increasing attention the issue obtained on social media. Posti’s 

communications team immediately took the case from customer service and added a 

service manager to their team. Later that evening the service manager apologized in public 

(Balaji et al. 2016, 538) and promised to investigate the issue thoroughly. As the case 

created public concern, customers were informed the next day how the company will fix the 

issue as Grégoire et al. (2015, 181) pointed out. Eventually they found that the text on arrival 

notice was outdated causing the confusion. 

 

-- by 4 pm the message was forwarded to communications and we took it over by finding an 

executive who could get involved. At 9 pm on the very evening we posted an apology by our 

service executive and promised to get back the next day [--] there was a (service executive) 

blog post the following day and also on the following evening. [--] it took some time to process 

all the feedback as for the diversity. Finally we found what had been the culprit: the text on 

arrival notice was misleading as it was according to our old protocol which was not in use 

anymore. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Even though the case required a lot of effort, Posti gained significant benefits by improving 

a part of their service. As Halstead et al. (1996, 107) acknowledged service recovery 

enables continuous improvement on services. Moreover, customers were delighted as the 
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service manager not only promised to resolve the failure but also apologized using his own 

name. It is concluded that by acknowledging the mistake and apologizing politely 

companies have great possibility to generate goodwill among customers on social media. 

(Balaji et al. 2016, 538) Moreover, Posti’s personnel realized the power of social media 

which fostered changes also on social media customer service times. Interviewee 2 

demonstrated the improvements as follows:            

 

So from this case as well we made an improvement to our procedures as we changed the 

notice to avoid empty promises. -- We received lots of appreciation to our post on the first 

evening as it was made by an executive using his name. [--] that was a wakeup call to the 

power of Facebook and how important our reactions there are -- It wasn’t long after that as we 

started having customer service on Facebook during evenings. Now we serve some hours 

during weekends as well. (Interviewee 2) 

 

As the case gained media attention Posti managed to take advantage of it by introducing 

the term “Posti Ninja” in a positive light. In addition, every message connected to the failure 

were read through and customers were contacted via private messages. They soon learnt 

that customers mostly participated to an interesting conversation without having any real 

issues. This may be due the need for social benefits which were acknowledged by Bronner 

& de Hoog (2011, 21) where they referred to situations when social audience shares their 

experiences or contacts others in similar situations. 

 

Of course we did our best to exploit all the attention by transforming the term Posti Ninja to 

positive. -- We went through every single message related to the incident and contacted each 

person via private message on Facebook -- As it turned out there weren’t that many real issues 

as people tend to remember “something that happened to someone” and they just wanted to 

be part of the discussion. (Interviewee 2) 

 

After external service recovery management turned their attention to internal recovery as 

Posti’s employees had had a lot of negative attention from the case. A support campaign 

was created to collect positive feedback on social media for the “Posti Ninjas” about their 

successful work followed by a YouTube video which also supported the employees 

internally. Existing literature suggested to create both external and internal recovery 

strategies to support personnel (Hart et al. 1990, 149; Fan & Niu 2016, 1031) but it did not 

provide any concrete examples alongside managerial assistance. As Interviewee 2 

demonstrated, social media can be employed to support personnel from both external and 

internal perspective: 
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-- as our postmen received a huge load of negative attention we decided to have a positive 

campaign for them asking people on Facebook to “snitch” and thank a postman they’d had a 

positive experience with. We forwarded them to our personnel and did this small Posti Ninja 

video on YouTube on the very same week as a part of our internal positive encouragement. 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

To conclude, at management level Posti has adopted similar recovery strategies on both 

offline and online environments (Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 13) but also provided 

guidelines for communication, failure identification and corrective actions (Halstead et al. 

1996, 113) which basically are the same on every channel (see Table 14).  However, due 

to the public aspect of social media, customer service personnel cooperates with the 

communications department to reply effectively on more complex customer inquiries. It 

seems that by employing communications department, benefits can be identified from both 

customer and company point of view, meaning that the customer receives more 

comprehensive reply which also supports company’s image. This aspect partly supports 

previous social media service recovery literature as Champoux et al. (2012, 22) and 

Einwiller & Steinlen (2015, 195) acknowledged that social media complaints have great 

impact on corporate image. Davidow (2003, 226) instead concluded that there are several 

ways to increase positive corporate image in the eyes of the customer when replying offline. 

Considering the previously mentioned aspects, the findings on this study not only support 

the earlier literature but also allowed to gain new insight. Moreover, employees’ willingness 

to work towards common goal remains as an assumption meaning that the primary 

objectives of service recovery are not officially applied.    

 

Due to the first social media crisis, Posti became familiar with the power of social media 

since there was a delay to respond to the message of an unhappy customer (Balaji et al. 

2016, 538; Fan & Niu 2016, 1032). Contacting communications department, prioritizing 

messages (Fan & Niu 2016, 1032), searching for the manager who would share the 

workload and informing social media audience (Grégoire et al. 2015, 181) were all included 

in their social media crisis management. It was acknowledged that complainer’s message 

included enchanting characteristics immediately attracting social media users, which 

supports findings from social media content analysis introduced earlier on this research, but 

is not yet recognized by existing service recovery literature. 
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Table 14: Findings from service recovery management at case company 

Common practices 

and knowledge 

Practices and 

knowledge applied to  

some extent 

Not applied or 

mentioned 

New knowledge 

• Similar 

strategies on 

both 

environments 

• Basically same 

communication, 

failure 

identification and 

corrective 

actions on both 

offline and online 

• Investigating the 

root cause of the 

failure 

• Crisis 

management 

- Manager 

assistance 

- Message 

prioritization 

- Public 

apology 

- Informing 

the social 

media 

audience 

• Well-timed 

response 

• The primary 

service recovery 

goals have not 

been officially set 

• Assistance of 

communications 

department 

- Also a  part of 

crisis 

management 

- More 

comprehensive 

replies  

- Maintaining 

company 

image 

• Enchanting writing 

style attracts social 

media audience 

• Employee support 

campaign on social 

media after a crisis 

 

When Posti investigated the root cause of the failure, they realized that some customers 

participated the conversation without having any real issues (Bronner & de Hoog 2011, 21) 

which was in some degree recognized on social media content analysis conducted on this 

study. Moreover, it seems that well-timed response is applied to Posti’s practices only to 

some extent as for example Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) indicated that reasonable timeframe 

for customers to wait is one hour. As previous literature does not provide any concrete 

examples on both external and internal recoveries to support personnel alongside 

managerial assistance (Hart et al. 1990, 149; Fan & Niu 2016, 1031), this study provided 
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evidence that social media can be employed to support employees both externally and 

internally (e.g. support campaign on social media). 

  

Service recovery implementation 

 

The phase of service recovery takes places when a service provider receives information 

of the failure and ends when the customer receives a fair compensation. (Hart et al. 1990, 

153 & Miller et al. 2000, 389) By exploring service recovery implementation on social media 

it is possible to identify characteristics that are not yet recognized by researchers to provide 

an understanding on both the features that need special attention and the challenges social 

media creates compared to traditional customer service channels. It seems to be more 

challenging to reply customers on social media than on more traditional channels due both 

the uncertainty such platform creates and the public nature of the channel which clearly 

creates the first challenge to which existing literature provides evidence only on some 

degree as Kaplan & Haenlein (2010, 67) and Balaji et al. (2015, 649) acknowledged that 

social media requires new skills and ways to think. However, the researchers did not 

introduce the following aspect:  

 

It is basically a gut feeling as in social media you need to know what the customer means and 

how to react to it. (Interviewee 2) 

 

In other words, employees should not only know when and how to react but also to realize 

the existence of social media audience and to sense the real issue behind the complaint. 

Moreover, Posti has provided guidelines to its frontline employees including when to interact 

with customers, as regarding to Interviewee 3 sometimes social media is used as a channel 

to express personal opinions. Existing literature recognized unresponsiveness from two 

perspectives: sometimes companies may use unresponsive strategy (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 

60-61) or messages are dismissed as they are not seen as possibilities, but rather as a 

threat (Dekay 2012). However Gonzalez et al. (2005) did not explain in detail how such 

strategy is developed, therefore Posti’s strategy to dismiss personal opinions may be 

applied in some extent: 

 

The basic principle is that if something is asked we reply. [--] every comment is handled 

separately. -- If a customer is not asking, in other words they are only expressing opinion then 

it necessarily does not lead to any reaction from us. (Interviewee 3) 
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-- it’s quite ambiguous to know on which tweet the customer expects us to react on and which 

is just an opinion or epiphany without any expectations from us. (Interviewee 2) 

 

The goal of Posti’s employee communication style when handling customer complains is to 

be sympathetic, however they have faced difficulties on its implementation due pressure 

that emerges when interacting with customers. Theoretical evidence indicates that in order 

to reply with sympathetic voice, employees have to be empathic by showing warmth and 

understanding towards the customer. (Roschk & Kaiser 2013, 293) It is also stated that the 

lack of empathy may be caused by employees who do not have the willingness or skills to 

step in to the shoes of the customer. (Parmar 2015)  

 

-- the goal is for “the voice of Posti” to be sympathetic which unfortunately isn’t always the 

case due hurry and various other circumstances. [--] As we have many employees to have 

people responding at all times there are variations on the replies depending on the person. 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

Posti has assisted its employees by providing scripts that can be employed when customer 

inquiry contains frequently asked questions:  

 

Customer service has template replies for the most frequently asked questions. 

(Interviewee 1) 

 

Even though the relevancy of the personalized replies could not be found from previous 

literature, generic replies may lead to lack of interpersonal fairness as Tax et al. (1998, 62-

63) acknowledged requiring politeness, empathy, honesty, explanation and authentic 

willingness to solve the problem. Whereas practices above are used on both offline and 

online environments, Posti has applied specific guidelines when interacting on social media 

including more casual communication compared to their other service channels and 

customer education by explaining the reasons behind their processes and services 

whenever possible. It is noticeable that even though replies on traditional channels may be 

addressed formally, on social media customers receive their replies informally meaning the 

usage of second-person on messages: 

 

-- Especially as the replies are public our goal is to use correct Finnish according to good 

manners, but we tend to use a bit more free form of communication compared to our other 

communication channels. On Facebook we don’t for example address people formally which 

we still might do on other channels depending on the customer, making this ambiguous as 
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well. In addition with the educational side on all of our postings making these the guidelines 

we use for example on Facebook. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Even though Interviewee 3 stated earlier (see p. 121) that the way of communicating is no 

different between channels. However, the comment above provides evidence that on social 

media the communication differs at least in style. 

 

According to interviewee 1 and 3, social media is an equal channel to customer contacts 

compared to more traditional service channels. However, if a customer chooses to complain 

publicly on social media frontline employees are trained to ask further information via private 

messages (Grégoire et al. 2015, 179) resulting from the responsibility of customer privacy 

which is informed to the customers on “Social media ground rules” on Posti’s Facebook 

page. When reflecting to the previous literature, Fan & Niu (2016, 1024) concluded that it is 

critical for social media customer service personnel to take immediate and personal care 

about the issue rather than providing further directions (e.g. website links), which however 

seems to be at some degree a common practice at Posti. Moreover, Posti’s customers 

receive a reply when the issue is solved: 

 

Official reclamation ways are reclamation team web-form located on our website along with 

chat located in claim-for-damages section. This is where we tend to forward all actual 

reclamations. (Interviewee 1) 

 

-- we will get to the bottom of it no matter the channel the client has contacted us so it makes 

no difference. -- and if needed we’ll request for more information via private message to protect 

their privacy -- if a client sends a reclamation for example on our Facebook wall our customer 

service handles it with other departments and replies the customer once the situation has been 

solved. (Interviewee 3) 

 

It makes no difference (how problems are solved), but one has to know the line when to move 

the conversation to private messaging. [--] Customers often post on Posti’s wall asking why 

the mail wasn’t delivered and we need to take their privacy into account. -- Our ground rules 

for social media are available on for example our Facebook page making social media different 

from other channels as communication is often moved from public to private. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Critical message chains are taken seriously at Posti as frontline employees are trained to 

contact communications department after a certain point (e.g. certain number of participants 

or when conversation among subject gets active enough) to get support when replying 

publicly on social media. When customer service personnel is busy with inquiries, they are 
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instructed to prioritize to first reply complaints that seem most critical and to serve the 

customer as soon as possible as Fan & Niu (2016, 1032) acknowledged.        

 

-- we have common practices settled along with both the customer service and 

communications -- we all know when to forward the case and how long to keep it here at 

customer service. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Let’s say it’s such a hot topic that we need to take immediate action to keep it from straying, 

being misunderstood or to briefly deliver more information. That makes it top priority. [--] The 

more critical and bigger the impact like if we get a furious feedback or so, we’ll do our best to 

reply as soon as possible. [--] This is the prioritizing we do, but in a normal situation we can 

pretty easily reply briefly to all messages (on social media). (Interviewee 1) 

 

-- as with critical chain of messages that start getting bigger the customer service is instructed 

that with a certain amount of participants or once the discussion reaches a certain frequency 

they contact us the communications and we support them on how to recover the dissatisfied 

customer back to a satisfied one as fast and smooth as possible. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Alongside communication norms, customer service personnel on social media is advised to 

build their responses in a way that other social media users (i.e. third parties) may benefit 

from. It is an aspect that hasn’t been mentioned on previous literature. Customer education 

was highlighted with each interviewee, being discussed further in benefits and challenges 

of social media later on this chapter.   

