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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine when (i.e. after a shorter or longer length of time)
organizations should offer an apology or a promise of non-recurrence of a failure to recover trust following a
failed service recovery (a double deviation).
Design/methodology/approach – This paper reports the results of a pilot study with a convenience
sample and two experiments with samples from different populations, students and employees of a financial
institution in one study and workers recruited through Mechanical Turk in the other.
Findings – An apology was most effective to recover trust when offered shortly after the double deviation
(e.g. Study 1: after two days; Study 2: immediately and after two days), while making a promise was most
effective when offered at a later time after the double deviation (e.g. Study 1: after 30 days; Study 2: after
15 days). Consumers consider an apology offered shortly after the double deviation as a sign of integrity and a
promise communicated sometime after the double deviation as a sign of competence.
Originality/value – This paper complements prior research that demonstrates the effectiveness of apology
and promise as trust recovery tactics. The findings show that managers should carefully consider the time at
which they use these tactics to recover trust following a double deviation.
Keywords Trust, Apology, Service recovery, Service failures, Timing, Promise
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Failures are common in the service industry, and they may trigger customer reactions such
as anger, switching behaviour or even a desire for revenge (Grégoire et al., 2010; Keaveney,
1995). Service providers should try to recover these failures by offering compensation,
apologizing, showing empathy, involving customers, providing explanations, among others
(Gelbrich and Roschk, 2011; Hazée et al., 2017; Smith et al., 1999; Wirtz and Mattila, 2004).
In practice, however, many service recoveries fail (Michel et al., 2009). The results of the 2017
US National Customer Rage Survey, for example, show that only 21 per cent of
complainants were completely satisfied with how organizations are handling their customer
complaints, and 51 per cent felt that they received nothing in response to their complaint
(Customer Care Measurement and Consulting, 2017). Hence, organizations are missing
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out on significant revenues because of customer churn and negative word of mouth
(Van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016).

Despite its prevalence, only a limited number of studies examine how organizations can
recover customer trust after a double deviation (i.e. an unsuccessful attempt to restore
customer satisfaction after a service failure) (Bitner et al., 1990). This situation is surprising
because trust is a key factor to prevent clients from avoiding or retaliating against the
company after a failure (Grégoire et al., 2009) and to maintain relationships (Sirdeshmukh
et al., 2002). Moreover, the rebuilding of customer loyalty after a service failure and a
recovery episode relies primarily on the recovery of customer trust rather than of customer
affection (La and Choi, 2012).

Joireman et al. (2013) showed that offering compensation and an apology increases
customers’ desire for reconciliation. Basso and Pizzutti (2016) provided the most
comprehensive analysis and showed that both an apology, that is, an acknowledgement of
responsibility for a failure and the associated damages to the victim (Ohbuchi et al., 1989),
and a promise that the same failure will not recur in the future (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012)
result in significantly higher levels of trust after a double deviation. Other trust recovery
tactics such as financial compensation and third-party endorsement appear less effective
(Basso and Pizzutti, 2016).

Extending Basso and Pizzutti’s (2016) research, the overall aim of this paper is to examine
whether the generally accepted notion of recovering a service failure sooner rather than later
(Hogreve et al., 2017) also applies to trust recovery tactics after a double deviation – particularly
for an apology and a promise. From this timing perspective, apology and promise are two
tactics that may need to be applied at different times because of their different characteristics.
However, the literature reports conflicting results on the best timing to apply them. For
example, Tomlinson et al. (2004) showed that earlier (vs later) apologies are more effective in
increasing the willingness to make amends in a professional relationship; other researchers
suggest that later (vs earlier) apologies are more effective in increasing satisfaction with conflict
resolution (Frantz and Bennigson, 2005). Similar conflicting views are found in the
effectiveness of a promise. Therefore, the first aim of this study is to clarify the role of timing
when conveying an apology and a promise following a double deviation.

