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A Meta-Analysis of Organizational
Complaint Handling and Customer
Responses

Katja Gelbrich1 and Holger Roschk1

Abstract
Service recovery is a crucial success factor for organizations. Thus, many studies have addressed the issue of post-complaint
behavior. Conducting a meta-analysis, the authors test the following path model: ‘‘organizational responses (compensation, favor-
able employee behavior, and organizational procedures)! justice perceptions (distributive, interactional, and procedural justice)
! post-complaint satisfaction (transaction-specific and cumulative satisfaction) ! customer behavioral intentions (loyalty and
positive word of mouth [WOM]).’’ The results confirm this model as well as the mediating role of justice perceptions and
post-complaint satisfaction. Surprisingly, the results also show that the common contention of distributive justice as the salient
driver of service recovery is only true for transaction-specific satisfaction, which in turn reinforces positive WOM. Cumulative
satisfaction, however, which is the primary antecedent of customer loyalty, even slightly more depends on interactional justice
than on distributive justice. Further, the results show that the relationships between justice perceptions and satisfaction con-
structs depend on several moderators such as target group, industry, and complaint type. A major managerial implication is the
fact that organizations should pay particular attention to distributive justice when complainants are students and to interactional
justice when failure is nonmonetary or occurs in service industries. The authors discuss theoretical implications and provide sug-
gestions for future research.

Keywords
service recovery, meta-analysis, consumer complaints, customer satisfaction, complaint management

Introduction

The topic of post-complaint behavior has received considerable

attention in the marketing literature. Pioneering studies exam-

ine the effect of different organizational responses to a com-

plaint (e.g., compensation amount) on post-complaint

satisfaction and customer behavior (e.g., Gilly and Gelb

1982). Moreover, early research establishes that post-

complaint satisfaction fosters positive customer behavior, that

is, it increases repurchase intention (e.g., Gilly 1987) and pos-

itive word-of-mouth communication (positive WOM; e.g.,

TARP 1981). Starting with Goodwin and Ross (1989), later

research builds on the justice theory to explain the occurrence

of post-complaint satisfaction. It is argued and empirically

shown that justice perceptions (distributive, procedural, and

interactional justice) completely mediate the relationship

between organizational responses and post-complaint satisfac-

tion (Karande, Magnini, and Tam 2007; Maxham III and Nete-

meyer 2003; Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999).

Although the sequence of relationships—‘‘organizational

responses! justice perceptions! post-complaint satisfaction

! customer behavior’’—is well established, existing research

suffers from a number of drawbacks, which require accumu-

lated empirical research. First, extant studies cover only some

of the relevant constructs (e.g., Liao 2007; Maxham III and

Netemeyer 2002; Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999) instead

of conjointly analyzing the full range of relationships in an

overall model. Second, organizational responses and justice

perceptions are not always clearly distinguished (Davidow

2003a). Third, with respect to post-complaint satisfaction, most

researchers either use transaction-specific satisfaction, that is,

satisfaction with handling the problem (e.g., Tax, Brown, and

Chandrashekaran 1998) or cumulative satisfaction, that is,

overall satisfaction with the organization (e.g., Varela-Neira,

Vázquez-Casielles, and Iglesias-Argüelles 2008) or service

(e.g., Worsfold, Worsfold, and Bradley 2007). Only a few stud-

ies address both constructs (e.g., Homburg and Fürst 2005;

Maxham III and Netemeyer 2002). Fourth, empirical findings

are contradictory. These inconsistencies refer to the
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relationship between organizational responses and justice

perceptions. For instance, Smith, Bolton, and Wagner (1999)

as well as McCollough, Berry, and Yadav (2000) report a sig-

nificant positive effect of compensation on interactional jus-

tice, whereas Blodgett and Tax (1993) do not find support for

this effect. Similarly, the importance of different justice dimen-

sions remains unclear. For example, many studies show that

distributive justice is the most important determinant of post-

complaint satisfaction (e.g., Homburg and Fürst 2005; Patter-

son, Cowley, and Prasongsukarn 2006; Smith, Bolton, and

Wagner 1999), whereas others find that distributive justice has

a weaker impact than procedural and/or interactional justice on

post-complaint satisfaction (e.g., Maxham III and Netemeyer

2002; Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran 1998; Voorhees and

Brady 2005).

Two attempts have been made to consolidate empirical find-

ings: a review by Davidow (2003a) and a meta-analysis by

Orsingher, Valentini, and de Angelis (2010). Davidow’s

(2003a) review is qualitative in nature and does not allow for

empirical hypothesis testing. Moreover, it neither accounts for

justice perceptions as separate model elements nor distin-

guishes between transaction-specific satisfaction and cumula-

tive satisfaction. Orsingher, Valentini, and de Angelis (2010)

do not integrate organizational responses. Further, they con-

sider transaction-specific satisfaction to be the only antecedent

to cumulative satisfaction, although single studies show signif-

icant direct effects of the justice dimensions on cumulative

satisfaction (e.g., Davidow 2003b; Maxham III and Netemeyer

2002). Finally, although the authors include several moderators

(study characteristics and societal culture), the moderator anal-

ysis for study characteristics is limited to accumulated relation-

ship strength, which does not show to what extent single model

relationships are strengthened or weakened by each moderator.

Hence, the foregoing issues mainly remain unresolved. The

current research aims to fill this void by embarking on a

meta-analysis of the post-complaint literature using the frame-

work shown in Figure 1.

This research makes three contributions to the literature.

First, it examines the whole causal chain of post-complaint

behavior across single studies, that is, organizational responses

! justice perceptions ! post-complaint satisfaction ! cus-

tomer behavior. Here, we clearly distinguish between organiza-

tional responses and perceptions of these responses. This

approach improves the nomological validity of the constructs

and, for the first time, provides an empirically tested overall

model that can be used as a platform for future research. Sec-

ond, this research assesses and compares the accumulated

effects of each justice dimension on both transaction-specific

satisfaction and cumulative satisfaction. Third, it examines the

idiosyncratic effects of study characteristics (e.g., student sam-

ple vs. nonstudent sample) on single model relationships.

The study also has important managerial implications. It

enables practitioners to assess the effectiveness of different

organizational responses on each justice dimension. Moreover,

service organizations learn how each justice dimension affects

satisfaction with the given service encounter (i.e., transaction-

specific satisfaction) and with the organization in general (i.e.,

cumulative satisfaction) and how these satisfaction judgments

affect customer behavioral intentions (i.e., repurchase and pos-

itive WOM).

Conceptual Framework

Figure 1 shows the meta-analytic framework of this study,

which is based on theory as well as on prior empirical findings.

We include those constructs that are prominently analyzed and

most important for this research stream. Prior research also

examines additional constructs like trust (e.g., Kau and Loh

2006) and emotions (e.g., Chebat and Slusarczyk 2005), but

we exclude them because they are only addressed in a few stud-

ies, and their position in the nomological network remains

unclear. Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran (1998) and Kau

and Loh (2006) place trust in the same position as behavioral

intentions, whereas Kim, Kim, and Kim (2009) consider trust

to be a partial mediator between post-complaint satisfaction

and behavioral intentions. In a similar vein, del Rı́o-Lanza,

Vázquez-Casielles, and Dı́az-Martı́n (2009) and Schoefer

(2008) consider emotions as antecedents of post-complaint

Customer reaction

Organizational 
response

Justice perception Post-complaint
satisfaction

Customer behavioral
intentions

Compensation
Satisfaction (T) Loyalty

Favorable
employee behavior

Organizational
procedures

Distributive justice

Interactional justice

Procedural justice
Positive WOMSatisfaction (C)

WOM … Word-of-Mouth, T … Transaction, C … Cumulative

Figure 1. Meta-analytic framework for post-complaint behavior.
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satisfaction, whereas DeWitt, Nguyen, and Marshall (2008)

and Chebat and Slusarczyk (2005) use emotions, in lieu of

post-complaint satisfaction, as mediators between justice per-

ceptions and behavioral intentions.

Organizational Responses

Organizational responses are the initial reactions by a company

in response to a complaint. They represent ‘‘the actual action

itself taken by the organization’’ (Davidow 2003a, p. 232).

As illustrated in Figure 2, organizational responses to com-

plaints can be grouped into six (Davidow 2000, 2003a) or three

categories (Estelami 2000). Although six categories encompass

a broader spectrum, we draw on the three-partite classification

by Estelami (2000) for two reasons. First, all three dimensions

represent higher order factors of varied organizational

responses. Second, not all six organizational responses have

empirical relationships with every other construct in prior stud-

ies, whereas this condition is met when the three categories are

used.

According to Estelami (2000), compensation refers to

refunds, replacements, and/or discounts, which organizations

provide to complainants. As such, compensation represents a

tangible benefit in the form of a monetary or cash-equivalent

remuneration. Similarly, Davidow (2000, 2003a) uses the term

‘‘redress,’’ which he describes as a benefit or response outcome

that the organization provides to address a customer complaint.