 

For example when instructing a customer we tend to add an extra ingredient so that third 

parties can gain from the reply without the need to ask about the same things. (Interviewee 3) 

 

The top priority of Posti is to solve original complainer’s problem yet customer service 

personnel assist also third parties when their messages indicate the need for assistance. 

As being acknowledged on previous literature, the existence of social media audience who 

comment either positively or negatively on company’s service recovery practices, should be 

noted and handled with care not only to satisfy them but also as they may provide valuable 

information on service failures which the “regular” customer is not able to provide. 

(Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 13) 

 

Naturally the original poster is our primary target and after that we will check if there are any 

third party questions in the conversation that need to be replied or if they are only opinions or 

support to others. (Interviewee 2) 
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It is also noticeable that even though the service has been completed exactly as the 

company wishes, a failure may occur due to non-effective communication practices 

meaning that the customer misunderstands what the service includes as the example of 

Interviewee 1 demonstrates. Even though Gonzalez et al. (2005, 61) acknowledged that 

interpersonal behavior may lead to dissatisfaction among customers, they had applied the 

view of fairness (i.e. how fair or unfair service recovery practices have been which differs 

from effective communication), therefore the importance of effective communication applies 

new knowledge on existing service recovery literature.    

 

Communication is an essential part of providing service to guide the customer to the correct 

service or product. (Interviewee 1) 

  

Based on the interviews, replying to customers on social media seemed to set more 

challenges towards the case company when compared to traditional channels due both the 

uncertainty the platform creates and the public nature of the channel, both requiring new 

skills and ways of thinking. (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, 67; Balaji et al. 2015, 649) It is 

acknowledged that alongside concrete complaints individuals use social media to express 

opinions which creates uncertainty whether they request a reply or not. In such situations 

unresponsive strategy can be applied (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60-61) which Posti uses in 

some extent, meaning that if nothing is asked Posti may not reply. Moreover, company’s 

communication style is wished to be sympathetic when interacting with customers but 

resulting from the pressure that the frontline employees may face, its implementation often 

fails to be realized. Moreover, Posti has assisted its customers by creating “Social media 

ground rules” which aims not only to clarify what is acceptable behavior on their social media 

site but also how they serve customers on Facebook. See all findings in Table 15. 
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Table 15: Findings from service recovery implementation at case company 

Common practices 

and knowledge 

Practices and 

knowledge applied to  

some extent 

Not applied or 

mentioned 

New knowledge 

• Uncertainty of 

social media 

• Public nature 

requires new 

skills and ways 

of thinking 

• More casual 

language on 

social media 

• Further 

information via 

private 

messages 

• Providing further 

directions to 

customers  

(e.g. web links) 

• Noticing and 

handling third 

party issues 

• Unresponsive 

strategy 

• Sympathetic 

communication 

style 

• N/A • Template replies 

• Non-effective 

communication 

may lead to 

service failure 

• “Social media 

ground rules” 

 

 

Moreover, Posti has provided template replies for its employees to use on both 

environments as customers tend to submit general inquiries related to Posti’s operations. 

When comparing to traditional channels and social media, frontline employees are 

instructed to use more casual language on social media meaning that the replies are wished 

to include informal communication styles. In addition, previous literature has acknowledged 

that social media requires new practices to communicate with customers as replies may 

include particular vocabulary and various communication forms including informality. 

(Grégoire et al. 2015, 179) When a customer contacts Posti on social media, frontline 

employees are trained to ask further information via private messages (Grégoire et al. 2015, 

179) resulting from the responsibility of customer privacy.  
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Even though it is acknowledged that social media requires employees not only to reply in 

short timeframe but also to take personal care of the customer (Fan & Niu 2016, 1024), 

Posti seems to provide further directions to its customers to solve their issues. It is also 

acknowledged that non-effective communication may lead to service failures, thus it is 

urgent that employees and customers understand each other on every situation.  

 

Tracking, monitoring and evaluating service recovery effectiveness 

 

When failures have been tracked, the company is able to recognize their weaknesses 

leading to improved service processes. By identifying and classifying failures, when several 

failures occur at once the most critical failures can be handled first whereas failure analysis 

provides information on actions that have been taken to respond to the mistake. (Hoffman 

et al. 1995, 49; Gonzalez et al. 2005, 61-62) At Posti data from social media seems to be 

collected on some degree, meaning that at least the main themes of discussion are 

collected and analyzed by both frontline and communications personnel to improve their 

services:      

 

Most likely we don’t do it (collect data) enough. (Social media) Customer service brings it to 

us as it is with other customer services. -- They analyze what is brought to them and what 

could be improved along with which information to forward between departments.  

(Interviewee 1) 

 

Of course we follow the trending themes and what changes would be needed -- our customer 

service for example has been pretty jammed this summer due reform changes in the system 

along with other things so that can also be seen in the feedback -- the situation is not always 

ideal, yet we do our best to improve it. (Interviewee 2) 

 

Message analysis on social media may lead to service improvements as the case Posti 

Ninja proved. Interviewee 2 demonstrated that as services are not always modified, such 

situations provide an opportunity to deliver further information to customers to avoid future 

service failures. In addition, existing literature acknowledges that if service failure tracking 

leads to service process improvements that decreases the amount of failures, whereas well-

implemented recovery efforts should increase the number of returning customers (Gonzalez 

et al. 2005, 62): 
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As it was with Posti Ninja case there was this one simple thing that we could change. [--] 

Naturally things don’t always lead to changes as it is not always even possible, but it can lead 

to providing more information so that the customers know what they are buying.  

(Interviewee 2) 

 

Some of Posti’s frontline employees have a degree in service design providing the 

opportunity to improve service quality and interaction between Posti and its customers by 

designing services based on their experience. If either service designers or other customer 

service employees have noticed that customer experience could be improved, Posti has 

methods to implement service design cases if needed, which was not recognized by 

previous service recovery literature.   

 

Our customer service has two service designers who connect the dots like “in this service 

failure happens here” or the customer services finds if an element is difficult for the customers 

so we actually do use service designing. We can have certain things as service design cases 

and we already have both the processes and methods if we even would like to include the 

customers to improve it. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Both managers (Interviewee 1 and Interviewee 2) acknowledged that internal quality control 

is a critical part of the service. By monitoring frontline employees’ recovery efforts they are 

able to understand how both individuals and the organization as a whole responses on 

customer complaints. Monitoring failures also increases the understanding on the 

perceptions customers have towards the service recovery. (Gonzalez et al. 2005, 62) 

Moreover, Interviewee 2 pointed out the aspect of trust, which has been recognized by 

previous research of Robinson (2011, 96) who concluded that if employees have the 

flexibility and trust from managers to use their own judgement it results as happier 

employees with increased confidence leading to better results.  

 

We practice internal quality control and training on customer service by listening to phone calls 

and reading the customer service replies. The point is not to check, but more like to follow the 

tone so that once we evaluate our service we know if things are done according our guidelines 

and processes. If not, we will fix them. (Interviewee 1) 

 

We follow when we have the time, but the customer service has the responsibility and our trust 

so we do not monitor everything. (Interviewee 2) 
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According to Interviewee 3, who takes care of customers on social media stated that 

contacting customers after the issue is solved does not belong to the practices of Posti, 

which provides the opposite view to previous literature where aftercare was suggested to 

be implemented into service recovery strategies to re-apologize and to explore whether the 

service was successfully recovered. (Johnston & Fern 1999, 81)  

  

And once the customer’s issue is solved, we do not return to that. If internal procedures are needed 

they will of course be done along with a thorough analysis of the reclamation -- if needed we will also 

check our processes. (Interviewee 3) 

 

To effectively prevent service failures Interviewee 1 pointed out four indicators that are 

directly under the control of Posti including exploring the root cause of the failure, by 

resourcing proper amount of qualified employees to serve the customers, by providing clear 

employee instructions and by educating customers. Whereas service failures caused by 

third parties by for example sending a postal item with insufficient address information, is 

not directly manageable. However, it is possible to assist customer to solve the issue and 

to minimize indignation of the client: 

 

Considering both the customer service and delivery, personnel resourcing is essential as 

employees are needed to deliver the items on time to the correct address and to have the 

customer service help customers with their questions to choose the right products. Guidelines 

are important so that everyone knows what the process includes like the customer to have the 

correct information to fill in all the information required. Both the sender and recipient need to 

communicate for the sender to have the correct information from the recipient. This isn’t 

necessarily always dependent on us but we can guide the customer. [--] Service failures can 

be prevented by analyzing service failures when they occur and informing for example from 

customer service to production -- Failure prevention includes finding the root cause meaning 

on which part of the process the failure has occurred. (Interviewee 1) 

 

And finally, Interviewee 1 acknowledged that by increasing transparency among post cards 

and letters, which are not trackable at the moment and by simplifying service concept the 

amount of service failures could be decreased: 

 

My view on how to reduce the amount of service failures includes tracking visibility, 

development, simplifying the range of services and clear outlining. (Interviewee 1) 
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To conclude, it seems that Posti collects data from social media to some degree, yet the 

information could be exploited more comprehensively not only to improve services 

(Harrison-Walker 2001, 407) but also to strengthen relationships or to create better 

understanding on customer needs and behavior. (Hajli 2014, 25-26)  Even though service 

failures do not always lead to service modifications or improvements, these situations are 

used as opportunities to educate customers to reduce future failures by increasing customer 

knowledge on Posti’s products and services. Moreover, the company has employed two 

customer service employees who have experience on service design which can be utilized 

when noticing any factors that may lead to service failure. Alongside external quality control 

Posti has internal quality standards which are monitored for example by reading replies that 

customer service personnel has written. However, it should be noticed that even though 

employee-customer interactions are observed, personnel of Posti has management’s trust 

to use their own judgement on daily work (see Table 16). 

 

Table 16: Findings from tracking, monitoring and evaluating service recovery effectiveness 

Common practices 

and knowledge 

Practices and 

knowledge applied to  

some extent 

Not applied or 

mentioned 

New knowledge 

• Preventing 

future failures 

- Finding the 

root cause of 

the failure 

- Employee 

resourcing 

- Clear 

instructions 

• All failures are 

not directly 

manageable 

• Social media 

data collection 

and analysis 

• Increased 

transparency 

• Aftercare • Customer 

education to 

prevent future 

failures 

• Internal quality 

control 

 

Aftercare, which does not belong to Posti’s service recovery strategy provides the opposite 

view to previous literature where re-apologizing and exploring whether the failure is 

successfully recovered was suggested to implement at a strategic level. (Johnston & Fern 

1999, 81) Posti prevents future service failures by exploring the root cause of the failure 

(Halstead et al. 1996, 114), by resourcing proper amount of personnel to serve customers 

which is related to the view of fast response (e.g. Boshoff 1997; Gonzalez et al. 2005), by 
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providing clear instructions for employees (e.g. Bitner et al.1994; Gonzalez et al. 2014; 

Balaji et al. 2016) and by increasing their customers’ knowledge on their products and 

services. However, all service failures are not directly manageable (i.e. failures caused by 

third parties), yet the company has possibility to relive customers’ pain by assisting them 

when such failure occurs (Davidow & Uttal 1989; Johnson & Mathews 1997). It is also 

acknowledged that by increasing transparency on the process of daily mail could effectively 

prevent future failures.  

 

It is noticeable that proactive and reactive practices related to service recovery can be 

identified from the interviews as by tracking, monitoring and evaluating service recovery 

effectiveness provides an approaches to prevent future failures and increases customer 

satisfaction. The appeared proactive and reactive practices are presented in Table 17.  

 

Table 17: Proactive and reactive practices related to service failure 

Proactive practices Reactive practices 

Any service channel Any service channel 

• Employee resourcing 

- Enough employees to respond to 

workload 

- Qualified and service-oriented 

personnel 

• Internal and external quality control 

• Effective communication on company’s 

products 

• Simplifying service concept 

• Employing media attention to educate 

customers 

• Communication between departments 

• Finding the root cause of the failure 

• Failure analysis 

• Service design 

• Assisting customers even when the 

failure was caused by third party 

Social media Social media 

• Data collection 

• Customer education 

- Private customers 

- Business customers 

• Data collection 

 

As the paragraphs above mainly focused on Posti’s service recovery management and 

implementation, personnel’s views on customer complaining behavior are discussed next 

to increase acknowledgement not only on employee thoughts and experiences but also to 

compare them to content analysis results later this research.   
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Benefits and challenges of social media 

 

Although social media requires internal training among personnel, it has positive effects on 

business due to its cost effectiveness and faster communication with customers compared 

to traditional channels. (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, 67; Balaji et al. 2015, 649) When looking 

from a customer’s point of view, these platforms able customers to express themselves 

easier and faster than ever before (Chamboux et al. 2012, 24). The most prominent positive 

aspect that appeared on the interviews was the possibility to share information, meaning 

that Posti informs proactively its customers on service failures that are already known by 

the company and also educate customers on social media. Customer education can either 

be included to a reply by introducing company policies and practices along with further 

information (i.e. how the case should be proceeded) or by commenting on conversation if 

something is misunderstood among social media users. Whether the message is written 

due proactive or reactive service recovery, the clear benefit is the audience reached via 

social media. Alongside B2C education Posti sees C2C education as a great benefit of 

social media as customers may provide useful information to others before Posti has the 

possibility to reply: 

 

Social media is a huge opportunity for us to reach larger audience when announcing the known 

service failures. We for example announce failures on our internet services on Facebook and 

with the immediate feedback from customers we can react and give more specific details if 

needed. [--] Thru the (social media) audience we can reach larger crowd with the same issue 

and in the best scenario a customer can comment in a way that delivers the answer to other 

customers. (Interviewee 1) 

 

(To educate customers) is an instant benefit -- considering that we post on our Facebook page 

a reply to a certain issue, it will be seen by everyone using the channel -- hence we carefully 

consider our replies to add an educational aspect to the matter. [--] Social media education 

can also include correcting possible misconceptions. (Interviewee 3) 

 

The person who is employed on customer interface (Interviewee 3) was the only one who 

saw social media as a channel to admit mistakes publicly, which is significant way to create 

goodwill among social media users as Balaji et al. (2016, 538) reported. They also pointed 

out that denial creates not only distrust among customers but also indicates the lack of 

empathy. Alongside acknowledging mistakes on social media, the interviewee saw great 

benefits on releasing disruption notices on Facebook as the channel not only provides the 



  144 

possibility to communicate with large audience but also to see updated information on how 

many individuals the post has already reached. 