Additionally, this study examines the processes underlying these effects. On the basis of
attribution theory, an apology made sooner (vs later) after a failure plausibly enhances
consumer attributions of company integrity because it acts as a cue that the company has
solid principles and values. In turn, a promise made later (vs sooner) likely enhances
consumer attributions of company competence because a later promise indicates that the
company has had time to process, identify and plan how to solve the problem once and for
all, thus enabling it to promise that similar failures will not happen again. And, as already
known, both integrity and competence attributions enhance customer trust towards a
company (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002).

This study contributes to the literature by providing evidence of the role of time in trust
recovery after a double deviation. In line with Prasongsukarn and Patterson’s (2012) call for
understanding the role of time in the use of recovery options, this study examines how the
timing of communicating an apology or a promise following a double deviation influences
its effectiveness. It also provides additional empirical support for the notion that recovery
should be considered a dynamic event (vs a static event) that unfolds over multiple moments
in time (Goldstein et al., 2002).

Literature review and hypotheses development
Trust recovery after a double deviation
Despite extensive literature on the benefits of service recovery and its effective
management practices, service recovery is often poorly executed (Michel et al., 2009;
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Van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016). A failed or unsatisfactory service recovery typically
creates a strong breach of trust with the firm (Basso and Pizzutti, 2016). After the failure
(a single deviation), a customer’s positive expectations about the service recovery process
are not met. Service recovery following a double deviation essentially becomes a trust
recovery, which can be defined as the “activities directed at making a trustor’s trusting
beliefs and trusting intentions more positive after a violation is perceived to have occurred”
(Kim et al., 2004, p. 105). Studies on how to recover from a double deviation are scant. Table I
presents a synthesis of these studies.

Researchers propose several tactics for recovering trust following a double deviation,
including an apology (e.g. Johnston and Fern, 1999; Joireman et al., 2013), a promise (e.g.
Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012), financial compensation (e.g. Joireman et al., 2013) or a third-
party endorsement (e.g. Singh et al., 2008). Basso and Pizzutti (2016) examined the relative
effectiveness of these trust recovery options. While offering an apology and a promise was
effective at restoring customer trust following a double deviation, offering financial
compensation or a third-party endorsement had the same effect as doing nothing at all
(Basso and Pizzutti, 2016). An apology and a promise appear as the most appropriate trust
recovery tactics, as they offer “the psychological repair necessary to rebuild a relationship
after a conflict is negatively solved from the consumer’s perspective, as in double deviation”
(Basso and Pizzutti, 2016, p. 210).

An apology is a communication in which the transgressor assumes responsibility for a
failure and the damages to the victim (Ohbuchi et al., 1989). Apologies increase customer
trust both after a single deviation (De Ruyter and Wetzels, 2000) and double deviation
(Basso and Pizzutti, 2016). A promise is “an assertive impression management approach
designed to convey positive intentions about future acts” (Schweitzer et al., 2006, p. 4). In a
service recovery context, a promise typically refers to a service provider’s communication
about complaint-based process improvements to customers (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012).

Whilst prior research focused on what could be done to recover customer trust following
a double deviation, research has yet to examine when these tactics could be applied. This
examination is particularly necessary because of the relatively limited understanding on the
role of time in the effectiveness of recovery tactics, in general (Prasongsukarn and
Patterson, 2012), and recovery tactics following a double deviation, in particular.

The relationship between trust recovery tactics and customer trust
Attribution theory (Calder and Burnkrant, 1977; Kelley and Michela, 1980) helps to explain
the mechanisms by which these trust recovery tactics can restore customer trust. People
typically seek to understand the causes of certain events through a cognitive process (Calder
and Burnkrant, 1977; Kelley and Michela, 1980). Research shows that trust violations – like
a double deviation – typically influence people’s attributions of integrity and competence:
actors violating another actor’s trust are typically perceived as having lower integrity and
being less competent (Kim et al., 2004). As attributions of integrity and competence
represent two of the most important building blocks of customer trust (Kim et al., 2004;
Schindler and Thomas, 1993), understanding trust recovery efforts requires an
understanding of how they tap into these attribution dimensions.