Such a benefit may involve more than just the purchase price

and may cover additional costs of the failure (e.g., compensa-

tion of extra travel expenses). In a broader sense, however,

compensation also comprises intangible response outcomes

that can be considered to be psychological compensation. This

is because a service failure often entails social loss (e.g., loss of

face and threat of self-esteem). Social loss can be compensated

by an apology (e.g., displaying regret for a failure), which is an

intangible response outcome that helps restore social equity

and redistribute esteem (Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran

1998). Hence, in line with others (e.g., Hess, Ganesan, and

Klein 2003; Mattila and Patterson 2004), we consider apology

as a form of compensation.

Employee behavior is described as empathic, friendly,

responsible, careful, and informative behavior of the service

person (Estelami 2000). For the sake of clarity, the term

favorable employee behavior is used to indicate the positive

valence of this construct. In Davidow’s (2000, 2003a) frame-

work, favorable employee behavior covers the interpersonal

aspect of complaint handling by embracing attentiveness

(i.e., listening carefully) and credibility (i.e., explaining

the problem).

Promptness is described as an immediate and easy handling

of complaint (Estelami 2000). This description encompasses

facilitation and timeliness, both of which refer to the ability

of organizations to control complaint-handling processes in

an efficient and straightforward manner. This organizational

response, however, is renamed ‘‘organizational procedures,’’

which better fits the content of both categories, whereas the

term ‘‘promptness’’ is rather an alias of timeliness.

Justice Perceptions

Justice perceptions are the individual subjective assessments

of organizational responses (Smith, Bolton, and Wagner

1999). The distinction between the actual action taken by

the company (organizational response) and the following

subjective evaluation of that response by the complainant

(justice perception) is crucial because perceptions are a sub-

jective, often biased, interpretation of reality that, rather than

actual events, account for individual behavior (Griffin and

Ross 1991).

Justice theory is used in more recent studies, which provide

evidence that customers, who perceive the organizational

response to a complaint as fair, display higher levels of

Davidow(2003) Estelami(2000)

Redress Compensation:

Attentiveness

Credibility

Facilitation

Timeliness

Favorable employee behavior:Employee behavior

Organizational procedures:Promptness

Monetary (e.g., 50% discount), cash equivalent (e.g.,
product replacement), or psychological (e.g., apology)
benefit or response outcome a customer receives from
the company.

Interpersonal communication of the employee with the
complainant, which is characterized by listening 
carefully to the complainant, displaying regret for any
inconvenience, and helping the complainant to 
understand why a failure occurred.

Policies, procedures, and structures a company has in
place to provide a smooth complaint-handling process.

This study

Apology

Compensation

Figure 2. Description of organizational responses.
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post-complaint satisfaction than those who perceive the

response as unfair (Maxham III and Netemeyer 2002;

Patterson, Cowley, and Prasongsukarn 2006; Smith, Bolton,

and Wagner 1999). Fairness is perceived when the ratio of

an individual’s outputs (benefits) to inputs (financial and non-

financial efforts) is balanced with the ratio of the other party

(Adams 1965).

While early studies on post-complaint behavior center on

fairness in general (e.g., Blodgett, Granbois, and Walters

1993; Goodwin and Ross 1989), it is now agreed that customers

perceive fairness in three dimensions. Distributive justice

refers to the perceived outcome of a decision or exchange.

It embraces the perceived allocation of organizational

resources in response to a complaint, that is, the apparent sub-

jective benefit customers receive to offset the inconvenience

resulting from a company’s failure (Smith, Bolton, and Wagner

1999). Procedural justice refers to how the complainant per-

ceives the means of decision making and conflict resolution

used by the organization (Lind and Tyler 1988; Thibaut and

Walker 1975). A complaint procedure is considered fair when

it is allegedly ‘‘easy to access, provides the complainant with

some control over the disposition, is flexible, and is concluded

in a convenient and timely manner’’ (Tax, Brown, and Chan-

drashekaran 1998, p. 62). Interactional justice refers to how

customers perceive the way they are treated (Bies and Shapiro

1987). Treatment is perceived as fair when complainants

assume that information is exchanged and that outcomes are

communicated in a polite and respectful manner (Patterson,

Cowley, and Prasongsukarn 2006).1

The distinctness of the three justice dimensions has recently

been called into question. Davidow (2003b) and Liao (2007)

report on high correlations between the justice dimensions.

Subsequently, Liao models perceived justice as a higher order

latent variable in a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using

this construct as a single predictor of post-complaint satisfac-

tion. Similarly, DeWitt, Nguyen, and Marshall (2008) include

the justice dimensions in one latent variable in their CFA, argu-

ing that customers use a compensatory model when forming an

overall perception of justice. A possible reason for the poor dis-

criminant validity is that consumers are unable to clearly distin-

guish between, for instance, a favorable outcome (distributive

justice) and respectful treatment (interactional justice): they

might consider a positive complaint outcome as a friendly act

of the organization. Similarly, halo effects could prevent con-

sumers from differentiating the perceptions correctly. The goal

of this study, however, is to determine whether the three justice

dimensions have idiosyncratic antecedents and consequences

that aid in deriving implications for marketing practitioners.

Hence, they are modeled as separate constructs.

Research provides evidence that each organizational

response may affect the three justice dimensions (Homburg and

Fürst 2005; Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999). From a content-

analytic point of view, it seems reasonable that compensation

has the strongest impact on distributive justice, favorable

employee behavior on interactional justice, and organizational

procedures on procedural justice (Blodgett, Hill, and Tax 1997;

McCollough, Berry, and Yadav 2000). The thicker arrows in

Figure 1 illustrate this contention.

More recently, it is found that justice perceptions not only

foster post-complaint satisfaction but also that the three fair-

ness dimensions completely mediate the relationship between

organizational responses and post-complaint satisfaction

(e.g., Karande, Magnini, and Tam 2007; Maxham III and

Netemeyer 2003). In other words, a fair perception of organiza-

tional responses is an antecedent to and a necessary condition

for post-complaint satisfaction.

Post-Complaint Satisfaction

The occurrence of post-complaint satisfaction can be explained

by the disconfirmation paradigm (e.g., McCollough, Berry,

and Yadav 2000). That is, satisfaction is the result of a

comparison judgment between expected and actual perfor-

mance (Oliver 1980). Based on the object of judgment, the lit-

erature distinguishes between two satisfaction constructs.

Transaction-specific satisfaction refers to the judgment of a

single observation or transaction (Oliver 1997). It refers to a

particular experience with an organization (Olsen and John-

son 2003), such as a single service encounter or product pur-

chase. Cumulative satisfaction extends the scope of judgment

to the accumulated experiences of consumers. It refers to the

overall performance of a product or service provider to

date (Johnson, Anderson, and Fornell 1995). Hence, cumula-

tive satisfaction entails a condensed judgment of a broader

spectrum of experiences, which leads to a more abstract level

of evaluation than does transaction-specific satisfaction

(Oliver 1997).

Both constructs are implicitly used for conceptualizing post-

complaint satisfaction. Transaction-specific satisfaction is usu-

ally referred to as ‘‘satisfaction with complaint handling’’ (Tax,

Brown, and Chandrashekaran 1998) or ‘‘satisfaction with

recovery’’ (Maxham III and Netemeyer 2003). In the follow-

ing, we define it as the judgment of a particular complaint-

handling episode after product or service failure. A typical

(reverse-coded) measurement item is ‘‘I am not satisfied with

[firm name’s] handling of this particular problem’’ (Maxham

III and Netemeyer 2002, p. 252).

Other post-complaint researchers conceptualize post-

complaint satisfaction as an overall assessment of a product

or service (e.g., Worsfold, Worsfold, and Bradley 2007) or of

an entire organization (e.g., McColl-Kennedy, Daus, and

Sparks 2003), which customers experience after complaint

handling. This definition corresponds with the concept of

cumulative satisfaction. A sample item is ‘‘I am satisfied with

my overall experience with this firm’’ (Maxham III and

Netemeyer 2003, p. 60). Given the additive nature of this con-

cept, cumulative post-complaint satisfaction not only takes into

account the judgment of a particular recovery effort but also

covers the experiences with the organization prior to these

recovery efforts. Hence, we predict that transaction-specific

satisfaction fosters, but does not completely explain, cumula-

tive satisfaction (Maxham III and Netemeyer 2002).
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Current research provides evidence that the three justice

dimensions contribute to the explanation of post-complaint

satisfaction. It is also demonstrated that post-complaint satis-

faction partly mediates the relationship between justice percep-

tions and customer behavioral intentions (Maxham III and

Netemeyer 2002) and completely mediates the relationship

between organizational responses and customer behavioral

intentions (Wirtz and Mattila 2004). However, the effect size

of the three justice dimensions on satisfaction fluctuates

remarkably (Patterson, Cowley, and Prasongsukarn 2006; Tax,

Brown, and Chandrashekaran 1998; Weun, Beatty, and Jones

2004). This might be because some studies draw on

transaction-specific post-complaint satisfaction, while others

draw on cumulative post-complaint satisfaction (Maxham III

and Netemeyer 2002). Hence, we consider the two constructs

as separate model elements.