 

-- I consider one of the benefits of social media to be the channel of admitting and announcing 

failures or interruptions. During the development we have noticed especially this excellence 

on failure announcing to reach people as we can track how many people have been reached. 

We have a lot of followers on Facebook so it’s easy to reach a large crowd. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Moreover, if a service failure captures media’s attention, Posti has the ability to react on 

such situations in a short timeframe to prevent greater damage and to educate its 

customers: 

 

We had this one case few years back when a Fingerpori (a famous Finnish comic) strip about 

a common misconception of our product spread like wildfire. So we used it to give more 

information about the product, like “actually the product is not exactly how you thought it was”. 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

It is noticeable that previous literature considers education only from C2C and internal (i.e. 

from managers to employees) viewpoint, meaning education has been acknowledged either 

when a customer educates other customer on social media for example on company’s 

practices (Xu et al. 2015, 437) or when a company educates its employees for example on 

service recovery implementation (e.g. Gonzalez et al. 2005, 60) or how to communicate 

and handle customer inquiries on social media (e.g. Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, 67; Balaji et 

al. 2015; Grégoire et al. 2015, 179), therefore B2C education provides new aspect to service 

recovery literature as stated earlier on this study. 

 

Alongside positive effects, social media creates also challenges for the company. The major 

challenge that all interviewees disclosed is the publicity of social platforms as interaction 

with customers requires more effort when comparing to other customer service channels. 

As Grégoire et al. (2015, 179) pointed out, resulting from the nature of social media all 

issues cannot be discussed in public. Publicity has clearly three main perspectives as 

issues related to social media audience, communication and privacy were pointed out by 

the interviewees. It should also be noted that inquiries on social media may create public 

concern (Grégoire et al. 2015, 181) which demonstrates as one of issues on social media 

service recovery. 
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It’s a challenge as Posti’s Facebook wall is public so every post from both our customers and 

us can be seen by anyone so we need to consider carefully what to post. [--] as we handle the 

social security numbers of our customers it adds the challenges. (Interviewee 3) 

 

Social media differs not only due volume and impact but also as it needs to be considered 

what can be discussed in public and when to move to private messaging. (Interviewee 1) 

 

It (communication on social media) is also challenging as it is very different from a private 

conversation. (Interviewee 2) 

  

Existing literature has concentrated on how apologetic and empathic communication styles 

affect customer satisfaction after service failure (e.g. Rimé 2009; Roschk & Kaiser 2013; 

Parmar 2015) and how employee attributes such as friendliness (Gruber et al. 2009) and 

interpersonal behavior (Gonzalez et al. 2005) improve service recovery implementation. 

However, previous literature noted privacy issues only to some degree, as it centralized to 

evaluate the complexity of the failure and if private communication should therefore be 

employed. (Grégoire et al. 2015) 

 

Other challenges related to social media represented heterogeneous group of issues from 

lack of proper tools to challenges to employ social media as a service channel. More 

specifically interviewee pointed out that they have difficulties measuring customer contacts 

on social platforms and to serve customers via several social media accounts. Moreover, 

interviewees faced challenges related to the nature of social media meaning limited 

characters on Twitter and difficulties to harness social media for self-service.  

 

-- we have no way to count the contacts made on social media. Other channels are easy to 

count but on social media it needs to be done manually. It would be completely impossible to 

count the Facebook postings. (Interviewee 3) 

 

When talking about tools, yes (we do have challenges). -- to follow several accounts on 

multiple social networks with just one computer would not only be great but also a significant 

improvement. (Interviewee 3) 

 

-- On Twitter the 140 character limit is challenging as we need to keep our replies short.  

(Interviewee 3) 

 

For a customer to get the answer from social media without the assistance of customer service 

personnel I don’t see happening as there is a need for human interaction. (Interviewee 1) 
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Interviewee 3 also wished that Posti could take a more prominent role on its social media 

channels as it seems that customers provide more content than the company: 

 

I think we could use Facebook and social media in general even more actively so that it would 

not mainly be the customers making most of the posting on our page but that we would be the 

active side.. (Interviewee 3) 

 

The biggest positive aspect that appeared on the interviews was the possibility to inform 

customers via social media on service failures that are already acknowledged by Posti and 

the number of audience which can be reached via social media providing also the possibility 

to observe how many individuals the post has already reached. It is also noticeable that 

C2C education (Xu et al. 2015) is a great benefit on social media as customers may provide 

useful information to others before Posti has the possibility to reply (see Table 18). 

 

Table 18: Benefits and challenges of social media 

Benefits of social media Challenges of social media 

• Possibility to inform large audience about 

service failures  

• Possibility to observe reachability of each 

message among social media users 

• Customer-to-customer education 

• Channel to admit mistakes publically 

• Requires more effort compared to other 

channels 

• Publicity 

- Social media audience 

- Communication practices 

- Privacy 

• Other challenges 

- To measure customer contacts 

- To serve customers simultaneously 

on several accounts and platforms 

- Limited characters on Twitter 

- To employ social media for self-

service 

 

Moreover, acknowledged by one interviewee, social media is also a great channel to admit 

mistakes publicly. (Balaji et al. 2016) Alongside positive effects, the major challenge for 

Posti is the publicity of social platforms as interaction with customers requires more effort 

compared to other customer service channels. According to the interviewees, publicity 

clearly has three main perspectives: issues related to social media audience, 

communication practices and privacy. Whereas other challenges represented 

heterogeneous group of issues from lack of proper tools to challenges to employ social 

media as a self-service channel. 
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the findings based on research questions followed by 

discussion which aims to evaluate the research in terms of research process and choices, 

philosophical view, validity and reliability. Last part of this chapter provides practical 

applications for the case company, theoretical and managerial implications which are 

followed by limitations and suggestions for future research. 

 

As the aim of this research is to create new knowledge on how to manage service recovery 

on social media and why companies are not able to employ its full potential after service 

failure to assist their clients. This research aims also to increase understanding on how to 

utilize the opportunities offered by social media to recover dissatisfied customers. Next table 

(Table 19) summarizes the research questions and key findings of the research. 

 

Table 19: Research questions and key findings (new knowledge in gray) 

Research question Key findings 

Main research question:  

How to manage service 

recovery on social media? 

• Basically manageable with same practices as offline 

environment 

- Also possible to create independent recovery strategy 

Any environment 

• Employing in-house experts to investigate failures 

- E.g. product managers 

- Customer service personnel forwards information 

instead of solving complex failures in frontline 

• Limited empowerment to increase efficiency 

- Bi-level problem solving 

- E.g. frontline employees and customer claims 

Social media 

• Publicity is the main characteristic needing special attention 

- Third parties 

- Support from communications 

- Reply in short timeframe 

- Customer privacy 
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Sub-question 1:  

What are the specific 

characteristics of customer 

complaining behavior on 

social media? 

• Complaint on social media includes two aspects: 

- Complaining to firm 

- Third party action 

• Customers either place statements (more common) or ask 

questions 

• The main trigger to complain on social media is personal 

benefit including: 

- Need for social attention 

- Need for easy communication 

- Need to empower other customers 

• Third parties (i.e. social media audience) are attracted to 

messages that include either story-telling or irony 

• Third parties are looking for personal and social benefits 

Sub-question 2:  

What are the elements of 

successful service 

recovery? 

• Service recovery culture is the main force to successfully 

recover disappointed customers 

• Service recovery culture forms through values and 

practices 

• Values: 

- Customer satisfaction as the ultimate goal of business 

- Understanding that mistakes are unavoidable 

- Shared values 

- Organizational fairness 

- Job satisfaction 

• Practices: 

- Guidelines on reactive recovery 

- Support and assistance for employees 

- Re-establish customer satisfaction 

- Internal service recovery strategy 

- Understanding that customer service on social media 

may require new skills 

- Raising customer awareness towards social media 

customer service 

- Internal support: peer support, coaching 

- Bi-level problem solving 

- Interdisciplinary information exchange and dialogue 
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Sub-question 3:  

How to recover from 

service failure via social 

media? 

• Actions can be separated into three phases: ex ante, during 

action and ex post 

• Ex ante phase: 

- Improve employee skills to face customers on social 

media 

- Provide social media ground rules 

- Create social media crisis plan 

- Employ social media to both external and internal 

recovery 

- Employ service designers to observe customer 

complaints 

- Prevent future failures by observing and collecting 

data 

• During action phase: 

- Apologetic and empathic voice 

- Paraphrase the original issue 

- Maximize transparency but remember customer 

privacy 

- Employ communications department 

- Reply in short timeframe 

- Prioritize if needed 

- Handle complaints, do not provide further directions 

- Customer education when possible 

- Assists customers no matter who is responsible for the 

failure 

•  Ex post phase: 

- Provide explanation for the audience if private 

messages used 

 

Next the key findings of this research are presented based on the research questions 

followed by an updated framework of the study. 

 

6.1. Key findings of the research 

 

Total of 502 Facebook and Twitter comments including messages from original complainer, 

the customer service and third parties are incorporated into this study. Content analysis is 

complemented with three semi-structured interviews as the case company’s customer 

service manager, communications manager and frontline employee shared their practices 
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and experiences related to social media service recovery. Theoretical views on this study 

are based on the service recovery process model of Gonzalez et al. (2005) which is 

supplemented with the findings from existing service recovery literature especially in the 

context of social media. Moreover, the research adopts the theories related to service 

quality and failure (e.g.  Grönroos 2007, 74), customer complaints (e.g. Tax et al. 1998), 

customer complaining behavior on social media (e.g. Grégoire et al. 2015), eWOM (e.g. 

Balaji et al. 2016) and service recovery on both offline (e.g. Gonzalez et al. 2005) and online 

(Einwiller & Stelein 2015) environments.  

 

The first sub-question of the research aims to explore what are the specific characteristics 

of customer complaining behavior on social media. Even though previous literature does 

not offer a holistic perspective on customer complaining behavior on social network sites 

(Balaji et al. 2016, 537), existing knowledge is complemented with new findings. To 

understand the structure of customer complaints voiced on social media, framework of Tax 

et al. (1998, 61) is modified to meet the actions of social media customers (see Figure 5, p. 

31). The original framework introduces four post-purchase options that the customer may 

use when not satisfied with the service including exit, complain to firm, third-party action 

and continued to patronage. As social media allows not only to complain directly to the 

company but also enables third-party actions, these two components create social media 

complaining on this study. 

 

Two complaining styles are identified from the complaints on case company’s Facebook 

and Twitter sites as complainer either asks a question or places a statement when voicing 

the occurrence of service failure on social media. It is also identified that male customers 

are more into social media complaining, yet both genders place statements rather than ask 

questions. When observing whether different failure types affect complaining style, 

statements are mostly used when failure has occurred more than once, customer has faced 

a process failure or double deviation. As complaining styles are not identified on previous 

literature, this finding provides a tool for both managers and frontline employees. In other 

words, based on the results messages on social media could also be prioritized based on 

complaining style as it seems that customer placing a statement indicates for a greater 

failure needing not only instant recovery but also more profound failure identification as 

statement indicates both several failures and double deviation. Nonetheless, it should be 

noted that the results of this study indicate that all in all it is more common to place 

statements.  
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It is acknowledged that the case company’s management has provided guidelines to its 

frontline employees including when to interact with customers, yet it seems that the 

company uses unresponsive strategy introduced by Gonzalez et al. (2005, 60-61) to dismiss 

personal opinions voiced on their social media channels, which may explain their response 

rate on Facebook (~87%), making service failures relatively subjective supporting the 

findings on previous literature (e.g. Buttle 1996; Halstead et al. 1996). It is also 

acknowledged that alongside concrete complaints individuals use social media to express 

their opinions which creates uncertainty whether they request a reply or not. It is concluded 

that sometimes customer complaints may rise from other reasons than purely product or 

service related issues, meaning that the customer is unsatisfied with the overall experience 

(Halstead et al. 1996, 108) requiring service recovery practices as well.  