Apologies positively affect customers’ attributions of integrity to a company (Xie and
Peng, 2009). Apologies are typically perceived as an acknowledgement of guilt (Kim et al.,
2004), which may indicate that the apologizing organization holds solid values and
principles. Basso and Pizzutti (2016) showed that an apology increases customers’
attributions of integrity to the company, which, in turn, increases customer trust (Basso and
Pizzutti, 2016). Apologies reinforce customers’ attributions of integrity, but not necessarily
attributions of competence. After all, an apology is a low-effort tactic that does not need
much time to be implemented.
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A company’s ability to keep promises typically taps into customers’ attributions of the
company’s competence (Xie and Peng, 2009). When customers complain about a service
failure, they want to deal with competent employees who have sufficient knowledge to
address their complaints appropriately (Gruber, 2011). Informing customers that a failure
will not reoccur because the company has changed its procedures may be a signal of
the company’s willingness to analyze service failures in detail, discern the root cause of
the failure, and take the necessary steps to make the possibility of subsequent failure remote
(Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012). Customers receiving a promise may consider the service
provider to possess the necessary skills and competence to effectively execute these actions.
Basso and Pizzutti (2016) showed that a company’s promise of non-recurrence of the failure
positively affects customer’s attribution of competence to the company, which is, in turn,
related to customer trust.

Overall, prior research shows that an apology and a promise influence customer trust
following a double deviation because of an attributional process, in which attributions of
integrity and competence play an integral role. This paper extends prior work by examining
the role of time in the effectiveness of trust recovery tactics.

Effectiveness of trust recovery tactics according to timing
Several studies show that time plays a significant role in consumer decision making.
Festjens and Janiszewski (2015) showed that more time is associated with more and better
use of time, that is, time increases marginal utility. People are willing to pay a higher amount
of money to acquire a time unit (e.g. one day) when analyzing a longer (e.g. 180 days) rather
than shorter (e.g. seven days) time gain or loss. This effect occurs because one can perform
more and better activities after a longer vs shorter period.

Consumers’ valuation of time carries implications for service providers. The longer a
company takes to redress the customer, the bigger the time loss and the more customers
value this time. In other words, the more time that elapses after the failed recovery, the more
is expected from the service provider to make it right (Hogreve et al., 2017). This observation
is in line with equity and distributive justice theories (Adams, 1963; Smith et al., 1999), which
posit that exchange partners seek to maintain balance in a relationship. If one party
perceives an imbalance (e.g. when a person has to wait for a company’s response to a
complaint), the more effort the other party should exert to restore the balance.

An apology can be easily provided. It also forms a sort of psychological compensation for
the negative emotions (i.e. anger, rage) that typically occur shortly after a double deviation
( Joireman et al., 2013; Surachartkumtonkon et al., 2015). Offering an apology after a longer
period increases the probability of customers developing alternative explanations for the
failure and judging the company negatively (Tomlinson et al., 2004). Hence, this paper tests
the following hypothesis:

H1. An apology offered shortly after the double deviation (e.g. immediately or after two
days) is more effective in recovering trust than an apology offered at a later time
after the double deviation (e.g. after 15 or 30 days).

In contrast, a promise that a failure will not happen again is a signal that the company has
invested significant effort and especially time in making the possibility of subsequent
failure remote (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012). Additionally, Grégoire et al. (2009) found that
after a double deviation, customers’ desire for revenge decreases over time. In contrast,
customers’ avoidance behaviour increases over time. The negative feelings generated by a
double deviation dissipate over time, causing customers to become more susceptible to
listening to and assimilating the trust recovery tactics that convey a company’s future
intentions (e.g. a promise). On the other hand, a promise of non-recurrence of failures
includes a statement about the company’s future actions (Schweitzer et al., 2006) based on
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new or modified procedures that take time to be executed. A promise must have a
connection with the cause of the failures to make sense to the customer who experiences the
service failure.