Behavioral Intentions

Customer behavior is usually measured on an intentional level.

The two most important constructs are customer loyalty and pos-

itive WOM (Gilly and Gelb 1982; TARP 1981). Loyalty refers to

a customer’s intention to continue to do business with an organi-

zation (e.g., de Ruyter and Wetzels 2000). It is likewise referred

to as repurchase intention (e.g., Blodgett, Hill, and Tax 1997).

We also subsume commitment under loyalty because the opera-

tionalization of commitment in pertinent studies (e.g., ‘‘I wanted

to continue dealing with this organization;’’ Tax, Brown, and

Chandrashekaran 1998, p. 74) is identical to that of loyalty.

WOM communication comprises both the likelihood of

spreading information on a company and the valence of this

information (Davidow 2000, 2003a). In the post-complaint lit-

erature, likelihood and valence are usually combined in one

construct yielding the likelihood of positive WOM and the like-

lihood of negative WOM, respectively (e.g., Blodgett, Hill, and

Tax 1997; Maxham III and Netemeyer 2003). For the purpose

of simplicity, we use the terms positive WOM and negative

WOM. Positive WOM then is the likelihood of consumers

spreading favorable information about a company, which

includes recommending the company and its products and ser-

vices (Maxham III and Netemeyer 2003). Negative WOM

refers to the likelihood of consumers to spread unfavorable

information about a company, which includes advising against

the company and its products or services (Blodgett, Hill, and

Tax 1997). Some researchers consider positive and negative

WOM to be opposite ends of one and the same continuum

(e.g., Kau and Loh 2006). Although this may hold true for the

mere valence of a consumer’s reference, the likelihood of both

WOM types is not necessarily negatively interdependent: One

may (be likely to) tell positive as well as negative things about

a company (Blodgett and Anderson 2000).

We only consider positive WOM because after service fail-

ure, positive WOM (as opposed to negative WOM) can be

clearly identified as following a complaint and subsequent

recovery efforts. Blodgett and Anderson (2000) show that

post-failure positive WOM tends to result from effective

recovery efforts; it does not occur when customers do not

complain and, subsequently, do not initiate failure reparation.

This is because failure persistence and the lack of service

recovery efforts prevent customers from recommending the

organization. Post-failure negative WOM, on the contrary, may

arise prior to—or in lieu of—a complaint as well as subsequent

to ineffective recovery efforts after a complaint (Blodgett and

Anderson 2000). In the first instance, negative WOM cannot

be attributed to (ineffective) recovery efforts because there is

no complaint and no subsequent organizational response. As

extant studies on negative WOM hardly distinguish between

the two instances, we omit negative WOM to minimize bias

due to model misspecification.

Both customer loyalty and positive WOM are well estab-

lished as major satisfaction outcomes (Oliver 1997). Applied

to post-complaint behavior, it is shown that customers who are

satisfied with complaint handling engage in positive WOM and

are more loyal than customers who are dissatisfied with com-

plaint handling. This holds true for transaction-specific satis-

faction (Weun, Beatty, and Jones 2004; Worsfold, Worsfold,

and Bradley 2007) and for cumulative satisfaction (Davidow

2000; Spreng, Harrell, and Mackoy 1995).

Method

Literature Search

We searched Business Source Complete (Ebsco), Science

Direct, Emerald Management Xtra, ABI/Inform, and PsycINFO

databases, as well as the Social Science Citation Index, for

empirical studies reporting on one or more relationships

between any pair of constructs specified in Figure 1. In addition,

we e-mailed researchers requesting them to provide additional

statistics in cases where no effect size could be calculated. The

literature search covered the period 1980 to June 2009 and gen-

erated 142 empirical articles. Of these, 55 articles could not be

included because they did not report enough statistics to esti-

mate or approximate correlation coefficients. A complete list

of the remaining 87 studies is available on request from the

authors. The inclusion rate of 61.3% was comparable with the

rates reported in other meta-analyses in marketing (e.g., Kirca,

Jayachandran, and Bearden 2005; Szymanski and Henard

2001). The 87 studies contained 95 independent samples with

a total N of 28,826. A total of 477 effects were obtained with

an average total N per relationship of 3,667.

Coding Procedure

Two independent coders identified the relevant relationships

based on the construct operationalizations. In most cases, the

operationalization of study constructs corresponded to con-

struct definition of Figure 1. Three issues required particular

attention. First, ambiguous constructs were organized into

the category reflecting the majority of items measured (see

Geyskens, Steenkamp, and Kumar 1999). In case of equal num-

bers of items, the ambiguous construct was coded as represent-

ing two constructs.
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Second, we had defined positive WOM as the likelihood of

spreading favorable information about a company. Hence, we

only included constructs that explicitly indicated both likeli-

hood and positive valence (e.g., ‘‘How likely are you to

spread positive word of mouth about the company?’’). We

relieved constructs with items like ‘‘While talking about

my complaint, I emphasize how well the company took care

of it’’ because they measure mere valence rather than

likelihood.

A third issue was experimental studies. Researchers usually

manipulated the level of an organizational response (e.g.,

prompt vs. slow complaint handling) and considered the

manipulated variables either as organizational response, such

as promptness (Type 1 studies; e.g., Liao 2007), or as justice

perception, such as procedural justice (Type 2 studies; e.g.,

Blodgett, Hill, and Tax 1997). This inconsistency occurs

because it is virtually impossible to manipulate justice percep-

tions directly (and no study did so). Hence, manipulating the

level of an organizational response is a standard experimental

design to trigger justice perceptions. To handle this inconsis-

tency, we took the liberty of coding the Type 2 studies as orga-

nizational response (Davidow 2003a). We did so because a

meta-analysis should depict the state of research based on what

the actual operationalization is based on (Lipsey and Wilson

2001), which, for both study types, is the actual organizational

complaint response.

When the described coding procedures were applied, the

intercoder reliability according to Perreault and Leigh (1989)

was .93, which exceeded the required threshold of .8. Inconsis-

tencies were resolved through discussion.

Calculation of Effect Size

We used the correlation coefficient to calculate the pairwise

effect size estimates between the variables in the framework

(e.g., Kirca, Jayachandran, and Bearden 2005; Palmatier et al.

2006). Missing correlation coefficients were approximated

through other statistical data (e.g., Student’s t, F ratios, w2,

b coefficients) by means of the formulas suggested by

Peterson and Brown (2005) and Glass, McGaw, and Smith

(1981). Some studies provided more than one correlation for

the same relationship by analyzing different subsamples.

Such dependent effects were averaged, which prevented mul-

tiple counts of dependent effect size estimates and subsequent

biased results (e.g., Palmatier et al. 2006).

To correct for measurement error, the correlations were

adjusted for reliability (Hunter and Schmidt 2004). Some stud-

ies used single-item measures or did not report on reliabilities.

In such cases, the mean reliability for the respective construct

across all studies was used as an approximation (Kirca,

Jayachandran, and Bearden 2005). Adjustment for sampling

error was made by weighting the individual reliability-

adjusted correlation coefficients by sample size. The mean of

these weighted coefficients yielded pooled correlation coeffi-

cients (Hunter, Schmidt, and Jackson 1982).2

Course of Analysis

For each significant relationship, we provided a series of

univariate statistics including fail-safe-n (Rosenthal 1979),

w2-statistics as well as the sample error variance (Hunter,

Schmidt, and Jackson 1982) and the 95% confidence intervals

(Schmidt and Hunter 1999). Then, a path model was analyzed

using the Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) software

AMOS 7.0 with the maximum likelihood estimation. Model

inputs were the pooled correlation coefficients (see Table 1)

as well as median sample size (N ¼ 241; Kirca, Jayachandran,

and Bearden 2005). As there is no empirical evidence for cor-

relations among the organizational responses, correlations of .0

were assumed between them. Further, there were high correla-

tions between the justice dimensions and their error terms.

Hence, we allowed the error terms to correlate, which is legit-

imate under two conditions (Bagozzi 1983; Fornell 1983; Gerb-

ing and Anderson 1984). First, there has to be theoretical and/

or empirical evidence for the existence of a second-order fac-

tor. Indeed, recent arguments and empirical findings call the

discriminant validity of the three justice dimensions into ques-

tion (DeWitt, Nguyen, and Marshall 2008; Liao 2007). Second,

adding correlated residuals must not significantly alter the

structural parameter estimates. In our model, the path coeffi-

cients remained stable.