 

Triggers for social media complaining behavior are identified from both the original 

complainer and third party point of views (see Figure 30). The results of the content analysis 

indicate that personal, social and company benefits based on the findings on previous 

literature (Amine 1998; Harrison-Walker 2001; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Ward & Ostrom 

2006; Zaugg 2006; Rimé 2009; Grégoire et al. 2010; Chamboux et al. 2012; Bronner & de 

Hoog 2011; Verhagen et al. 2013; Balaji et al. 2015; Xu et al. 2015) do exists, yet only 

personal and company benefits are identified among original complainers whereas third 

parties are looking for personal and social benefits.  

 

 

Figure 30: Triggers for social media complaining among original complainers and third 

parties 
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In addition, based on semi-structured interviews complainers only look for personal benefits 

which is confirmed on the results of content analysis. While company benefits were found 

on content analysis, semi-structured interviews do not support them which may be because 

the case company not seeing the complaints as feedback on how to improve. As third party 

communication on Twitter is next to none, these results are based on third party Facebook 

activity. Moreover, third parties are mainly attracted on writing styles that are either story-

like or ironic. 

 

To answer the second sub-question what are the elements of successful service recovery, 

earlier literature and results of the study suggests that service recovery culture is the prime 

force of successful service recovery. Even though the concept of service recovery culture 

did not appear during the interviews, there is evidence that such culture does exists on the 

case company’s organization as interviewees disclosed both practices and managing 

principles represented in the theory and also provided new features related to service 

recovery culture.  

 

The results indicate that to create such culture, managers should acknowledge that 

mistakes are unavoidable (Hart et al. 1990, 148), they should create guidelines on recovery 

practices (e.g. Smith et al. 2010, 448) and support their employees by providing training on 

both offline and online environments (e.g. Bitner et al. 1994, 103; Balaji et al. 2016, 538), 

which are also acknowledged by academic literature. The results also suggested that 

frontline employees should cooperate with in-house experts to solve inquiries which did not 

appear on previous literature, meaning that the suitability for bi-level problem solving may 

differ from company to company which should be investigated further as the number of 

employees and the departments may vary depending on the size of the company and its 

operations.  

 

Moreover, the importance to solve customer issues, willingness to re-establish customer 

satisfaction (Gonzalez et al. 2010, 224), setting the customer satisfaction as the ultimate 

goal of business (Hart et al. 1990, 156) or the existence of internal recovery strategy (Hart 

et al. 1990, 149; Fan & Niu 2016, 1031) are not clearly identifiable from the results, whereas 

employee empowerment (Smith et al. 2010, 448) was adopted by the case company only 

to some degree resulting from bi-level problem solving in the organization. See the 

components of service recovery culture in Table 20. 
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Table 20: Components of service recovery culture combining earlier literature and research 

results 

 

 

In addition, either the importance of shared values (Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46), 

organizational fairness (Bettencourt & Brown 1997, 39; Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46), 

job satisfaction (Robinson et al.  2011, 90) or to raise customer awareness towards social 

media customer service could not be found from the results, which may be partly explicable 

not only due limited time on the interviews but also caused by the assumption that case 

company has not consciously created such culture and therefore have not examined all 

factors that influence service recovery culture and thus effective service recovery practices. 

However, previous literature did not involve the perspective of peer support making a 

contribution on service recovery culture formation, thus co-worker support should be 

promoted throughout organizations to foster internal first aid after service failure.  

 

To conclude, it seems that when combining findings from both academic literature and 

empirical part on this research, these practices not only assist to provide the best possible 

replies to customers on both environments but also support to solve customer issues in the 

most effective manner. 
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The results on third sub-question how to recover from service failure via social media, 

indicate that social media service recovery is a multidimensional phenomenon where 

customers and social media audience including private and business customers along with 

competitors discusses and observers companies’ recovery efforts creating not only 

challenges but also opportunities to service providers. Replying to customers on social 

media seems to set more challenges towards the company when compared to traditional 

channels due both the uncertainty the platform creates and the public nature of the channel. 

In addition, frontline employee recovery practices and efforts are visible for everyone 

bringing the importance of personal skills, managerial guidance and support under a public 

eye which is acknowledged widely on previous literature. The results of the study imply that 

employee responses on social media channels vary due personal skills, habits or reply 

guidelines suggested by the company indicating the importance of employee training and 

support as earlier academic literature is suggested (e.g. Bitner et al. 1994, 103; Gonzalez, 

Hoffman & Ingram 2014, 150; Balaji et al. 2016, 538). The main findings on the subject are 

demonstrated in Figure 31. 

 

 

Figure 31: How to recover from service failure via social media (new findings in grey color) 

 

Even though the significance of apologetic and empathic communication is acknowledged 

by both previous literature (e.g. Grönroos 2007, 127; Roschk & Kaiser 2013, 293; 

Vaerenbergh et al. 2013, 507) and also on some degree by the case company, yet resulting 

from pressure that frontline employees may face, the implementation often fails to be 

realized. Moreover, even though it is acknowledged that social media requires employees 
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to both reply fast and to take personal care about the customer (Fan & Niu 2016, 1024) 

results provide a slightly opposite view as the company seems to provide further directions 

(e.g. web links) to its customers to some degree. There is also evidence that the case 

company is more likely to solve customer problems privately, supporting findings of Einwiller 

& Steilen (2015) as issues are often discussed via private messages.  

 

The results demonstrate that even service failures do not always lead to service 

modifications or improvements, these situations can be used as opportunities to educate 

customers to reduce future failures by increasing customer knowledge on company’s 

products and services. Therefore the new knowledge to be applied on previous literature is 

customer education, which can either be included to a reply on social media by introducing 

company policies and practices along with further information (i.e. how the case should be 

proceed) or by commenting on conversation if something is misunderstood among social 

media users providing the possibility to educate a large group of customers. In addition, the 

results suggested that alongside B2C education C2C education is a great benefit of social 

media as customers may provide useful information to others which is acknowledged by 

earlier literature. (Xu et al. 2015, 437)  

 

The results also imply that the data from social media is collected to some degree, yet the 

information could be exploited more comprehensively not only to improve services 

(Harrison-Walker 2001, 407) but also to create better understanding on customer needs 

and behavior (Hajli 2014, 25-26), which seems to be under-utilized by the company. 

However, by employing frontline personnel with service design experience may prevent 

future failures by observing customer experiences regularly. It is well known that service 

failures are not directly manageable including failures caused by third parties, yet there is a 

possibility to relive customers’ pain by assisting them when such failure occurs (Davidow & 

Uttal 1989; Johnson & Mathews 1997), which also supports the findings of this research. 

 

From the results appeared that by creating “social media ground rules” companies have the 

possibility to clarify what is acceptable behavior on their social media site(s) along with how 

customers are served. Moreover, by employing communications department, benefits can 

be identified from both the customer and company point of view, meaning that the customer 

receives more comprehensive reply which also supports company image providing a new 

aspect on social media service recovery literature. 
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As it has been acknowledged by academic literature the power of social media is vast 

(Manika et al. 2016, 1), yet the results demonstrate that the seriousness of social media 

crisis is revealed only by experiencing one, which also acts as incentive to examine 

practices that are needed to overcome the crisis. Results of the research also indicate that 

previous literature does not provide any concrete examples on external and internal 

recoveries to support employees along with managerial assistance (Hart et al. 1990, 149; 

Fan & Niu 2016, 1031), yet this study provides evidence that social media can be employed 

to support employees both externally and internally including employee support campaigns 

on social media after service failure. 

 

The results disclose that it is a common practice to use template replies on both 

environments when providing information to customers as they tend to submit general 

inquiries related to company’s operations, which is not acknowledged by existing literature. 

However, it should be noted that generic replies may lead to low interpersonal fairness 

which requires for example empathy and authentic willingness to solve the problem (Tax et 

al. 1998, 62-63). Instead of template replies, academic literature suggests to paraphrase 

the original issue on the response to show that the issue has been reviewed thoroughly by 

the company (Balaji et al. 2016, 538), which seems to be adopted to practices in some 

degree.  

 

It should also be noted that even though the results provide a fairly comprehensive overview 

on effective social media service recovery, it should be acknowledged that due to 

confidential issues service recovery implementation could not be explored as thoroughly as 

this study was supposed to, making the results on this area narrow. In other words, practices 

such as how they analyze incoming messages and how to choose the service recovery 

strategies on social media could not be identified. Along with the perspectives above, 

benefits and challenges related to social media are derived from the results. It seems that 

two dominant aspects on both sides are channel attributes (e.g. analytics) and publicity. 

The benefits of channel attributes seem to relate to observability and reachability whereas 

challenges are linked to limited characters and difficulties to both count and serve 

customers via several social media accounts. The publicity of social media also provides 

both benefits and challenges. The main benefits are B2C and C2C education and the 

possibility to admit mistakes publicly, yet naturally there is a downside to publicity as social 

media requires more effort compared to other channels due social media audience which 

requires for example updated communication practices and taking care of customer privacy 

especially when handling private information such as social security numbers.  
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To answer the main research question how to manage service recovery on social media, 

the results indicate that social media service recovery is manageable with the same 

practices as offline environment, confirming the suggestion of Schaefers & Shamari (2015) 

to implement same service recovery strategies on both offline and online environments (see 

Figure 32). When looking at case organization’s practices, customer service personnel 

either provides instant information to frequently asked questions or forwards customer 

claims to in-house experts (e.g. manager of distribution department) to investigate the issue 

thoroughly. 

 

 

Figure 32: Components of service recovery management on social media 

 

As the case company empowers its frontline employees only to a certain point, more 

complex service failures are handled exclusively by the customer claims team specialized 

in problem solving. In other words, both failure analysis and recovery efforts are either 

implemented by frontline employees or customer claims. The evidence that frontline 

employees should cooperate with in-house experts to solve inquiries did not appear from 
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previous literature as it recommends to empower frontline personnel (Hart et al. 1990, 149; 

Hocutt & Stone 1998, 128), yet it can be suggested that the suitability for bi-level problem 

solving may differ from company to company. Unlike more traditional channels, on social 

media publicity is the main characteristic as negative communication can spread all over 

the internet in a matter of minutes. (Chamboux et al. 2012, 24). Based on the results, there 

are four components that should be noticed in the context of social media including third 

parties, support from communications, replying in a short timeframe and to take care of 

customer privacy.  

 

When a customer chooses to complain on service provider’s social media site excluding 

communication via private messages, the complaint is visible for both the company and 

third parties who represent heterogeneous group including not only private and business 

customers but also competitors (Grégoire et al. 2015, 173) being the first component of 

social media service recovery. In addition, social media audience not only reads complaints 

by others but also takes part on the conversation in multiple ways. The results also indicate 

that sometimes an individual representing third party can claim to be employed by the 

company. However, it should be noted that these assumptions are not verified and the 

presumable employees take part on the conversation very rarely.  

 

The existence of third parties is acknowledged by previous literature as if other customers 

voice their negative opinions on the same complaint, it may have negative influences 

towards the company. Therefore Schaefers & Shamari (2015, 13) pointed out that these 

“social media experts” should be noted and handled with care. What is not discussed on 

previous literature is the handling time that busy conversation chains may require. Case 

company’s personnel has acknowledged that the more conversation a topic on social media 

contains the more difficult it is to find the main theme and therefore recover dissatisfied 

customers. 

  

Resulting from the publicity of social media, customer service personnel is prepared to reply 

publicly which is done in cooperation with the communications department that being the 

second component of social media service recovery. In other words, customer service 

personnel is assisted by communications department to reply effectively on more complex 

customer inquiries benefiting both the customer and company resulting as more 

comprehensive reply for the customer which also supports company image providing a new 

aspect on social media service recovery literature. Moreover, communications department 

affiliates to social media crisis management by creating a team that concentrates on 
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employing managerial-level personnel and in-house experts interdisciplinary not only to 

observe and analyze but also to resolve the failure. Informing social media audience is also 

included to social media crisis management as Grégoire et al. (2015, 181) suggested.  

 

The third social media service recovery component is replying to the customer in short 

timeframe, which is acknowledged by various researchers (e.g. Grégoire et al. 2015; Fan & 

Niu 2016, 1024). As company’s first social media crisis revealed replying to the customer in 

short timeframe is crucial. Even though disappointed customer received company’s reply 

within two hours, the person had already posted four inquiries related to the issue and 

engaged social media audience.  

 

The fourth identified component of social media service recovery is customer privacy 

meaning not all problem solving should be public, supporting Einwiller & Steilen’s (2015, 7) 

conclusion that companies are more likely to solve customer problems in private. The case 

company rarely discusses about service failures publicly on social media due to personal 

information which is needed to solve situations in most cases. Previous literature 

acknowledged privacy issues only to some degree, as it centralizes to either foster 

companies to solve issues publicly (Einwiller & Steilen 2015, 7; Balaji et al. 2016, 538) or to 

evaluate the complexity of the failure and if private communication should therefore be 

employed. (Grégoire et al. 2015) To conclude, when managing service recovery the same 

strategy can be adopted to both offline and online environments, yet due to the public nature 

of social media, existence of third parties, assistance of communications, replying in short 

timeframe and privacy should also be considered.  

 

Emerging from theoretical and empirical findings of this research an updated version of 

theoretical framework is formed as Figure 33 presents. The synthesis of the research is 

based on the framework presented earlier on this study (see Figure 1).  