Van Vaerenbergh et al. (2012) suggested that after a successful service recovery,
communication of service improvements to prevent future dissatisfaction is less effective
in terms of customer outcomes when is made soon after experiencing the event than when
it is applied later. Van Vaerenbergh et al. (2012) did not provide a formal assessment of
this time lag effect, yet their findings signal that a promise might be less effective in
restoring trust when communicated shortly after the double deviation than an apology.
Corroborating this idea, Davidow (2003) argued that fast resolutions might imply that the
firm has not devoted enough effort to resolve a customer’s complaint. So, assuming that a
promise will be more effective in restoring trust when it is communicated at a later time
(vs a shorter time) after the double deviation is plausible. Therefore, the following
hypothesis is formulated:

H2. A promise communicated at a later time after a double deviation (e.g. after 15 or
30 days) is more effective in recovering trust than a promise communicated shortly
after a double deviation (e.g. immediately or after two days).

Attributions of integrity and competence explain the influence of time on the effectiveness of
the trust recovery tactics. On the basis of attribution theory (Calder and Burnkrant, 1977),
people form expectations about the meaning of an observed behaviour. To attribute a
behaviour to a company, the customer must perceive that the behaviour is due to the
company and not to an external condition, this behaviour is consistent over time and when
the company faces similar situations, the same behaviour is demonstrated.

Customers’ attribution of a company’s integrity may be the underlying mechanism
explaining the effect of time on apology effectiveness. Integrity is the adherence to a set of
principles deemed acceptable by another party (Mayer et al., 1995). One could infer that the
sooner a company apologizes after a double deviation, the more the company’s values and
principles diverge from the double deviation. This could increase customers’ attribution of
the company’s integrity. In contrast, taking too long to apologize after a double deviation
could indicate that the double deviation was not very dissonant with the company’s
values and principles or that the company was not sufficiently sorry for the situation.
As attributions of integrity are strongly related to trust (Kim et al., 2004), the following
hypothesis is formulated:

H3. An apology offered shortly after a double deviation (e.g. immediately or after two
days) leads to a higher attribution of integrity than an apology offered at a later time
after the double deviation (e.g. after 15 or 30 days), which, in turn, leads to more
effectiveness in recovering trust.

Conversely, customers’ attribution of a company’s competence could be the underlying
mechanism explaining the effect of time on promise effectiveness. Promising that a failure
will not happen again implies that the company has corrected the cause of the failure.
Implying that changes to procedures were made immediately after the double deviation
could signal that the organization did not invest sufficient time and effort – typically
associated with a promise (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012) – to improve the processes that
caused the failure to occur, and hence signal incompetence. Moreover, informing customers
that the root cause of a failure could be improved after a very short time may lead customers
to believe that prevention of the service failure could have been implemented much earlier,
which might make customers doubt the company’s competence to improve its processes and
provide failure-free service. On the other hand, waiting a longer time to inform customers
that procedures have changed may instigate appreciation of the company’s time and effort
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in solving the cause of the failure (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012), enhancing customers’
attribution of competence to the company. Thus, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H4. A promise communicated at a later time after a double deviation (e.g. after 15 or
30 days) leads to a higher attribution of competence than a promise communicated
shortly after the double deviation (e.g. immediately or after two days), which, in turn,
leads to more effectiveness in recovering trust.

Overview of the studies
Two experimental studies were designed to test the hypotheses. The pilot study provides
initial insights about whether people prefer to receive apologies after a shorter time and
receive promises after a longer time following the double deviation. It adopts different
service contexts, diverse types of failures (e.g. no internet signal, a reserved table
unavailable and a camera delivered after the deadline) and double deviation situations
(i.e. there was a consumer complaint and the company’s representative did not adequately
solve the problem) to check whether people’s preferences are similar across these different
scenarios. However, the pilot study does not addressH1 andH2 directly, because it does not
measure customer trust. Study 1 tests the effect of the recovery tactic according to timing on
trust and on attributions of integrity and competence as the mechanism for this effect.
Study 2 replicates the findings in a different double deviation situation whilst investigating
apologies and promises made immediately after the double deviation, as well as the effects
of using both recovery tactics together.

Pilot study
Design and participants. A total of 148 participants (58 per cent women,Mage ¼ 33.24, SDage
¼ 9.79) were recruited through Facebook or by an e-mail sent to the authors’ friends and
acquaintances. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three double deviation
scenarios in different service contexts: an internet service provider, a restaurant and an
online retailer.