Prior to model calculation, we removed outliers, which may

cause inconsistencies in the correlation matrix (Lipsey and

Wilson 2001). We proceeded as follows: the correlation coeffi-

cients that exhibited values higher than three times the standard

error of the respective distribution were identified. Then, those

outliers that were flawed by methodological drawbacks (e.g.,

poor content validity of a construct and confounding effects

of extraneous variables) were removed. In all, 5.5% of the cor-

relation data points were eliminated. Following the removal of

outliers, path model estimation included four steps: estimation

of path coefficients (including indirect effects and mediation

analysis), relative effect analysis, estimation of competing

models, and moderator analyses.

Results

Univariate and Bivariate Results

Table 1 shows the sample-weighted reliability-adjusted corre-

lations (r) between the model elements, the standard deviation

(SD), 95% confidence intervals (CI), total sample size (N), and

number of observations (k). All correlation coefficients are sig-

nificant at p < .01, except for the relationship ‘‘favorable

employee behavior! procedural justice.’’ The average of cor-

relations is .44, ranging from .12 for ‘‘compensation! proce-

dural justice’’ to .72 for ‘‘interactional justice ! cumulative

satisfaction.’’ Table 1 also shows that the numbers of observa-

tions between organizational responses and justice dimensions

are relatively low.

Table 2 provides additional statistics for the model relation-

ships. Overall, fail-safe-n is 7,051. Hence, the mean number

of discarded null results that would be necessary to bring the
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relationships to nonsignificance is very large. Only 2 of the 41

fail-safe-n values are low (favorable employee behavior !
positive WOM ¼ 7, compensation ! procedural justice ¼
10). Overall, the correlations were robust with regard to the

file-drawer problem.

The w2 values are significant in all but three relationships

indicating heterogeneous relationships. However, significant

w2 values may also be due to large sample sizes and to the high

power of this test even for trivial amounts of variation across

studies (Hunter, Schmidt, and Jackson 1982). Moreover,

w2 values do not allow assessing whether the observed variance

(i.e., heterogeneity) is due to the variation in population corre-

lations or simply to sampling error. Hence, s2
e

�
s2

r (sampling

error variance divided by the observed variance of correlation

coefficients) is also reported. Almost all s2
e

�
s2

r values are well

below 30%. The values are particularly low for the relation-

ships between justice perceptions and satisfaction constructs

(i.e., �6%). This indicates that the variation in the correlation

coefficients seems to be due to moderator variables rather than

to mere sampling error in these relationships.

Path Model Estimation
Estimation of path coefficients. Figure 3 shows the results of

the path model estimation. The hypothesized structural model

yields an excellent fit (w2[22] ¼ 29.670, p ¼ .127, adjusted

goodness of fit index [AGFI] ¼ .942, comparative fit index

[CFI] ¼ .995, root mean square error of approximation

[RMSEA] ¼ .038). As expected, the error terms of the three

justice dimensions are correlated to one another (p < .001).

The correlations range from .29 (distributive justice !
interactional justice) to .55 (distributive justice! procedural

justice) and .59 (interactional justice ! procedural justice),

respectively.

Of the 20 estimated path coefficients, 17 are significant at

the .05 level. Contrary to expectations, three path coefficients

are insignificant: ‘‘interactional justice ! transaction-specific

satisfaction’’ (b ¼ .12, p ¼ .067), ‘‘procedural justice !
transaction-specific satisfaction’’ (b ¼ .11, p ¼ .098), and

‘‘transaction-specific satisfaction ! cumulative satisfaction’’

(b ¼ .00, p ¼ .942). Elimination of the insignificant paths does

not increase the model fit significantly. Hence, the insignificant

Table 2. Fail-Safe-n, w2 Values, Ratio of Sampling Error Variance to Observed Variance

Comp FEB OP DistJ IntJ ProcJ Sat (T) Sat (C) Loy pWOM

Compensation (Comp) —

Favorable Employee Behavior (FEB) NA —

Organizational Procedures (OP) NA NA —

Distributive Justice (DistJ) FSN 3,439 156 160 [.89]
w2 247.5 25.7 51.0

s2
e

�
s2

r
4% 27% 9%

Interactional Justice (IntJ) FSN 797 3,020 89 2,6808 [.88]
w2 144.4 343.9 31.9 712.4

s2
e

�
s2

r
4% 2% 12% 3%

Procedural Justice (ProcJ) FSN 10 — 1,629 27,835 27,033 [.87]
w2 2.7 5.5 148.5 926.7 989.9

s2
e

�
s2

r
— 37% 5% 2% 2%

Transaction-Specific Satisfaction (Sat (T)) FSN 5,989 107 1,209 40,682 15,171 12,697 [.87]
w2 419.0 44.1 55.1 828.2 348.6 701.9

s2
e

�
s2

r
5% 9% 29% 4% 6% 3%

Cumulative Satisfaction (Sat (C)) FSN 1,018 911 452 25,291 19,407 17,113 1,928 [.88]
w2 142.4 175.3 33.5 627.3 315.3 315.0 131.6

s2
e

�
s2

r
7% 4% 24% 2% 6% 5% 4%

Loyalty (Loy) FSN 1,770 463 609 6,566 8,001 6,143 23,042 9,632 [.90]
w2 205.3 65.0 71.3 259.2 149.1 180.5 760.2 134.5

s2
e

�
s2

r
10% 9% 17% 5% 9% 6% 3% 11%

Positive WOM (pWOM) FSN 19 7 14 815 806 557 2,648 738 1,296 [.90]
w2 29.9 0.6 0.8 30.7 65.8 89.9 66.3 226.2 403.2

s2
e

�
s2

r
15% — — 16% 7% 5% 10% 2% 1%

Note. FSN ¼ fail-safe-n (not calculated for insignificant relationships, indicated by a dotted line), w2¼ chi-square value (degrees of freedom ¼ k � 1), s2
e

�
s2
r ¼ ratio

of sampling error variance to observed variance (not calculated for homogeneous relationships, indicated by a dotted line). Average construct reliabilities are
depicted on the diagonal. They are not shown for the organizational responses because they were, in most cases, experimentally manipulated. NA¼ not available.
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paths are retained. The hypothesized model accounts for 41%
of the variance of distributive justice, 73% of interactional jus-

tice, 29% of procedural justice, 47% of transaction-specific

satisfaction, 63% of cumulative satisfaction, 57% of loyalty,

and 43% of positive WOM.3 Hence, our theoretical model is

largely validated.

Table 3 depicts indirect effects. Compensation (.35) has a

larger influence on transaction-specific satisfaction than favor-

able employee behavior (.20) and organizational procedures

(.26). This also applies to the three organizational responses’

effect on positive WOM (.26 vs. .17 vs. .21). The indirect effect

of the organizational responses on cumulative satisfaction (.38

vs. .34 vs. .36) and loyalty (.31 vs. .25 vs. .28) is more balanced.

As for the indirect effects of the justice dimensions, distributive

justice exerts a stronger effect on loyalty (.33) than interac-

tional justice (.27) and procedural justice (.14). The same holds

true for the three justice dimensions’ effects on positive WOM

(.35 vs. .15 vs. .10).

In addition, we test justice perceptions and post-complaint

satisfaction as presumed mediators using the approach

suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986). Mediation analysis for

the justice perceptions reveals that the three justice perceptions

fully mediate the relationship between organizational

responses and cumulative satisfaction. However, only distribu-

tive justice mediates the relationship between organizational

responses and transaction-specific satisfaction because the

effects of interactional justice and procedural justice on

transaction-specific satisfaction are insignificant (see Figure 3).

Mediation analysis for the satisfaction constructs reveals

that cumulative satisfaction fully mediates the relationships

between the justice dimensions and behavioral intentions,

except for one counter claim because the relationship ‘‘proce-

dural justice ! positive WOM’’ is not significant. Again, due

to the insignificant effects of interactional justice and proce-

dural justice on transaction-specific satisfaction, transaction-

specific satisfaction fully mediates only the relationship

between distributive justice and behavioral intentions.