 

Service recovery culture should not be applied only on managerial-level but also throughout 

the whole organization. To support frontline employees on both offline and online 

environments, in-house experts including service managers and communications should be 

employed not only to create the best possible answer to the customer but also to explore 

service failures thoroughly, which is more effective when handled by the persons who have 

the best possible knowledge on these specific situations. 
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Figure 33: Updated framework of the study 

 

It should also be noted that this framework based on the situation where the same recovery 

strategy is adopted to both offline and online environments. Moreover, as the subject of the 

research is a large service company, thus the framework considers the possibility to employ 

in-house experts (e.g. communications) when serving customers on social media. As the 

knowledge on internal processes including failure analysis and recovery efforts remain 

marginal, the original suggestion of Gonzalez et al. (2005) stays. The new block consists 

not only of the public aspect of service recovery on social media but also on how 

communication takes place in the context of social media. 

 

6.2. Conclusions  

 

Since the era of social networking, the role of the customer has changed from passive 

consumer to active customer (Malthouse et al. 2013, 270), hence service failures that begin 

offline immediately find their way to social media. Most of these posts being public allows 

any online user to see them, join the conversation and spread negative eWOM. (Champoux 

et al. 2012, 22; Einwiller & Steinlen 2015, 195) Moreover, it is concluded by academic 

literature that service recovery has a direct link on customer loyalty and thus impacts on 

company’s profitability (Hart et al. 1990, 148; Buttle & Burton 2002, 217; Tax et al. 1998, 
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60), customer satisfaction (Smith et al. 1999, 358; McCollough et al. 2000, 133) and 

repeating purchases (Keaveney 1995, 79-80). 

 

Even though social media is acknowledged as a powerful communication channel, yet there 

is little literature regarding on how service recovery is managed in practice as researchers 

have mainly explored only the characteristics compared to traditional channels (e.g. 

Schaefers & Shamari 2015; Einwiller & Stelein 2015; Manika et al. 2016). Therefore this 

case study aims to increase understanding on how companies should react on complaints 

voiced on their social media channel(s), and more importantly, how they should both control 

and manage complaints on social media. More precisely, this research focuses on the 

procedures, limitations and motives that lie behind effective service recovery in the context 

of social media.  

 

Although this research focuses on service recovery practices from service provider’s point 

of view, the knowledge on customer complaining behavior is first build by exploring 

company’s social media sites including Facebook and Twitter to understand customers’ 

triggers to complain on social media, how unhappy individuals voice their disappointment 

on the channels and also if there is a difference when comparing customer complaints 

between and within the channels. Together with customer behavior analysis, case 

company’s customer service personnel’s replies including attitudes and instructions are 

observed. The content analysis on social media also consisted on exploring how and why 

other social media users (i.e. third parties) take part on the conversation.  

 

This research adopted phenomenologic-hermeneutic philosophy which aims to see 

“differences between humans as social actors”, being the supporting frame throughout the 

study. Both the disappointed customers who complained on company’s social media 

channels and the interviewed employees were considered as individuals from the 

perspective where the service process has not only humane characteristics but also 

changes as time goes by. Moreover, the customers are seen as individuals who have the 

best interpretation when judging whether the service failure has occurred or not. Inductive 

approach instead supported theory building as the aim was not to test existing theories but 

to gain new insights related to the phenomenon in real-life context, which was successfully 

completed when measuring new findings this research provided. Moreover, the approach 

enables to understand the meanings individuals attach to a specific event, being social 

media complaint on this study.  
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As the aim was to explore social media service recovery through a case company, case 

study proved to be a great choice as it allowed researcher to describe and explore holistic 

real-life event with qualitative method in cross-sectional time horizon. Qualitative method 

allowed to collect and interpret data which cannot easily be translated to numbers whereas 

cross-sectional timeframe permitted understanding customer complaints and service 

recovery practices at given time as the aim was not for example to compare how manners 

and practices changes as time goes by.  

 

Content analysis appeared to be a suitable data collection method due possibility to analyze 

and classify data into categories with equal meanings. Was this study done all over again, 

the data would be collected by using a program allowing qualitative analysis as it was 

challenging to collect the data manually even though all the necessary information was 

collected. The main difficulties during data collection were faced when semi-structured 

interviews were implemented. Even though the method itself was clearly appropriate for this 

study, in-depth interviews would be suitable for data collection when there is enough time 

to do interviews. In other words, as this study had two phases including content analysis on 

social media and semi-structured interviews with case company’s personnel, meaning 

content analysis combined with in-depth interviews would have made this already pretty 

vast Master’s Thesis simply too huge. Moreover, retrospectively it is possible that more 

interviews would have given a deeper understanding on the case company’s processes and 

practices. On the other hand, due confidentiality issues access to information was limited 

which might have kept the amount of information the same. 

 

As stated above, this study adopts interpretive research with phenomenologic-hermeneutic 

philosophy, the key factors on this study are experiences, meanings and social interactions 

of the objects. It is also acknowledged that individual development is based on one’s relation 

to the surrounding world and vice versa. (Syrjäläinen, Eronen & Värri 2007, 62-63; Valli & 

Aaltola 2015, 30) Therefore, employees can perceive service failures very differently 

compared to customers yet from the outsider’s point of view they act in the same situation 

due dissimilar perspective which is shaped through personal lifetime experiences. However, 

by researching subjects mentioned above it is possible to clarify the characteristics of both 

the employees and customers. It is also acknowledged that experiential relation to the world 

is intentional meaning that every experience has a meaning. Moreover, this study is based 

on the assumption that a person essentially has individual characteristics which are formed 

by the societies one is involved with (Syrjäläinen et al. 2007, 84; Valli & Aaltola 2015, 31), 
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yet meanings are also intersubjective meaning that the experiences shared by others are 

social-related by nature. (Valli & Aaltola 2015, 30-31) 

 

The first aim of this study is to understand better both the customer complaining behavior 

and third party involvement in terms of what are the service failures that company’s 

customers post on social media and how they express themselves including emotions and 

attitudes as gaining knowledge on how service is experienced by customers is the first factor 

to analyze in order to understand service recovery. (Bell & Zemke 1987, 32) This part of the 

empirical study seems to be more beneficial compared to other research areas as results 

disclose not only triggers to complain and to take part on conversation but also better 

understanding on complaining styles on social media. 

 

The findings of this study indicate that social media is an increasing channel for customer 

contacts including both assistance and claims, yet the demand seems to be higher in future 

requiring both increasing number of personnel and expanding service hours on social 

media. The major triggers why customers voice their disappointment on company 

generated social media sites after either objective or subjective service failures which have 

formed partly due previous experiences, thus every individual has both different 

expectations and tolerance for failures which should be taken into account when handling 

customer complaints. Moreover, customers express their disappointment mainly due 

personal benefits including social attention, need for easy communication and to empower 

other customers whereas third parties are looking for both personal and social benefits 

including the need to empower other customers and the need for social interaction and are 

mainly attracted on writing styles that are either story-like or ironic complains demonstrating 

different personalities and attitudes towards social media among both original complainers 

and third parties.  

 

It should be noted that the results indicate that there is a deviation between identified 

triggers to complain as company interviews suggests that publicity is the main force for 

customers to complain on social media whereas content analysis results propose that 

complaining on social sites does not purely aim for publicity but seems to be resulting from 

common negativity that dominates the channel. Roughly every fifth complaint on social 

media indicated customer’s need for easy communication, meaning that some customers 

complain on social media as it is either the channel to get their message through as they 

have already tried contacting the company via customer support line or chat, they consider 

social media as a convenient channel to contact the company or customer service is already 
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closed. In other words, it seems that some customers either prefer to contact the company 

on social media or they are kind of forced to do so, which is easily changeable by increasing 

the possibility to have service on the channels customers prefer. 

 

Moreover, after a service failure original complainers tend to rather place statements about 

the issue than ask questions on how to fix the situation. The findings are either in line with 

existing literature or represent new theoretical views on the subject. What was surprising is 

that most of the complainers only write about the failure without asking any assistance from 

the company. Whereas company’s employee interviews indicated that if a customer does 

not ask anything, they may not receive a reply showing a significant gap between 

communication practices which should be noted from service provider’s point of view.  

 

The second aim related to this study is to explore Finnish-based service provider’s social 

media service recovery practices and implementation. More precisely, this part of the 

research explores how customer service personnel replies to customers on social media 

including attitudes and instructions and how company’s personnel manages, implements 

and experiences social media service recovery. Even though both content analysis (original 

complaints, n=137) and semi-structured interviews (n=3) have a relatively small sample 

size, both studies provide new knowledge which is usable at least for the case company, 

yet it seems that the results are also applicable to other businesses if both the organizational 

size and structure are similar compared to the case company even though the results may 

not be generalized among all service companies. 

 

The results from both content analysis and semi-structured interviews are mostly 

unanimous as the employees confirm the findings of content analysis including instructions 

to reply, the amount and skills of frontline employees and the main reasons why customers 

complain in terms of failures and triggers. As the case company belongs to consumers’ 

everyday life, it is clear that conversation is vivid especially on social media as everyone 

knows and has experience on company’s services providing a fruitful premise for 

discussion. Moreover, it seems that the more individuals take part on the conversation the 

more difficult it is to identify the main theme of the discussion and to recover customers in 

a short timeframe. Difficulty also seems to increase due to the nature of social media 

meaning that employees should not only know when and how to react but also to realize 

the existence of social media audience and to sense the real issue behind the complaint. 

However, there is evidence that third party comments and ideas may not be fully utilized as 

the case company rarely comments on them along with the lack of proper tools that would 
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make data collection easier. It can be proposed that by adopting service recovery culture 

throughout the organization and by training social media customer service employees 

further may increase service recovery effectiveness and therefore results as happier 

customers. 

 

Results also indicate that people seem to be accustomed blaming the case company, even 

when in some of the cases not the company but third parties should be the ones to blame. 

That may partly be due difficulties the case company has faced when delivering items to 

customers and also because of today’s hectic lifestyle may blur one’s trail of thought. For 

example, when a postal item is sent from the United States of America it seems not always 

to be obvious that the case company is not alone responsible for the delivery or if an ordered 

item does not arrive on time the case company might not be the one to blame as the sender 

might have had a delay or incorrect address information.  

 

The main challenges of social media seem to relate not only to publicity of the channels and 

either channel attributes or lack of proper tools, but also on customer communication as 

stated earlier in this study. The challenge emergences when customer service personnel 

cannot be sure whether the customer is waiting for a reply or not as some clients tend to 

comment without expecting any reply. Moreover, it seems that the case company is over-

cautious due to the obligation to secure customer privacy which causes customer issues to 

mainly be handled via private channels. On the other hand, the case company has a huge 

responsibility on private information which should be noted. Even though self-service on 

social media is not possible to be fully employed, it seems that customers are still able to 

find helpful information which is provided either by the company or fellow-customers.  

 

The last issue related to social media is the lack of proper tools which makes both serving 

customers and observing the data more challenging. To conclude, it should be noted that 

approximately only 4% of the case company’s turnover comes from private customers, yet 

this group of customers seem to be the most powerful one on social media. In other words, 

even though private customers represent a relatively small customer group their ability to 

spread eWOM in both good and bad should not be underestimated. However, it seems that 

the case company is on the right path, yet there is room for improvements which are 

presented in the next chapter. 

 

 

 



  166 

6.3. Practical applications for the case company  

 

Practical applications for the case company consists of three main themes including service 

recovery culture implementation and management, external communications including 

visibility and company’s voice on social media along with tips and tools to ease service 

recovery on social platforms.  

 

As it seems that service recovery culture exists in the organization to some degree, it would 

be recommended that such culture is not only re-created by adding new elements and 

represented within organization but also applied throughout the company as concluded 

earlier in this study. Based on this study, service recovery culture is the key factor to 

successfully recover customers as it does not only support the management but also 

creates the understanding why it is urgent to recover customers with the best possible 

practices. Moreover, it is urgent to discuss with employees and to create service recovery 

goals together to increase common understanding when recovering disappointed 

customers.  

 

What involves service recovery culture, is to increase transparency when not only producing 

releases or marketing material but also when discussing with customers especially on social 

media. Moreover, it is acknowledged that customers are able to post pictures on Twitter but 

not on Facebook which decreases transparency. It is also recommendable to consider 

whether the company could handle more customer complaints publicly on social media to 

increase transparency. It also should be noted that when solving issues via private 

messages the audience remains in doubt whether the problem was solved or not causing 

a negative effect on third parties due lack of transparency, thus the community members 

should be provided with an explanation when the issue is solved. 

 

It is understandable that customer privacy is top priority and sensitive information such as 

social security numbers and addresses always require private messaging, yet 

conversations without such information are advised to be handled publicly on social sites 

as Grégoire et al. (2015) pointed out. In addition, even though social media ground rules is 

a great practice to guide both the customer behavior and employee recovery manners, yet 

they are not only hard to find but it also seems that they have not been updated since 2011. 

Moreover, it is recommendable to raise the awareness on service recovery practices among 

customers on social media not only to engage them to contact customer service directly 

instead of spreading negative eWOM on internet but also as it is a great opportunity to 
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promote willingness to solve customer issues publicly and to improve services based on the 

issues voiced on social media. It should be noticed that customer service on social media 

may also provide cost benefits when comparing the average cost of responses on other 

channels, which speaks in favor of social media along with above mentioned aspects. To 

provide the best possible customer service, it is suggested that frontline employee handles 

the customer’s case immediately instead of providing further directions (e.g. web links to 

give feedback).  