In the internet service provider setting, participants (n¼ 44) were asked to imagine that
they had no internet signal. After complaining to the service provider, the customer was
informed that the internet signal would not be re-established until the next day. The
customer asked the internet provider to solve the problem sooner, but the frontline employee
was unsuccessful in doing so. In the restaurant setting, participants (n¼ 42) were asked to
imagine that a friend had made a reservation at a restaurant, but his table was unavailable
even though he arrived on time. This friend complained to the manager, who was not able to
arrange another table for him. In the online retail setting, participants (n¼ 62) read a
narrative about a man named Peter who had purchased a camera on a website. The camera
was scheduled to be delivered before he left on vacation, yet the camera was delivered too
late (service failure). He called customer service to request that they fix the situation. Despite
customer service’s attempt to send the camera on time, a delay occurred, and the camera
was delivered after Peter’s vacation trip. All scenarios are presented in Appendix 1.

Measures. After reading one of the three double deviation descriptions, the participants
answered three questions about timing preferences on a sliding scale ranging from 1 to
90 days. Respondents rated the acceptable time for three trust recovery tactics: an apology,
financial compensation (a discount on the next invoice or purchase) and a promise. The
financial compensation tactic was introduced only as a distraction so that participants
would not assume that the focus was the comparison between apology and promise.

Results. Figure 1 presents the findings of the pilot study. Three separate repeatedmeasures
ANOVA with a Greenhouse–Geisser correction were conducted, one for each setting.
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In the internet service provider context, the results showed that the acceptable time
for an apology (M¼ 3.66 days), promise (M¼ 7.93 days), and financial compensation
(M¼ 8.80 days) was significantly different (F(1.73, 74.16)¼ 9.385, po0.001). Post hoc tests
using the Bonferroni correction revealed that the acceptable time for an apology was
significantly shorter than the acceptable time for a promise ( po0.01) and financial
compensation ( po0.001). There was no significant difference between a promise and
financial compensation ( pW0.10).

Similarly, in the restaurant context, the mean scores for acceptable times for apologies,
financial compensation, and promises were significantly different (F(1.61, 66.19)¼ 7.500,
po0.01). Participants indicated that the acceptable time for an apology (M¼ 3.41 days) was
shorter than the acceptable time for a promise (M¼ 8.74, po0.01) and financial
compensation (M¼ 6.64, p¼ 0.05). There was no significant difference between a promise
and financial compensation ( pW0.10).

In the online retail context, as with the other two contexts, the acceptable times for
apologies, compensation and promises were significantly different (F(1.47, 89.45)¼ 10.548,
po0.001). Participants indicated that the acceptable time for an apology (M¼ 3.58 days)
was shorter than the acceptable time for a promise (M¼ 9.47, po0.01) or financial
compensation (M¼ 7.37, po0.01). There was no significant difference between a promise
and financial compensation ( pW0.10).

Discussion. The results of this pilot study indicate that people think service providers
should apologize sooner than they should make a promise. This is initial evidence that
service providers could and should take more time to make a promise than to apologize.
Surprisingly, customers grant service provider little time to thoroughly investigate the root
cause of the failure and formulate process improvements. The next study further
investigated timing and tested the hypotheses on the effect of trust recovery tactics
according to timing after a double deviation (H1 and H2), as well as the mediating role of
integrity and competence attributions (H3 and H4).

Study 1
Design and participants. A total of 139 participants (60 per cent women,Mage ¼ 33.86, SDage
¼ 13.88) took part in a 2 (trust recovery tactic: promise; apology)×2 (length of time: 2 and
30 days) with a control group (no recovery tactic) between-subjects experimental design.
Participants were recruited from students and employees of a financial institution and were
randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. The length of time was verified by a
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pre-test in which 132 subjects indicated what they considered a short time and a long time to
receive a letter from the hotel about a failed recovery that occurred during a prior visit. The
extreme answers (i.e. 2 and 30 days) were used in the experiment.