Relative effects analysis. To test which pair of model con-

structs has the largest relative effect, we use a nested models

approach and w2 difference test (see Maxham III and Nete-

meyer 2002). Table 4 depicts the results. Compensation exerts

a stronger influence on distributive justice than organizational

procedures (w2diff[1] ¼ 10.454, p < .001) and favorable

employee behavior (w2diff[1] ¼ 18.844, p < .000). Favorable

employee behavior has a larger impact on interactional justice

than compensation (w2diff[1] ¼ 8.193, p < .004) and organiza-

tional procedures (w2diff[1] ¼ 12.521, p < .000). The effect of

organizational procedures on procedural justice is greater

than that of favorable employee behavior (w2diff[1] ¼ 21.949,

Organizational
response

Post-complaint
satisfaction

Customer behavioral
intentionsJustice perception

Customer reaction

Favorable
employee behavior

Compensation

Organizational
procedures

Loyalty
(R² = .57)

.30

.56

Positive WOM
(R² = .43)

.53

.20

Distributive
justice
(R² = .41)

.53a

.22

.30

Interactional
justice
(R² = .73)

.45

.59

.42

Procedural
justice
(R² = .29)

.12*

.14*

.51

Satisfaction (T)
(R² = .47)

.54

.12ns

.11ns

Satisfaction (C)
(R² = .63)

.31

.41

.19

.00ns

Model fit: χ² (df) = 29.670 (22), p = .127, AGFI = .942, CFI = .995, RMSEA = .038

All path coefficients are significant at p < .001 unless otherwise indicated.
* p < .05.
ns = not significant.
a Standardized path coefficient in sequence of the independent variables.

Figure 3. Model estimation results.
Note. AGFI ¼ adjusted goodness of fit index; CFI ¼ comparative fit index; RMSEA ¼ root mean square error of approximation; WOM ¼ word
of mouth.

Table 3. Indirect Effects

Comp FEB OP DistJ IntJ ProcJ Sat (T)

Satisfaction (T) .35a .20 .26
Satisfaction (C) .38 .34 .36 .00 .00 .00
Loyalty .31 .25 .28 .33 .27 .14 .00
Positive WOM .26 .17 .21 .35 .15 .10 .00

a Standardized.
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p < .000) and compensation (w2
diff[1] ¼ 23.626, p < .000). Dis-

tributive justice is a more powerful predictor of transaction-

specific satisfaction than interactional justice (w2
diff[1] ¼

15.065, p < .000) and procedural justice (w2
diff[1] ¼ 16.157,

p < .000). Interactional justice and distributive justice exert the

same effect on cumulative satisfaction (w2
diff[1] ¼ 1.207, p <

.272), and interactional justice has a higher influence than pro-

cedural justice (w2
diff[1] ¼ 6.254, p < .012). Cumulative satis-

faction has a larger impact on loyalty than transaction-specific

satisfaction (w2
diff[1] ¼ 8.831, p < .003). Transaction-specific

satisfaction exhibits a stronger influence on positive WOM

(w2
diff[1] ¼ 10.733, p < .001) than cumulative satisfaction.

These results stress the importance of differentiating between

transaction-specific and cumulative satisfaction because the

strength of relationships with their antecedents and conse-

quences differs significantly.

Competing models. We estimate competing models to assess

the explanatory power of organizational responses, justice dimen-

sions, and satisfaction constructs. For this purpose, we exclude the

respective model element (e.g., justice dimensions) and allow

direct paths between its antecedents (e.g., organizational

responses) and consequences (e.g., satisfaction constructs). Each

of the competing models is then compared with our theoretical

model that includes the respective model element. We use

Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC; Akaike 1987), change in

variance explained of the dependent variables (DR2; Bagozzi and

Baumgartner 1996), and effect size (f2; Cohen 1988) as recom-

mended for unnested models. We also report RMSEA values and

w2 to degrees of freedom ratio to assess model fit (see Table 5).

Compared with the hypothesized model, the AIC values

decrease in three of the five competing models, indicating a

better model fit. However, as the overall fit statistics of the

competing models (w2/df and RMSEA) remain at about the

same level as that in the hypothesized model (or become even

worse), the lower AIC values can be attributed to reduced

model complexity. Hence, we use DR2 and f2 to assess compet-

ing models.

Excluding organizational responses (Model 1) substantially

reduces R2 values of distributive justice (DR2¼�.41, f2¼ .69),

interactional justice (DR2 ¼ �.73, f2 ¼ 2.70), and procedural

justice (DR2¼�.29, f2¼ .41). Excluding the justice constructs

(Model 2) leads to a substantial drop in the variance explained

of transaction-specific satisfaction (DR2 ¼ �.24, f2 ¼ .45) and

of cumulative satisfaction (DR2 ¼ �.21, f2 ¼ .57). It is impor-

tant to note that in Model 2, when justice perceptions are

omitted, the path from transaction-specific satisfaction to

cumulative satisfaction becomes significant (b¼ .30, p < .001).

Omitting transaction-specific satisfaction (Model 3) leads to

a substantial decrease in the R2 value of positive WOM (DR2¼
�.21, f2 ¼ .37) and to a moderate decrease in that of loyalty

(DR2 ¼ �.07, f2 ¼ .16). Omitting cumulative satisfaction

(Model 4) also has a weak negative impact on the R2 value

of positive WOM (DR2¼�.03, f2¼ .05) and a substantial neg-

ative effect on the R2 value of loyalty (DR2 ¼ �.23, f2 ¼ .53).

Excluding both satisfaction constructs (Model 5) yields

substantially lower R2 values of positive WOM (DR2 ¼ �.18,

f2 ¼ .32) and of loyalty (DR2 ¼ �.17, f2 ¼ �.40).

Moderator analysis. To explain the heterogeneity of the

effect sizes between justice perceptions and satisfaction con-

structs, we took five potential moderators into account, which

have been addressed in other meta-analyses or reviews (e.g.,

Davidow 2003a; Geyskens, Steenkamp, and Kumar 1999).

These are method (experiment vs. survey), subject (student

vs. nonstudent), complaint type (monetary vs. nonmonetary

complaint), industry type (service vs. non-service), and publi-

cation outlet (top tier vs. non-top tier).

Table 4. Relative Effects Analysis Results

Dependent Variable

Independent Variable

Largest Effecta Constrained with . . . w diff (df ¼ 1)b p

Distributive Justice Compensation Organizational Procedures 10.454 .001
Favorable Employee Behavior 18.844 .000

Interactional Justice Favorable Employee Behavior Compensation 8.193 .004
Organizational Procedures 12.521 .000

Procedural Justice Organizational Procedures Favorable Employee Behavior 21.949 .000
Compensation 23.626 .000

Satisfaction (T) Distributive Justice Interactional Justice 15.065 .000
Procedural Justice 16.157 .000

Satisfaction (C) Interactional Justice Distributive Justice 1.207 .272
Procedural Justice 6.254 .012

Loyalty Satisfaction (C) Satisfaction (T) 8.831 .003

Positive WOM Satisfaction (T) Satisfaction (C) 10.733 .001

a In terms of standardized path coefficient.
b w2 value of the hypothesized model ¼ 29.670 (df ¼ 22).
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Of the 37 samples that could be used for moderator analysis,

12 were based on experimental and 25 on survey data. Subjects

were students in 11 cases and nonstudents in 26 cases. Com-

plaint type was reported less often, with seven cases being mon-

etary (i.e., failure involves financial loss) and six cases being

nonmonetary (i.e., failure involves no financial loss). There

were 28 service settings, 4 non-service settings (i.e., consumer

goods), and 5 mixed settings (e.g., both services and non-ser-

vice). Eighteen samples were published in top-tier publications,

whereas 19 samples originated from non–top-tier articles.

To test for moderation, we perform subgroup path analysis

and use w2 tests within a nested models approach. We estimate

two satisfaction models one for transaction-specific satisfac-

tion and one for cumulative satisfaction each with the three jus-

tice dimensions as independent variables (see Table 6).

For transaction-specific satisfaction, we obtain significant

results for method, subject, and complaint type. Interactional

justice has a larger impact in survey data (b ¼ .20) than in

experiments (b¼ .00) and procedural justice has a larger effect

in nonstudent samples (b ¼ .16) than in student samples (b ¼
.00). Complaint type significantly moderates the impact of dis-

tributive justice, interactional justice, and procedural justice on

transaction-specific satisfaction. Distributive justice has a

stronger impact when the complaint is monetary (b ¼ .58) than

when it is nonmonetary (b ¼ .37). Interactional justice has a

weaker impact (i.e., no impact) in a monetary (b ¼ .00) com-

plaint situation than in a nonmonetary situation (b ¼ .25). Pro-

cedural justice is more important in a monetary complaint

context (b ¼ .24) than in a nonmonetary complaint context

(b ¼ .00). Industry type and publication outlet do not exert any

moderating effect on the relationships between justice dimen-

sions and transaction-specific satisfaction.

As for cumulative satisfaction, the method significantly

moderates the impact of distributive and of procedural justice.

Distributive justice has a stronger effect in experiments (b ¼
.52) than in surveys (b ¼ .21), whereas procedural justice has

a weaker influence in experiments (b¼ .00) than in survey data

(b ¼ .35). Furthermore, students significantly weigh distribu-

tive justice (b ¼ .46) more heavily than nonstudents (b ¼
.26), whereas the results for procedural justice are vice versa

(b ¼ .00 vs. .29). With regard to industry type, interactional

justice has a significant larger impact in service industries

(b ¼ .46) than in non-service industries (b ¼ .25). Again, the

publication outlet has no significant moderator effect.