 

It is highly recommendable to benchmark companies that successfully handle service 

recovery on social media (e.g. KLM and Tesco). By observing them not only the 

communication practices in terms of tone and content can be identified and adopted, but 

also to see how they have constructed their social media sites (e.g. information about the 

company) as there seems to be a huge difference from the customer point of view when 

comparing for example the Twitter user names “Posti Group Oyj” and “Sonera Customer 

Service”. See examples of companies Twitter handle in Appendix 5.  

 

Moreover, it seems that both Facebook and Twitter are mostly used as marketing channels 

which is regrettable from the customer’s point of view. The national alcoholic beverage 

retailer in Finland, Alko, has similar monopoly as Posti. They have aimed to soften their 

image on social media not only by adopting a customer-friendly communication style but 

also on their Facebook name which is “Alko at your service”. In other words when a 

customer contacts Alko, one does not receive a reply from “the big and bad monopoly 

company” but instead from “Helen” for example. Even though Posti’s frontline employees 

reply using their own name it is recommendable to consider the function of the channels 

and whether more customer-oriented approach could be adopted. In other words, the nature 

of the channel should be made clear to the audience so that they know that asking questions 

is more than appropriate. (Lanu 2016)  

 

As a result from both this research and the interview of Sami Lanu who has an enormous 

experience on digital marketing, it can be stated that it is suggested not only to inform 

customers when company provides customer service on social media but also to increase 

humaneness in terms of providing basic information of the company (i.e. now the 

information is hard to find) and by showing customers that the company respects its 

customers also on social media and is eager to have dialogue with them as for now 

communication is rather clinical. (Lanu 2016) It seems that the main challenge on both 

Facebook and Twitter is that the channels are established as “all companies should be on 
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social media”, yet the role of the channels remain open. For example Facebook channel 

named as “I wish I was in Finland” is intended for dreaming. Thus it is highly recommendable 

to loose rigid organizational practices on social media and bravely increase the personality 

side. (Lanu 2016) It is also noticeable that service recovery culture cannot clearly be seen 

on social media due lack of effective customer-centric communication. Therefore it is 

suggested that frontline employees would have training more than once a year not only to 

maintain their motivation but also as more effective communication styles should be applied. 

It is clear that the company has provided guidelines for communication including many of 

the manners suggested by existing academic literature, yet replies vary due employees’ 

personal skills and motivation.  

 

Based on this research the degree of personalization is low on social media responses, 

thus it is recommendable to increase replies effectiveness by including at least an apology, 

thanking for pointing out the grievance and paraphrasing the original issue combined with 

fast reply. Moreover, written replies should be empathetic which is possible when the 

customer service personnel also takes into account that each person is different and their 

tolerance for failures varies along with how they express and react to such situations as 

earlier experiences shape how we see the world and handle our everyday interaction. It is 

highly important that frontline employees are able to show both sincere apologies and their 

willingness to help in written communication which is not only interpreted by the customer 

with the issue but also by a larger group of social media users.  

 

Lastly, to make both observing and replying for the customers easier it is recommendable 

to familiarize with a social media management platform called Hootsuite (Lanu 2016), which 

might fit the purpose of Posti to manage multiple profiles and networks simultaneously and 

therefore facilitate both the employees and management.  

 

6.4. Theoretical implications 

 

The academics have discussed service recovery from various views, yet this research is 

mainly based on the service recovery process model introduced by Gonzalez et al. (2005) 

which is supplemented with the findings from existing service recovery literature especially 

in the context of social media. Moreover, the research adopts the theories related to service 

quality and failure (e.g.  Grönroos 2007, 74), customer complaints (e.g. Tax et al. 1998), 

customer complaining behavior on social media (e.g. Grégoire et al. 2015), eWOM (e.g. 

Balaji et al. 2016) and service recovery on both offline (e.g. Gonzalez et al. 2005) and online 
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(Einwiller & Stelein 2015) environments. As this research not only aims to increase the 

knowledge on how to manage service recovery on social media but also to compare 

previous literature to empirical findings, this chapter discusses whether findings are 

supported by the literature and how new findings fit in. However, as customer behavior, 

service failure and service recovery are relatively old subjects of study, this research did not 

aim to provide significant contributions on the literature, yet both customer behavior and 

service recovery on social media are less studied phenomenon providing the possibility for 

theoretical contributions.  

 

This study integrates service failure, service quality, customer complaining behavior and 

service recovery literature by examining concepts in the context of social media from service 

provider’s point of view. In addition, this research provides evidence that in order to recover 

customers successfully on social media managers have to adopt new practices due public 

nature of social media, even though same strategies are used on both offline and online. 

Thus, this research not only enrichens the current knowledge on both customer complaining 

behavior and managerial practices on social sites but also insights on the behavior of social 

media audience (i.e. third parties). 

 

The main theoretical implication on this study is a process model for social media service 

recovery for especially larger companies which is built on the findings of Gonzalez et al. 

(2005) who created a recovery process that first analyses the failure followed by recovery 

efforts. As most of the recovery practices could not be identified due confidentiality issues 

there is a limited research among the subject, which does not provide new information on 

the processes introduced in academic literature. However, this study supports to some 

degree procedural service recovery attributes including fast response (e.g. Boshoff 1997; 

Gonzalez et al. 2005), thanking for pointing out the failure (Blodgett et al. 1993), apologizing 

(Gonzalez et al. 2005; Roschk & Kaiser 2013) and paraphrasing the original issue (Balaji et 

al. 2016). In other words, the importance of these attributes is identified, yet their practical 

use varies due to employee’s personal skills and attitudes. 

  

Nonetheless, the updated framework is also adoptable to offline environment as it seems 

that previous literature provides guidelines mainly for smaller businesses without significant 

importance on the amount of incoming messages, the extent of internal processes or 

acknowledging the possibility to employ internal expertise interdisciplinary (e.g. bi-level 

problem solving or employing communications department) not only to increase efficiency 

but also to relieve customer service’s pressure in frontline. This perspective provides a 
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slightly differing view on employee empowerment (e.g. Hocutt & Stone 1998, 128; Smith et 

al. 2010, 448) as based on empirical research employees should be empowered yet more 

complex issues are forwarded to customer claim handling which may be due to the size of 

the company and the amount of incoming customer claims. Moreover, service recovery 

culture is placed into the process model to describe its impact on both managerial and 

employee practices within the organization as it is the primus motor for successful service 

recovery practices. Surprisingly, quality management did not have that significant of a role 

on the research. However, it is included to the daily processes of the company, yet was not 

highlighted during the interviews even though for example ensuring internal quality is part 

of common practices. It is possible that quality dimension would have appeared more clearly 

if more interviews were conducted. 

 

Second contribution to the existing literature is the extended knowledge on customer 

complaining behavior on social media, as Balaji et al. (2016, 537) concluded previous 

literature does not offer a holistic perspective on customer complaining behavior on social 

network sites. The base for social media complaining behavior is built on framework of Tax 

et al. (1998, 61), which is modified to meet actions of social customers as social media 

allows not only to complain directly to the company but also enables third-party actions. 

This study indicates that customers who have adopted social media into their lifestyle have 

not only embraced norms of the society but also the line between private and public 

conversations is blurred due active involvement in the community as conversations are vivid 

even when discussion takes place using their real names providing an opposite view on 

research of Fu et al. (2015) who stated that customers are concerned about their reputation 

on social media which may affect their voice online. Moreover, even though various 

researchers (e.g. Bell & Zemke 1987, 32; Hart et al. 1990, 151; Balaji et al. 2015, 647) have 

concluded that complaining customers are the exception as dissatisfied customers usually 

remain silent, may be valid on offline environments but there clearly is a customer type who 

wishes to complain publicly on social media.  

 

Even though customer complaints are studied by various researchers including comparing 

objective and subjective ingredients of complaints (Halstead et al. 1996), studying e-

complaining and company responses (Harrison-Walker et al. 2001), investigating 

relationship between pre-recovery emotions, severity of the service failure and post-

recovery emotions (Ozgen & Kurt 2012), examining the effects of social influence on virtual 

presence (Schaefers & Shamari 2015) and exploring the role of customer emotions on 

service failures and recovery implementation (Smith & Bolton 2002), none of the studies 
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identified customer complaining styles. To address this gap, this research provides new 

determinants of complaining communication as complainer either asks a question or places 

a statement when voicing the occurrence of service failure on social media, whereas 

statements are mostly used when a failure has occurred more than once, customer has 

faced a process failure or double deviation needing immediate recovery. The view is partly 

similar to the research of Fan & Niu (2016, 1032) where they concluded that if the failure is 

of a great magnitude, slow responses on social media have more negative effect on 

customer satisfaction compared to the less severe ones. Thus, by observing customer 

complaining style may help to evaluate the magnitude of service failures. 

 

Triggers for social media complaining vary between original complainers and third parties, 

as personal and company benefits are identified among original complainers whereas third 

parties are looking for personal and social benefits, yet all the aspects previous literature 

(Amine 1998; Harrison-Walker 2001; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Ward & Ostrom 2006; 

Zaugg 2006; Rimé 2009; Grégoire et al. 2010; Chamboux et al. 2012; Bronner & de Hoog 

2011; Verhagen et al. 2013; Balaji et al. 2015; Xu et al. 2015) suggested are identified on 

this study. Moreover, third parties are mainly attracted on writing styles that are either story-

like or ironic, providing new knowledge on literature as none of the studies used in this 

research has examined the subject earlier. However, it should be noted that both 

complaining styles and triggers for either complaining or joining the conversation 

represented relatively small sample from both Facebook and Twitter users making the 

results possibly non-generalized. 

 

The elements of successful service recoveries are studied widely, yet information is 

disassembled providing the third contribution on this study. Both existing literature on 

service recovery and results of this study indicate that service recovery culture is the most 

important factor to recover customers successfully. Even though earlier literature is focused 

on managerial skills and knowledge (e.g. Maxham & Netemeyer 2003, 46; Gonzalez et al. 

2010, 224), service recovery strategies and supporting employees (e.g. Robinson 2011, 

96), yet new components identified on this study relate to internal support including the 

importance of peer support and coaching, bi-level problem solving and interdisciplinary 

information exchange along with dialogue within the organization.  

 

Alongside service recovery culture, service recovery implementation is relatively widely 

studied area in offline context (e.g. Kelley et al. 1993; McCollough et al. 2000; Andreassen 

2001; DeWitt & Brady 2003; Guo et al. 2016), yet there is very little research on service 
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recovery implementation on social media. The fourth contribution applies to practical 

performance on social media by creating three phases to communication including ex ante, 

during action and ex post phases of reactive social media service recovery which is a 

synthesis of previous literature and empirical research. To add new knowledge, empirical 

results indicate that it is recommendable to create social media ground rules to provide 

guidelines for social media communication. Social media could be employed to both 

external and internal recoveries and the existence of service designers on frontline may 

prevent future failures.  

 

Moreover, earlier literature does not recognize either the assistance of communications 

department or customer education on social media. They both seem to provide effective 

results by benefiting both customer and company with more comprehensive reply for the 

customer also supporting the company image providing a new aspect on social media 

service recovery literature. However, this study supports conclusion of Einwiller & Steinlen 

(2015) as it seems that interaction with stakeholders on social media is not fully adopted 

due inefficient service recovery implementation on social media. 

 

6.5. Managerial implications 

 

Even though service companies have adopted social media into their operations, the results 

of this research provide implications for managers how to face challenges due publicity and 

platform attributes. There are also various additional actions that managers can take to help 

their employees have better and more efficient service recovery practices not only in written 

text but also from the aspect of customer-centric mindset. 

 

First, it should be noticed that both the customers and employees are essential for any 

company as without them the business could not exist. As concluded earlier in this research, 

service recovery culture is the most important factor not only to successfully recover 

unhappy customers but also to support employees who interact with them. Therefore the 

first implication suggests to create a service recovery culture with customer-centric mindset 

and then spreading it throughout the organization. Besides the knowledge on previous 

academic literature presented on this study, it is recommendable to promote the importance 

of peer support and to adopt coaching practices into organizational teams to support 

employees’ everyday work.  
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Second, especially larger companies could consider social media customer service 

cooperating with communications along with employing bi-level problem solving in more 

complex situations as the benefits can be seen from both the customer and organizational 

point of view. In other words, customers may receive more comprehensive replies whereas 

the company can solve issues more effectively and to maintain or shape its image at the 

same time especially if the reply is visible for social media audience. Moreover, it is 

recommendable for managers to evaluate the degree of personalization on their replies as 

company’s responses are evaluated by social media users providing the possibility to 

promote company’s customer-centric mindset for large audience. 

 

Third, based on earlier literature and this study, companies tend to solve customer issues 

privately, yet it is highly recommended that most cases should be solved publicly excluding 

communication that has private information such as social security numbers. By increasing 

transparency social media audience has not only the possibility to evaluate company’s 

recovery efforts but also to gain information related to company’s services and practices. 

And finally, it is recommendable that managers should acknowledge the possibilities that 

social media as a channel could be employed on both external and internal service 

recovery, meaning for example support campaigns for employees on Facebook or YouTube 

(see p. 130). In addition, to ease frontline employees’ work load on daily basis and to 

observe social media channels more effectively, a social media management platform such 

as Hootsuite should be applied to operations. 

 

6.6. Limitations of the research 

 

Even though this research widens the knowledge on social media service recovery, it is 

associated with some limitations which are discussed on this chapter. The study is a 

qualitative single case study with relatively small sample size thus despite the results of this 

study, more investigation is needed within the research subject. The subjects of this 

research are both the customers who have faced a service failure and use social media to 

voice disappointment and the personnel from the company that provides the service 

customers complain about. Therefore this research aims to have a comprehensive picture 

of the specific company instead of exploring service recovery within for example a given 

sector. Even though the purpose of this study was to explore the whole service recovery 

process from acknowledging the complaint on social media to successfully implemented 

service recovery practices, yet due confidential nature of the information it could not be fully 
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completed. In other words the knowledge on failure analysis and recovery efforts remain 

marginal being the first limitation on this research.  

 

The second limitation on this study is the fact that this research focuses on a service 

company operating in the field of postal services and logistics as the case company is the 

only licensed service provider for sending letters and post cards in Finland excluding the 

Åland region (Liikenne- ja viestintäministeriö 2016). Customers have no choice but to use 

the company’s services, which may affect customer behavior. However, the situation is the 

opposite when sending parcels as there is wide variety of service providers to choose from 

(Viestintävirasto 2015, 12). In addition, since this research is done in a single service setting, 

therefore how customers and employees act may be different on other services due for 

example to the degree of involvement. 

 

The amount of interviewees is the third limitation as only three employees from the case 

company took part on this research. At the time of the interviews they had worked for the 

company from few months up to almost six years. Thus replies depended on the position of 

the interviewee as well as how long they had been employed by the company appearing as 

limited experience on the services and as uncertainty whether the topic of discussion was 

confidential when provided information was narrow or not provided at all. None of the 

interviewees were sure if they knew what was meant by service recovery when Finnish 

equal was given, thus the phenomenon was explained before or during the interviews to 

gain the most valuable information for this study. To obtain the most knowledgeable 

answers related to the subject of the research, the interviewees were selected based on the 

recommendations of the case company. The fourth limitation on this study are the translated 

interviews and wall posts on both Facebook and Twitter. As Finnish and English are 

linguistically very different, the translations cannot be made 100% accurate. Still, all 

translations have been made to keep the matters as close to original as possible.  

 

6.7. Future research 

 

Both customer behavior and service recovery in the context of social media provide 

interesting settings for research in future as this research not only left several questions un-

answered but also as the study went on, several cases raised the attention that would need 

further investigation. As this study only “scratches the surface” on customer behavior on 

social media, it is recommended to study online customer behavior further in terms of why 

people complain on social media. Moreover, this study could not identify the lifecycle of 
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customer complaints thus it would be interesting to examine whether disappointed 

customers complain on different channels when the number of failed service experiences 

increases. In other words, a specific customer group could be investigated to observe the 

lifecycle of customer dissatisfaction.  

Also a research among psychological factors behind eWOM on social media would create 

better understanding on both complainer and third party triggers for public conversation, 

which actually would continue for example Zajonc (1965) and Latané’s (1981) work on 

social influence theories (cited in Schaefers & Shamari 2015, 1) further. Moreover, even 

though this research also aimed to observe how successful companies have created a 

service recovery culture and how to maintain effective service recovery culture as Hoffman 

et al. (2016) suggested, results remain narrow providing an excellent possibility for future 

research.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: eWOM examples on social media 

 

Case 1: Maskun Kalustetalo (2016) - Facebook 

 

A female had bought a sofa from Masku, a Finnish furniture shop on February 2nd while 

assured by the seller that the item would be delivered by the beginning of April to make it 

to her daughter’s 3rd birthday. Estimated date of delivery was March 10th and she called 

Masku on March 14th as the sofa had not been delivered yet. Given a vague excuse from 

the seller she contacted consumer protection organization to make a complaint. As the 

seller had not provided an exact date of delivery the organization could do nothing. 

 

After making several calls to the seller she received no sofa but only excuses and empty 

promises. When her daughter’s birthday came, the guests had only those to sit on and still 

no sofa. On April 21st, exactly six weeks after the original estimated date of delivery, the 

seller contacted her with a request to pick up the sofa as they would only store it for 7 days. 

 

Her frustrated Facebook post about the struggle was shared over 4.500 times and her ironic 

message to the audience was that when buying anything, contact the consumer protection 

organization to know the correct way of the delivery contract to have at least some rights 

come the similar situation. She also promised to send a plate of chocolate to the furthest 

living person who would share her post. 

 
Source: Facebook (2016) 
 

 
Case 2: VR #nakkigate (2014) - Twitter 
 

A male customer posted on Facebook a picture of a hotdog with two sausages he had 

bought on a train demanding an answer from the railway company. The meal was 

advertised as “a hotdog with two sausages”. He was disappointed to find that instead of two 

regular size sausages, they were two small ones that combined would make one regular 

size sausage. Needless to say he felt even more betrayed when the railway company’s 

replies were only belittling the problem. 

 

(To be continue) 



   

(Appendix 1 continues) 

 

Soon after his post had raised a huge discussion on social media, Finnish newspaper 

released an aftermath news where another customer was pleasantly surprised when buying 

the same hotdog, which now did not only have the two small sausages but also a regular 

one. The railway’s restaurant company executive had promised to react to the feedback 

and so the original social media post had shown the grievance which by going viral had the 

company fixing the issue. 

 

Sources: Ilta-Sanomat (2014); Twitter (2014) 

 

Case 3: Midhill ”Watergate BRGR” (2013) - Facebook 

 

A bit on the odd side is the case where a customer after an unpleasant surprise posted on 

the restaurant’s Facebook wall about unmentioned additional 1.5€ charge on tab water. 

Had the first reply from the restaurant been apologetic, there might not have been a social 

media storm. The restaurant belittled the problem by saying that the price is justified as “the 

waiter delivers the water to the table” and that “water is free at home, not at the restaurant” 

raising a lot of resistance from the people reacting to the topic. 

 

As the case went viral the owner of the restaurant, a famous Finnish television chef, posted 

an apology on behalf of the restaurant offering “free water only today when ordering 

Watergate BRGR” with a picture of him having the dish with classic internet meme text “Epic 

Fail”. 

 

Free tab water at the restaurant was accomplished for one day, people had something to 

talk for a week and the case faded to infinity. 

 

Sources: Ilta-Sanomat (2013); Taloussanomat (2013) 
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(Appendix 1 continues) 

 

Case 4: Posti ”Posti ninja” (2013) - Facebook 

 

Thousands of likes and hundreds of comments on Facebook post about post-ninjas, those 

silent package deliverers who only leave a note saying “We tried to reach you but you were 

not home. Please pick up your package at the post office using this card”. Original poster 

claims that even though he several times has been home, he has not heard the doorbell 

but only found the note described and on his post he wanted to know how he could become 

one of the mysterious post-ninjas. 

 

First replies from the mail delivery company were your basic school book examples with 

“Sorry to hear you were not satisfied with the service. Please call this number to set the 

date for new package delivery”. The next day the company executive came up with a genius 

reply: “Report a post-ninja. Is your mailman worthy of the title post-ninja? Are you satisfied 

with the service? Has your post-ninja done his/her job no matter the weather, reliably and 

on time? It’s time to report! I am sure we can identify the ninja among the 12.000 mail and 

newspaper delivery personnel. Cheers!” 

 

This is a great example on how to turn a lost situation to victory. 

 

Sources: Facebook (2013); Vapamedia (2013)  



   

Appendix 2: Service recovery literature 

 

Color gray indicating that the study has been made in the context of social media. 

Author(s) and 
year 

Context Purpose of the 
study 

Perspective Study design 

Andreassen 
(2001) 

Various industries 
e.g. fast food, 
insurance, postal 
services, 
telecommunications, 
transportation and 
banks  

How customer’s 
satisfaction level 
affects service 
recovery  

Customer Interviews, 
quantitative 
study 

Boshoff (1997) International travelers Different service 
recovery options 
effectiveness on 
customer satisfaction  

Customer Experimental/sc
enarios, 
quantitative 
study 

DeWitt & 
Brady (2003) 

Car repair and hair 
salon services 

How the relationship 
between the 
company and the 
customer affects 
recovery outcomes 

Customer Four 
independent 
studies, 
scenarios, 
quantitative 
study 

Einwiller & 
Stelein (2014) 

Social network sites How companies 
handle complaints on 
their social media 
sites 

Company Content 
analyze, 
explorative 
study  

Etzel & 
Silverman 
(1981) 

Retail industry Managerial 
implications, how to 
response to 
customer 
dissatisfaction  

Company Interviews, 
qualitative 
research 

Evanschitzky 
et al. (2011) 

Fast-food restaurant 
setting 

Effects of affective 
customer 
commitment on 
complaint 
management 

Customer Experimental, 
quantitative 
research 

Fan & Niu 
(2016) 

Airline industry Which factors affect 
service recovery 
strategies 
effectiveness 

Company 
&customer 

Grounded 
theory, 
qualitative 
research 

Gruber et al. 
(2009) 

Industries were not 
specified 

What customers 
value during 
complaint handling 
process 

Customer Laddering 
interviews, 
semi-
standardized 
qualitative 
method 

Guo et al. 
(2016) 

Study 1: Various 
services, study 2: 
Cable company 

Customer perceived 
control in service 
recovery situations 

Customer Study 1: web-
based survey, 
study 2: 
scenario 

Halstead et al. 
(1996) 

Moving and airline 
services 

Comparing objective 
and subjective 
ingredients of 
complaints 

Customer Available 
customer data, 
quantitative 
research 
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Harrison-
Walker et al. 
(2001) 

Internet complaint 
forum, airline industry 

E-complaining and 
company responses 

Customer & 
company 

Content 
analyze, 
qualitative 
research 

Hess et al. 
(2003) 

Restaurant services How relationship with 
the company affects 
customer reactions 
on service failure and 
recovery  

Customer Scenarios, 
quantitative 
research 

Hocutt et al. 
(1997) 

Restaurant services How recovery efforts 
affect dissatisfaction 
and intention to 
complain in the 
future 

Customer Experiment/ 
scenario, 
quantitative 
research 

Kelley et al.  
(1993) 

Retail sector Finding important 
service recovery 
ingredients 

Customer CIT technique, 
qualitative 
research 

Levesque & 
McDougall 
(2000) 

Hotel services Service recovery 
strategies 
effectiveness on 
customer loyalty and 
complaint intentions 

Customer Questionnaires, 
quantitative 
study 

Magnini et al. 
(2007) 

Hotel services Customer 
satisfaction when a 
service failure occurs 
twice 

Customer Scenarios, 
quantitative 
research 

Maxham & 
Netemeyer 
(2002) 

Banking industry Overall satisfaction, 
with the firm after two 
service failures and 
recoveries  

Customer Customer 
surveys, 
quantitative 
research 

McCollough et 
al. (2000) 

Airline travel Customer 
satisfaction after 
service failure and 
recovery 

Customer Scenario-based 
experiments, 
quantitative 
research 

Miller et al. 
(2000) 

Various services 
including restaurants 
and delivery services 
for example 

Identifying effective 
and non-effective 
elements of service 
recovery practices 

Customer Open-ended 
and multiple 
choice 
questionnaires,  

Mostafa et al. 
(2015) 

Mobile network 
services 

Finding direct and 
indirect factors that 
form the image of the 
company in context 
of service recovery 

Customer Semi-structured 
in-depth 
interviews and 
e-mail 
questionnaires, 
quantitative 
research 

Ozgen & Kurt 
(2012) 

Various service 
sectors, including 
banks, travel 
agencies and 
restaurants 

Relationship 
between pre-
recovery emotions, 
severity of service 
failure and post-
recovery emotions 

Customer Questionnaires, 
quantitative 
research 

Robinson et 
al. (2011) 

Various service 
sectors including: 
retail, healthcare and 
finance for example 

Combining 
components of 
recovery 
implementation and 
CRM 

Company/ 
employee 

Online survey, 
quantitative 
research 
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Schaefers & 
Shamari 
(2015) 

Car manufacturer Effects of social 
influence on virtual 
presence 

Customer Online 
questionnaire 
and experiment, 
quantitative 
research 

Smith & 
Bolton (2002) 

Restaurant and hotel 
services 

The role of customer 
emotions on service 
failures and recovery 
implementation 

Customer Two studies: 
questionnaires 
and e-mail 
survey, 
quantitative 
research 
 
 
 

Smith et al. 
(1999) 

Restaurant and hotel 
services 

Customer 
satisfaction on 
service failure and 
service recovery 
situations 

Customer Survey, mixed 
design 
experiment incl. 
scenarios, 
quantitative 
research 

Spreng et al. 
(1995) 

Household movers Finding how service 
and service recovery 
aspects influence 
overall customer 
satisfaction and 
intentions 

Customer Questionnaires, 
quantitative 
research  

Tax et al. 
(1998) 

Telecommunications, 
health care insurers, 
banking and 
emergency services 

Customer 
evaluations on their 
past complaint 
experience 

Customer Cross-sectional 
survey, 
quantitative 
research 

Webster & 
Sundaram 
(1998) 

Dining, auto repair 
services, and dry 
cleaning services 

Effects of service 
type, failure and 
criticality on 
customer satisfaction 
and loyalty 

Customer Scenarios, 
experimental 
groups, 
quantitative 
research 

Xu et al. 
(2016) 

Airline services Examine service 
recovery through 
C2C interactions  

Customer Thematic 
analysis, 
qualitative 
research 

Ye & Tripathi 
(2016) 

Airline industry How organizations 
should handle 
customer complaints 
on social media 

Company Content 
analysis, 
quantitative 
research 
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Appendix 3: Interview questions (in Finnish) 

 

Interview 1: Manager, customer service 

 

1. Taustatiedot 

- Kuka olet ja mitä työtehtäviisi kuuluu? 