We also checked for correlations among moderating vari-

ables. Crossing the moderator variables’ frequencies and con-

ducting w2 tests, we find one significant relationship: student

samples are more often used in experiments than in surveys,

whereas nonstudent samples are more typical for surveys than

for experiments (C ¼ .430, p ¼ .004, w2[1] ¼ 8.169). Hence,

method and subject appear to be confounded.

Discussion

Theoretical Implications

The foregoing meta-analysis empirically validates the theoreti-

cal overall model of post-complaint behavior depicted in

Table 5. Competing Models Results

Excluded Model Element Hypothesized Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Organizational Responses x
Justice Constructs x
Satisfaction (T) x x
Satisfaction (C) x x
Behavioral Intentions

w2/df 1.349 1.488 1.078 2.303 3.971 2.315
RMSEA .038 .045 .018 .074 .111 .074
AICa 96 52 47 96 127 75

DR2 Distributive Justice (f2)b .41c �.41d (.69) — — .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
DR2 Interactional Justice (f2) .73 �.73(2.70) — — .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
DR2 Procedural Justice (f2) .29 �.29 (.41) — — .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
DR2 Satisfaction (T) (f2) .47 .00e (.00) �.24 (.45) — — .00 (.00) — —
DR2 Satisfaction (C) (f2) .63 .00 (.00) �.21 (.57) .00 (.00) — — — —
DR2 Positive WOM (f2) .43 .00 (.00) .00 (.00) �.21 (.37) �.03 (.05) �.18 (.32)
DR2 Loyalty (f2) .57 .00 (.00) .00 (.00) �.07 (.16) �.23 (.53) �.17 (.40)

Sat (T) ! Sat (C) ns ns .30*** NA NA NA

Note. ns ¼ relationship is not significant and therefore constrained to zero. NA ¼ relationship between Sat (T) and Sat (C) is not available for these models.
a Akaike’s Information Criterion.
b f 2 ¼ R2

incl � R2
excl

� ��
1� R2

incl

� �
:

c R2 values of the hypothesized model.
d DR2 equals R2 of the hyothesized model because Model 1 does not entai l any antecedents to the justice dimensions, which means that the R2 of the justice
dimensions are zero in Model 1.
e These values are zero because they are not affected by excluding the respective model elements.
*** p � .001.
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Figure 1. Our results enrich the findings of the meta-analysis by

Orsingher, Valentini, and de Angelis (2010) and allow for new

theoretical implications. We will discuss our findings

separately for the model elements (organizational responses,

justice perceptions, post-complaint satisfaction, and behavioral

intentions) and for the moderators.

Organizational responses. While Orsingher, Valentini, and de

Angelis (2010) do not include organizational responses, our

research shows the idiosyncratic effects of the organizational

responses on justice perceptions. Relative effect size analysis

reveals that compensation is the most powerful determinant

of distributive justice (g¼ .53), favorable employee behavior

is the most powerful determinant of interactional justice (g ¼
.59), and organizational procedures are the most powerful

determinant of procedural justice (g ¼ .51). Hence, the organi-

zational responses are perceived as what they are: compensa-

tion as a fair outcome, favorable employee behavior as a fair

interpersonal interaction, and organizational procedures as a

fair complaint process. In addition, there are a number of—less

strong—‘‘cross-effects’’ (e.g., g ¼ .22 between favorable

employee behavior and distributive justice), suggesting irradia-

tions from each of the organizational responses on each of the

justice dimensions.

The three organizational responses do not exhaustively

explain the justice dimensions (distributive, 41%; interactional,

73%; and procedural, 29%). In particular, the low values for

distributive justice and procedural justice warrant further atten-

tion. Two factors may account for this result. First, we were

forced to consolidate and subsume similar organizational

responses (e.g., empathy and respect) under the same category

(e.g., favorable employee behavior). In reality, though similar,

these recovery efforts may explain idiosyncratic proportions of

variance. Hence, considering them as distinct rather than as

substitutes may better explain justice perceptions. Second, the

type (e.g., refund and replacement) and the level of compensa-

tion (e.g., full vs. partial) examined in the single studies vary

considerably (Mattila 2006; McCollough, Berry, and Yadav

2000; Webster and Sundaram 1998), and other research sug-

gests that type and level of compensation affect customer

responses (Mount and Mattila 2000; Smith, Bolton, and

Wagner 1999).

Justice dimensions. The path model estimation and the rela-

tive effect size analysis show that the effect of distributive jus-

tice (b ¼ .54) on transaction-specific post-complaint

satisfaction is larger than the effect of interactional justice

(b¼ .12), whereas procedural justice (b¼ .11) has the weakest

impact. This finding is consistent with Orsingher, Valentini,

and de Angelis (2010) who use the term satisfaction with

complaint handling and report b ¼ .45 for distributive justice,

b¼ .25 for interactional justice, and b¼ .09 for procedural jus-

tice. The effect of procedural justice is negligible because most

companies will not offer the consumer a deep insight into how

complaints are handled internally. Hence, the complainant can

only infer the fairness of procedures from obvious front-office

actions, which only provide little insight into internal

procedures.

Although our findings on the relative effects of the justice

dimensions on transaction-specific satisfaction correspond

with Orsingher, Valentini, and de Angelis (2010), these authors

report significant effects for all three dimensions, whereas our

study shows interactional (p ¼ .067) and procedural justice as

insignificant (p ¼ .098). This insignificance also contradicts

the majority of single studies, which may have a methodologi-

cal reason. A number of single studies do not report bivariate

correlation coefficients. Approximating effect size through b
coefficients yields conservative results. Hence, effect sizes are

attenuated, and weak relationships, such as that between proce-

dural/interactional justice and transaction-specific satisfaction,

become insignificant in the path model. Indeed, removing

effect sizes that are estimated based on b coefficients yields

significant paths from interactional (b¼ .16, p¼ .007) and pro-

cedural justice (b ¼ .18, p ¼ .002) to transaction-specific

satisfaction.

This argument, however, applies to any meta-analysis using

SEM and do not explain why Orsingher, Valentini, and de

Angelis (2010) report significant effects for interactional and

procedural justice. Looking at this study, the authors do not

reveal whether they also took the high correlations among the

justice dimensions into account. Omitting correlations among

justice dimensions in our model actually yields significant

effects of interactional justice and procedural justice on

transaction-specific satisfaction. Most importantly, however,

the authors used the median accumulated sample size (n ¼
3,214; e.g., Palmatier et al. 2006), which yields large sample

sizes and significant path estimates even for weak effects.

We used the median sample size (e.g., Kirca, Jayachandran,

and Bearden 2005) yielding a smaller sample size (n ¼ 241)

and significant results for stronger effects only. Taking every-

thing into account we conclude that interactional justice and

procedural justice exert a negligible impact, if at all, on

transaction-specific satisfaction.

However, our analysis goes beyond these findings in that it

also explains if and how justice perceptions directly affect

cumulative satisfaction, which is omitted by Orsingher, Valen-

tini, and de Angelis (2010). The results of our study reveal that

the common contention of distributive justice to be the most

salient determinant of post-complaint satisfaction (e.g., Kau

and Loh 2006; Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999) is true only

for transaction-specific satisfaction. For cumulative satisfac-

tion, however, distributive justice does not play a salient role.

Cumulative satisfaction is enhanced by all the three justice

dimensions together explaining 63% of this construct’s var-

iance. Interactional justice (b ¼ .41), in particular, even exerts

a slightly stronger effect than distributive justice (b ¼ .31), the

effect of procedural justice being weaker (b¼ .19). This means

that the overall satisfaction with a provider to date also depends

on friendly and polite employee behavior when handling a

complaint rather than mainly on the response outcome.

These findings enrich the results reported by Orsingher,

Valentini, and de Angelis (2010) in two ways. First, these
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authors infer that service recovery systems only help organiza-

tions react to potential problems rather than affect the cumula-

tive assessment of the provider and subsequent repatronage.

Our research suggests that this conclusion is premature. As jus-

tice perceptions directly affect cumulative satisfaction, which

in turn is mainly responsible for repatronage, we can infer that

a single recovery perception plays a crucial role in explaining

the holistic evaluation of the organization and subsequent repa-

tronage. Second, the role of distributive justice has been shown

to be less salient than assumed. Although distributive justice is

most important for immediate service recovery, it is even

slightly more important for establishing a strong overall rela-

tionship that the employee behavior is perceived as polite and

friendly (interactional justice).

Further insights are provided by the competing models anal-

ysis, which demonstrates that justice perception better explain

satisfaction than organizational responses do. This supports the

contention that justice perceptions are indeed conceptually dif-

ferent from organizational responses: they are the subjective

interpretation of service recovery efforts that are responsible,

more than the recovery efforts themselves, for the subsequent

satisfaction judgment. Hence, justice perceptions are not a

proxy for organizational responses but are the translation of

recovery efforts into the customer’s language.

Post-complaint satisfaction. Contrary to our expectations,

transaction-specific satisfaction has no significant impact on

cumulative satisfaction (b ¼ .00, p > .05) when estimating the

path model. This is surprising given that five of the seven single

studies report a significant effect and that the correlation

between the two satisfaction constructs is significant in the

bivariate analysis. Obviously, justice perceptions predominate

in explaining cumulative satisfaction when competing with

transaction-specific satisfaction in an overall path model

(Maxham III and Netemeyer 2002). This notion is supported

when omitting justice perceptions in the competing model anal-

ysis: the path from transaction-specific satisfaction to cumula-

tive satisfaction then becomes significant (b ¼ .30, p < .001).

From an analytical point of view, this means that justice percep-

tions and transaction-specific satisfaction, which are based on a

single recovery event, share a common variance that explains

cumulative satisfaction. Yet, when being included conjointly

in a path model, transaction-specific satisfaction does not con-

tribute to the explanation of cumulative satisfaction on its own,

that is, beyond the contribution of justice perceptions.

Behavioral intentions. Our path model analysis and compet-

ing model analysis show that both satisfaction constructs foster

behavioral intentions, yet with different strengths. Transaction-

specific satisfaction is more important than cumulative satis-

faction for explaining positive WOM. Obviously, experiencing

satisfactory service recovery is that salient to customers that

they are induced to share this experience with other people in

their social environment (Maxham III and Netemeyer 2002).

Conversely, cumulative satisfaction is a stronger predictor of

loyalty than transaction-specific satisfaction. This may be

because single transactions are not salient for the decision to

continue a relationship. Instead, an overall assessment of all

experiences to date is more powerful in predicting customer

loyalty (Fournier and Mick 1999). These results further support

Orsingher, Valentini, and de Angelis (2010) who also report

predominating effects of transaction-specific satisfaction on

WOM and of cumulative satisfaction on loyalty.

Moderators. Our analysis shows that the relationships

between justice perceptions and the two satisfaction constructs

are heterogeneous. This finding is in line with Orsingher,

Valentini, and de Angelis (2010) who also report heteroge-

neous effect sizes and examine method and subject as modera-

tors. However, they only report accumulated effects across all

relationships, stating that effect sizes are generally inflated in

student samples and that there is no such general effect for

method. Our analyses allow a more detailed look at single rela-

tionships, suggesting that subject, method, industry type, and

complaint type exert idiosyncratic moderating effects on the

relationships between justice dimensions and satisfaction.

With respect to method, interactional justice has a weaker

impact on transaction-specific satisfaction in experiments than

in surveys. With respect to cumulative satisfaction, distributive

justice has a larger and procedural justice a weaker impact in

experiments than in surveys. These findings may be due to the

artificial nature of scenario experiments commonly used in

post-complaint studies (all experiments included in the mod-

erator analysis are scenario based). Study subjects are usually

asked to put themselves in the position of another person pre-

sented in a scenario and to projectively assess customer reac-

tions to fictive organizational responses (e.g., Blodgett and

Tax 1993). In such situations, subjects typically read fast

through somewhat bland scenarios and are more likely to keep

in mind obvious compensation amounts rather than descrip-

tions of factors such as timeliness or friendliness. Hence,

experiments tend to inflate (attenuate) the real-life effect of dis-

tributive justice (procedural and interactional justice).

With respect to subject, students pay less attention to proce-

dural justice than nonstudents when judging transaction-

specific and cumulative satisfaction. Instead, students pay

more attention to distributive justice when assessing cumula-

tive satisfaction. This may be because students have a lower

financial budget than other population, and this drives them

to consider tangible recovery outcomes as more important. In

exchange for the tangible outcome, they might accept subopti-

mal procedures applied to receive this outcome. Moreover, out-

comes (i.e., grades) play a predominant role in measuring

students’ performance. Hence, it is not surprising that satisfac-

tion for students is driven mainly by the complaint outcome

(distributive justice). Looking conjointly at the moderating

effects of method and subject reveals a confounding effect:

experiments are usually conducted with students and surveys

with nonstudents. Hence, the inflation (attenuation) of distribu-

tive (procedural) justice in student samples may just be due to

the scenario-based (i.e., quasi-experimental) character of the

studies using student samples.
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With respect to industry type, moderator analysis shows that

interactional justice is more important for predicting cumulative

satisfaction in service settings than in non-service settings. This

finding can be explained by the nature of service settings, which

require more frequent and more intense employee-consumer

interactions than non-service settings. Consequentially, interac-

tional justice plays a more important role in service industries

than in other industries. An alternative explanation is that cus-

tomers in service settings often complain about processes, such

as slow service or rude treatment (nonmonetary complaint),

rather than about outcomes, such as missing product or service

delivery (monetary complaint). Hence, they would particularly

appreciate a polite and respectful treatment. Indeed, moderator

analysis for complaint type shows that interactional justice plays

a significant role for (transaction-specific) satisfaction in a non-

monetary complaint situation, whereas it has no effect in a mon-

etary complaint situation.

Implications for Researchers

Our findings enable formulation of recommendations for

researchers on how to improve study design and explore new

fields of research. The first implication follows from the low

variance explained of distributive and procedural justice. To

better understand the drivers of justice perceptions, researchers

should enrich and refine the set of organizational responses.

With regard to distributive justice, extant research focuses on

restoring equity through compensation. This leads to the ques-

tion of what exactly the reference point for equity (and subse-

quent distributive justice) is. Is it just the purchase price or do

complainants expect additional compensation for the damage

caused by the failure? In answering this question, researches

are able to identify the optimum scope of compensation neces-

sary for establishing distributive justice. Moreover, research

may involve other resource exchange principles apart from

equity (Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999), such as equality,

which stresses equal compensation for all customers. Including

other distribution principles may help to better explain prefer-

ences for different types of compensation (e.g., cash refund vs.

exchange). Finally, research should examine if and in what way

specific failure-induced emotions, like anger or embarrass-

ment, lead to biased justice evaluations.

As for procedural justice, there are more organizational

responses conceivable, such as convenience, flexibility,

follow-up contact, and process transparency, which might add

to explaining this justice dimension. Other potential drivers of

procedural justice can be derived from fairness theory: decision

and process control, individual versus consistent problem sol-

ving, and conformance of interest between company and con-

sumer (Lind and Tyler 1988; Thibaut and Walker 1975).

The second implication follows from the high correlations

between the justice dimensions, which call the three-partite jus-

tice conception into question. In justice theory, dependencies

among justice dimensions are widely discussed. Folger

(1987), for instance, argues that an unfair process decreases

distributive justice. Hence, researchers have to take such

correlations into account with appropriate statistical methods

like SEM, which was done in only 7 of the 18 samples. Using

regression analysis may yield biased estimates due to the high

multicollinearity (Jain 1996).

The third implication follows from the distinction between

transaction-specific satisfaction and cumulative satisfaction.

Our results suggest that researchers should not use

transaction-specific satisfaction as a proxy for cumulative

satisfaction when assessing the effects of service recovery

efforts. Both are distinct constructs with the effect sizes of their

antecedents (justice perceptions) and consequences (behavioral

intentions) differing remarkably. Hence, further post-complaint

research should include both constructs. Researchers who only

include transaction-specific satisfaction may run the risk of

overestimating (underestimating) the effect of distributive

(interactional) justice.

The fourth implication results from moderator analysis.

When interpreting the effects of the justice dimensions,

researchers should be aware that these effects are subject to

study characteristics in general and subject in particular.

Researchers conducting quasi-experimental studies with stu-

dents systematically overestimate (underestimate) the effect

of distributive (procedural) justice. Hence, further research

should use nonstudent samples or rerun student-based experi-

ments on ‘‘real’’ consumers and then compare research find-

ings across samples. This would uncover sample-based biases

and increase the external validity of findings.

Experimental work should—if at all using student

samples—ensure ecological validity. The respective experi-

ments should induce the same set of inconvenience and annoy-

ance that would occur in ‘‘real life,’’ which is required to

adequately express more emotionally laden and subtle percep-

tions such as interactional or procedural justice. This goal could

be achieved by carrying out experimental treatments with video

vignettes that visualize a real consumption experience (e.g.,

Dallimore, Sparks, and Butcher 2007) or by conducting

real-life experiments using actors playing the roles of service

employees (e.g., Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006). Alternatively,

researchers could use 3-D animation and virtual worlds in

a computer-aided context. Subjects may be assigned an

avatar who complains about a service failure (e.g., delay of

a flight). Then, virtual service employees may take some

action (e.g., apologizing), and the subject has to indicate his

or her reactions. Such experiments, though more laborious,

would increase realism without giving up the advantage of

experiments over surveys (i.e., systematically varying inde-

pendent variables).