- Kuinka kauan olet ollut kyseisessä työtehtävässä? 

 

2. Postin palveluprosessi 

- Millainen on Postin palveluprosessi sen ydinpalveluiden eli postinjakelun suhteen? 

 

3. Palveluvirhe 

- Mitä palveluvirhe mielestäsi tarkoittaa? 

- Miten mielestäsi palveluvirheitä voi ennaltaehkäistä tehokkaasti? 

- Kuinka käsittelette palveluvirheitä henkilökuntanne kanssa? 

 

4. Palvelun normalisointi 

- Minkälainen tämänhetkinen palvelun normalisoinnin prosessi on? 

o Kuinka johdatte palvelun normalisointia? 

o Eroaako sosiaalisen median prosessi jotenkin tavanomaisesta? 

- Kuinka paljon asiakkaat valittavat minkäkin kanavan kautta? 

o Miten asiakaspalvelukanavat on valittu? 

o Ohjautuuko sosiaaliseen mediaan mielestäsi tietyn tyyppisiä valituksia? 

o Saatteko asiakkaiden ongelmat ratkaistua somen kautta? 

- Kuinka henkilökunta on koulutettu vastaamaan asiakkaiden valituksiin? 

o Kuinka valtuutatte asiakaspalvelun hoitamaan ko. tilanteita (empowerment)? 

o Minkälaisia ohjeita annatte palvelun normalisointitilanteisiin? 

o Kuinka varmistatte, että asiat hoidetaan tietyllä tavalla? 

- Millaisia tavoitteita olette asettaneet palvelun normalisoinnille? 

- Onko teillä kriisisuunnitelmaa tilanteisiin, jos asiat riistäytyvät käsistä somessa? 

- Miten seuraatte sosiaalisessa mediassa tapahtuvaa palvelun normalisointia? 

- Kuinka esiin tulevien palveluvirheiden korjaaminen viedään käytäntöön? 

 

5. Kehittämiskohteet 

- Mitkä ovat tämänhetkiset haasteet palvelun normalisointiin liittyen? 

- Miten palvelun normalisointia voisi kehittää? 

(To be continue) 



   

Interview 2: Manager, communications 

 

1. Taustatiedot  

 

- Kuka olet ja mitä työtehtäviisi kuuluu?  

- Kuinka kauan olet ollut kyseisessä työtehtävässä?  

 

2. Somen rooli viestinnässä  

 

- Mikä on mielestäsi somen rooli suhteessa yrityksen maineeseen?  

- Kuinka käytettävät somekanavat on valittu?  

- Miten olette jalkauttaneet somestrategian asiakaspalveluun?  

- Kuinka paljon teette viestinnällistä yhteistyötä asiakaspalvelun kanssa?  

- Kuinka iso rooli mielestäsi ns. kolmansilla osapuolilla on sosiaalisessa mediassa?  

- Muistatko ”Posti-ninja” -tapauksen, jos haluaisitko kertoa siitä lisää?  

 

3. Sosiaalinen media ja palvelun normalisointi  

 

- Miten palvelun normalisointi somessa näkyy sinulle?  

o Kuinka näet somessa leviävien palveluvirheiden vaikutuksen imagoon?  

o Entä jos palvelun normalisointi on hoidettu kunnialla ja asiakas on 

tyytyväinen?  

- Onko olemassa standardeja ja ohjenuoria kommunikaatioon? 

- Millaisia tavoitteita olette asettaneet palvelun normalisoinnille? 

- Seuraatteko sosiaalisessa mediassa tapahtuvaa palvelun normalisointia jotenkin? 

- Keräättekö palveluvirheisiin liittyvää dataa sosiaalisesta mediasta? 

o Jos, niin analysoitteko dataa jotenkin? 

- Onko teillä kriisisuunnitelmaa sosiaalisen median varalle?  
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(Appendix 3 continues) 
 
 
Interview 3: employee, social media customer service 

 

1. Taustatiedot  

 

- Kuka olet ja mitä työtehtäviisi kuuluu?  

- Kuinka kauan olet ollut kyseisessä työtehtävässä?  

 

2. Sosiaalinen media viestintäkanavana  

 

- Miten sosiaalisen median kanavat ja muut asiakaspalvelukanavat eroavat 

mielestäsi toisistaan?  

o Kuinka paljon asiakkaat valittavat minkäkin kanavan kautta?  

o Mikä on sosiaalisen median osuus?  

- Mitkä ovat mielestäsi sosiaalisen median hyödyt ja haasteet asiakaspalvelun 

kannalta?  

- Miten koet kolmannet osapuolet, jotka kommentoivat muille sattuneisiin 

palveluvirheisiin?  

- Ohjautuuko sosiaaliseen mediaan mielestäsi tietyn tyyppisiä valituksia?  

 

3. Palvelun normalisointi sosiaalisessa mediassa 

  

- Minkälainen tämänhetkinen palvelun normalisoinnin prosessi on sosiaalisen 

median kontekstissa? Eli mitä tapahtuu sen jälkeen, kun asiakas on nostanut 

ongelmansa esille Facebookissa tai Twitterissä?  

o Eroaako sosiaalisen median prosessi jotenkin tavanomaisesta?  

- Millaiset resurssit sosiaalisen median asiakaspalvelussa on?  

o Kuinka monta ihmistä lukee viestejä?  

o Millä tavoin määritellään, kuka vastaa? 
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- Kuinka sinut on koulutettu ja ohjeistettu vastaamaan asiakkaiden valituksiin?  

o Jaotteletko tai priorisoitko valituksia jotenkin?  

o Minkä perusteella päätät, miten reagoit viestiin?  

o Milloin jätät reagoimatta?  

o Onko olemassa tiettyjä standardeja tai ohjenuoria kommunikaatioon? 

- Miten pitkälle valtuutesi riittävät ratkomaan asiakkaan ongelmia?  

o Missä vaiheessa asia siirtyy vahingonkorvaustiimille?  

o Minkä verran teet yhteistyötä viestintäosaston kanssa?  

o Onko muita tahoja, joiden kanssa kommunikoit hankalissa tilanteissa?  

- Minkälaisia ovat tyypilliset palveluvirheet, joita käsittelet somen kautta?  

- Saatko ratkaistua asiakkaiden ongelmat sosiaalisen median kautta?  

- Minkälaisia tavoitteita palvelun normailsoinnille on asetettu?  

- Mitä tapahtuu, kun olet saanut ratkottua asiakkaan ongelman?  

- Käydäänkö haastavia asiakaspalvelutilanteita läpi henkilökunnan kesken?  

- Kerätäänkö sosiaalisesta mediasta dataa palvelun laadun parantamiseksi?  

 

4. Kehittämiskohteet 

 

- Mitkä ovat mielestäsi tämänhetkiset haasteet palvelun normalisointiin liittyen?  

- Miten palvelun normalisointia voisi kehittää? 

  
 

 

  



   

Appendix 4: Social media content analysis results 

 

 Facebook  
(15562 fans on May 12 2016) 

Twitter  
(2330 followers on May 12 2016) 

Total amount of 
complaints 

113 39  

Total amount of 
comments 

381 121 

Gender of original 
complainer 

53 female, 60 male 11 female, 28 male 

Posti’s replies to 
complaints 

98/113 (86.73%) 39/39 (100.00%) 

Posti’s response time Average 4 h 31 min 
Fastest 3 min 
Longest 49 h 13 min 

N/A 

Complainer’s commenting 
type  

67 statements, 46 questions 23 statements, 16 questions 

Continuity of failure 67 one time failures 
44 repeating failures  
2 N/A  
-- 
100 or 85*) single case failures  
13 or 28*) double deviations  
 
*) messages that did not receive 
a reply were indicated as double 
deviations 

34 one time failures  
5 repeating failures 
-- 
32 single case failures  
7 double deviations  

Third party activity 
(comments on complaints 
that are voiced by 
someone else) 

81 third party comments in total 
(43 female, 38 male) 

 
67 in total if only one comment 
per original complaint is taken 
into account  
(33 female, 34 male) 

1 
(1 female) 

Posti’s comments on third 
party comments 

6 times No comments on third party’s 
message 

Other details - Only a few persons 
described how they felt 

- Customers cannot post 
pictures 

- Limited amount of 
characters 

- Customers do post pictures 
- Customer service of lesser 

words  
- Customers also complain if 

witnessing Posti employees 
unproper behavior 

- Third parties were not 
active 

- Twitter does not provide 
private messages 
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Complaining themes  
(= issues related to..)  

1) Daily mail (56) 
- Changes on delivery time 13 
- Delay 11 
- Missing item 10 
2) Parcels (38) 
- Delay 19 
- Other issues 8 
- Issues with arrival notice or the parcel 
has been sent back to the sender 7 
- Lost parcel 5 
3) Customer service (12) 
- Long waiting time 7 
- No service at all 3 
- Bad customer service 1 
- Other issue 1 
4) Post offices (4) 
5) Other issues (2) 
6) Posti’s website (1) 

1) Parcels (16) 
- Delay 8 
- My parcel point issue 5 
- Lost parcel 2 
- Other issue 1 

2) Daily mail (8) 
- Other issues 4 
- Broken mail item 2 
- Changes on delivery time 2 
3) Other issues (6)  
4) Posti’s website (5) 
5) Customer service (3) 
- No service 2 
- Other issue 1 
6) Post offices (1) 

 

Posti’s replies in more detail 

How many replies included the 
name of the original 
complainer 

92/98 (93.88%) 39/39 (100.00%) 

Posti apologies 40/98 (40.82%) 
0/40 (0.00%) more than one 
apology included 
6/40 (15.00%) messages 
include an apology and “we 
are sorry to hear” 

14/39 (35.90%) 
0/14 (0.00%) more than one 
apology included 
0/14 (0.00%) messages 
include an apology and “we 
are sorry to hear” 

Replying to customer’s idea 
how to fix things 

4/13 (30.77%) -- 

Posti admits the mistake 9/98 (9.18 %) yes 
2/98 (2.04 %) mistake is 
possible 
87/98 (88.78%) no 

0/39 (0.00%) yes 
39/39 (100.00%) no 

Posti explains the situation 38/98 (38.78 %) yes 
60/98 (61.22 %) no 

13/39 (33.33%) yes 
26/39 (66.67%) no 

Posti asks for more 
information or requests to 
proceed handling the case by 
using private communication 

67/98 (68.37%) yes 
12/98 (12.24%) no 
7/98 (7.14%) problem has 
already been solved  
12/98 (12.24%) there is 
nothing to fix  

21/39 (53.85%) yes 
1/39 (2.56%) problem has 
been solved  
2/39 (5.13%) on progress  
15/39 (38.46%) no 

Reply includes replier’s name 97/98 (98.98%) yes 
1/98 (1.02%) no 

0/39 (0.00%) yes 
39/39 (100.00%) no 
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(Appendix 4 continues) 

The comparison of outcome and process failures on Facebook and Twitter 
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Behavior of original complainers 

Comparing questions and statements regarding different failure types and genders 

 

 

Triggers for eWOM (original complainers)  
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Behavior of third parties 

a) The message types that raised third parties attention on Facebook 

b) How third parties replied to the original complainer  

 

 

  



   

Appendix 5: Examples of Twitter accounts that have a customer-centric mindset 
 

1. Tesco (https://twitter.com/Tesco/) @Tesco 
 
“Every little helps. Follow us for quick and easy recipes, food inspiration and helpful 
home hacks. Customer care is here 24/7. tesco.com/help” 
 
Joined March 2011 

 
2. British Airways (https://twitter.com/british_airways) @British_Airways 
 
“Official British Airways Twitter account. We love reading your Tweets & are here 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week to help. You can also visit ba.uk/QQ8Skj” 
 
Joined December 2008 
Born on August 25, 1919 

 
3. Royal Dutch Airlines (https://twitter.com/klm) @KLM 

 
“Official global account of KLM. While we keep you updated, we're at your service in 
12 languages. Share personal details only in direct messages! 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands, klm.com” 
 
Joined July 2009 

 
4. SoneraAsiakaspalvelu (https://twitter.com/Sonera_palvelu) @Sonera_palvelu 

 
”Soneran #Somejengi (https://goo.gl/eCkgJy ) visertelee apunanne tällä kanavalla ma-
pe klo 8-20. Muut palvelukanavat: http://www.sonera.fi/asiakastuki  #Sonera sonera.fi” 
 
Joined April 2012 

 
5. VR (https://twitter.com/VRpalvelu) @VRpalvelu 

 
”Hei! Asiakaspalvelumme auttaa sinua junamatkustamiseen liittyvissä kysymyksissä 
ma-su klo 7-22. Osta liput, tarkista junien kulkutiedot ja hyödynnä tarjoukset: vr.fi” 
 
Joined December 2013 