Implications for Managers

Our findings enable formulation of recommendations for suc-

cessful service recovery. Indirect effects analysis shows that all

three organizational responses affect loyalty as well as positive

WOM. Hence, to ensure repurchase and positive WOM, com-

panies should at any rate reimburse complainants for their loss

(compensation), treat them with courtesy and respect
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(favorable employee behavior), and establish procedures that

facilitate easy and prompt complaint handling (organizational

procedures).

When using these recovery efforts, managers should be

aware of two issues. First, complainants translate these efforts

into justice perceptions. Therefore, managers should not only

focus on the recovery effort itself but also on justice percep-

tions. It is the customer, not the company, who decides what

is fair. Organizations that ignore customer perceptions run the

risk of thinking they responded properly, while in reality, the

customers are still upset and engage in unfavorable actions.

Second, managers should be aware that organizational

responses are not perceived as isolated actions because the

revealed cross-effects indicate that the organizational

responses affect all justice dimensions. This holds particularly

true for organizational procedures, which need to be designed

in a way that they facilitate compensation and favorable

employee behavior.

To facilitate compensation, organizational procedures

should, for instance, not prescribe a certain compensation form

but allow employees to ask complainants about their expecta-

tions concerning an adequate problem solution. Such customer

integration is important because organizations might favor

forms that foster lock-in effects (e.g., voucher or discount

on another purchase, replacement, and upgrade), whereas they

might refrain from forms that do not entail such effects, but

which may be favored by consumers (e.g., discount on the

defective product and refund). Offering a choice also gives

complainants control over the recovery procedure (Chang

2008).

To facilitate favorable employee behavior, organizational

procedures should, for instance, indicate the response times

for reactions to complaints (e.g., response to an e-mail within

1 day). Such fast reactions foster the perception that employees

are concerned with the customer’s problem and that customers

are treated in a respectful way. Organizational procedures

should also be appropriate to even motivate minimum wage

employees to react in a friendly manner to complaints and to

anticipate customer needs. This could be achieved, for

instance, by an incentive system that rewards frontline employ-

ees based on the degree of post-complaint satisfaction. For this

purpose, an external market research company could call com-

plainants 3 weeks after the complaint had been filed and ask

them about their satisfaction with complaint handling. More-

over, employees should receive guidance on how and when

to apologize. Although research consistently shows that an

apology has a positive main effect on justice perceptions (Liao

2007; Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999) and satisfaction

(Mattila, Cho, and Ro 2009; Wirtz and Mattila 2004), it may

actually be harmful in some situations. For instance, a complai-

nant who expects compensation, but does not receive any,

might infer that the employee is making fun of him.

In practice, only 5% of complainants report that they had

received an apology (Customer Care Alliance 2003). This may

be because frontline employees perceive apologizing as an

admission of guilt even if they are not to be blamed for the

failure. Another reason may be that apologizing comprises high

psychological effort and risk for the person apologizing

(Walster, Berscheid, and Walster 1973). Hence, organizations

should teach service employees that an apology, though entail-

ing such risk, helps de-escalate critical situations that imply

high amounts of stress and therefore have negative effects on

the employees themselves (Bowen and Johnston 1999).

Other managerial implications follow from the moderator

analysis: organizations should design their recovery efforts

depending on target group (student vs. nonstudent), industry

(service vs. non-service), and complaint type (monetary vs.

nonmonetary). Students are a target group with a small finan-

cial budget. For such target groups, remuneration is more

important than for others, whereas it is less important to pro-

vide adequate complaint procedures. Hence, companies should

focus on a generous recompense, rather than on a prompt and

smooth failure reparation procedure.

Moderator analyses for industry and complaint type suggest

that interactional justice is particularly important in service

industries and for nonmonetary complaints. This may be

because service industries naturally face many employee-

customer interactions, and failures are often nonmonetary

(e.g., waiting in line for a long time; Estelami 2000). Hence,

organizations in the service industry should carefully train their

employees in polite and respectful communication with

complainants.

Limitations and Further Research

Our study has some limitations, which require further research.

First, we conceptualize cumulative post-complaint satisfaction

as an overall assessment of the entire product/service or orga-

nization. Satisfaction with the product/service may actually

represent a less holistic assessment than satisfaction with the

organization. Hence, future research may distinguish between

three satisfaction levels: satisfaction with recovery, with prod-

uct/service, and with the entire organization.

Second, in many situations the appropriate level of compen-

sation is fairly obvious (e.g., refunding the ticket price when a

concert is cancelled). However, compensation level is hard to

determine in the case of process failures (e.g., long waiting

time). Further research should put more focus on the interaction

of failure type and compensation level (e.g., Smith, Bolton, and

Wagner 1999).

Third, the results may be biased due to omitted variables. In

particular, emotions appear to significantly affect post-

complaint customer reactions. Given the unclear position of

emotions within the proposed framework as antecedents to

(e.g., Schoefer 2008) or in lieu (e.g., Chebat and Slusarczyk

2005) of post-complaint satisfaction, further research should

clarify whether these constructs contribute to the explanation

of satisfaction and behavioral intentions over and above the

predictive power of justice perceptions.

Fourth, some moderators could not be examined in our anal-

ysis because they are addressed only in a few studies: failure

magnitude (e.g., Smith, Bolton, and Wagner 1999), switching
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barriers (Valenzuela, Pearson, and Epworth 2005), online ver-

sus offline complaint handling (Holloway and Beatty 2003),

relationship quality (Grégoire and Fisher 2008), and culture

(Patterson, Cowley, and Prasongsukarn 2006).

Fifth, our conceptualization of positive WOM, which repre-

sents the majority of single study conceptualizations, is a dou-

ble question (likelihood of WOM plus positive valence). As

this may skew the results, future research should draw on the

likelihood and the valence of WOM as separate constructs

(e.g., Davidow 2000). Another issue with respect to WOM is

the point of time it takes place. While positive WOM may only

occur after an appropriate organizational response has taken

pace, negative WOM can occur prior to a complaint (i.e., as

an immediate reaction to a failure) as well as after an organiza-

tional response has taken place (i.e., as a reaction to an unsuc-

cessful recovery effort). Given that the first type of negative

WOM is a default (i.e., a natural reaction to a service failure),

only the latter type of negative WOM is clearly caused by (inef-

ficient) recovery efforts. Hence, further research should distin-

guish between the two types of negative WOM using a

longitudinal experiment. Surveys may also be conducted on a

longitudinal basis, by establishing a customer panel with sub-

jects reporting on their WOM behavior prior to a complaint

as well as after the service recovery effort.
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Notes

1. Colquitt (2001) proposes to split interactional justice into interper-

sonal and informational justice. However, only very few studies

use these dimensions (e.g., Kau and Loh 2006; Mattila 2006). As

the aim of this study is to integrate current research, the focus is

on distributive, procedural, and interactional justice.

2. As opposed to other meta-analyses in marketing (e.g., Kirca, Jaya-

chandran, and Bearden 2005; Palmatier et al. 2006), the Fisher z

transformation was not used here for two reasons. Using simula-

tions, Callender and Osburn (1980) show that the Fisher z trans-

formed correlation coefficients severely underestimate the true

variance of the correlation coefficients. Moreover, Field (2001)

shows that using the Fisher z transformation for heterogeneous

effect sizes overestimates the true effect size by about 15% to

45%. Heterogeneous effect sizes are common in marketing meta-

analyses (e.g., Kirca, Jayachandran, and Bearden 2005; Palmatier

et al. 2006), which holds good for the data presented here (see w2

values in Table 2).

3. As stated in the theoretical section, the likelihood of negative

WOM was excluded in the overall model because it may as well

occur prior to—or in lieu of—a complaint. Nonetheless, four

experimental studies clearly drew on negative WOM that occurs

subsequent to ineffective recovery efforts after a complaint. Using

these studies, we were able to calculate a partial model including

relationships from both satisfaction constructs to loyalty, positive

WOM, and negative WOM. In this partial model, the path coeffi-

cients between the two satisfaction constructs and positive WOM

are the same as in the main model, with the effect of transaction-

specific satisfaction being significantly larger (b ¼ .53, p < .001)

than the effect of cumulative satisfaction (b ¼ .20, p < .001; w2

diff[1]¼ 10.733, p < .001). The values of the path coefficients from

transaction-specific satisfaction (b ¼ �.57, p < .001) and cumula-

tive satisfaction (b ¼�.34, p < .001) on negative WOM (w2 diff[1]

¼ 8.127, p < .004) follow the same pattern.
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