Participants were asked to read a scenario describing a failed recovery in a hotel context.
There were two main reasons for selecting a hotel context. First, service failures are common
in hotels (Smith and Bolton, 2002), increasing the realism of the scenarios. Second, customers
need to provide personal information prior to the service, making it plausible that the
company could contact them after the failed recovery. Moreover, the hotel context is
different from the ones tested in the pilot study (restaurant, internet provider and online
retail), which increases the external validity of the findings.

The scenario presented a situation in which a customer has planned an important
business trip and arrives at the hotel after a five-hour flight. The customer goes to the
reception desk one hour after the beginning of check-in time, only to hear that the room is
not yet available. The customer is asked to come back two hours later, when the room will
be available. After receiving this information, the customer complains to the hotel desk clerk
and asks him to solve the failure. The hotel employee verifies some information in the
computer and informs the customer that nothing can be done. The customer must wait for
two hours before being able to enter the room. A pre-test involving 77 participants from
Mechanical Turk was conducted to verify whether they perceived this scenario as a double
deviation rather than a single deviation. The participants were asked whether they have
complained to the company and the extent to which the frontline employee has resolved the
problem following the complaint, both on a seven-point Likert scale. The respondents
perceived the scenario as involving a complaint about a service failure (M¼ 6.35) that was
not recovered appropriately (M¼ 1.79). Therefore, they perceived that they were evaluating
double deviation situations[1].

It is important to note that the double deviation scenario does not indicate whether the
violation was based on competence or integrity, since the type of violation could interfere
with the effectiveness of the trust recovery tactic (Basso and Pizzutti, 2016). The purpose of
omitting the type of violation was to isolate the effect of time and its interaction with trust
recovery tactics. After reading the double deviation scenario, the participants were
randomly assigned to one of the three trust recovery tactics. To manipulate the trust
recovery tactic, participants were informed that the customer received a letter from the
hotel. The letter not only thanked them for their stay, but also acknowledged that immediate
occupancy of the room was not possible because of a failure by the hotel. In the apology
condition, the hotel took full responsibility for the failure and expressed a sincere apology
for the failure that the customer had experienced. In the promise condition, the hotel
communicated that it had modified its operational procedures to improve their customer
service. Thus, failures such as the one the customer experienced will not be repeated in the
future. Finally, in the control condition, none of these actions were taken. The time between
the occurrence of the double deviation and the insertion of the trust recovery tactic was
manipulated by telling participants that the customer received the letter 2 (short time) or 30
(long time) days after the customer’s stay at the hotel.

Measures. Trust was measured using a four-item seven-point semantic differential scale
adopted from Sirdeshmukh et al. (2002; α¼ 0.88). Attributions of integrity (α¼ 0.93) and
competence (α¼ 0.89) were measured using a six-item seven-point Likert scale (three items
for each attribution) adopted from Kim et al. (2004). A nominal variable was used to verify
the manipulation of the trust recovery tactic. The participants had to choose the content of
the letter sent by the hotel (apology, promise or none). A seven-point bipolar single-item
measure was used to assess the timing manipulation (the time between the end of the hotel
stay and receipt of the letter was short/long). Finally, scenario realism was measured using a

JOSM

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

FR
G

S 
A

t 1
1:

17
 1

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
8 

(P
T

)



seven-point Likert scale at the end of the questionnaire (the situation described in the
scenario is realistic). Several control variables were also measured; none of these variables
influenced the results[2].

Results. Manipulation checks. The manipulations worked as intended. When assigned to
no recovery tactic, 85.1 per cent of the participants stated that the hotel had not given an
apology or a promise, while 83.0 per cent of the participants assigned to the apology stated
that the hotel had given an apology, and 86.7 per cent of the individuals assigned to the
promise reported that the hotel had promised that the failures would not occur again.
The length of time was also manipulated successfully. The participants who were assigned
to a 2-day distance (M¼ 2.30) perceived a shorter time than the participants who were
assigned to a 30-day distance (M¼ 5.90, F(1, 137)¼ 139.592, po0.001). Finally, the
respondents rated the scenarios as realistic (M¼ 5.00). The mean realism scores did not
differ across time conditions (F(1, 133)¼ 1.149, p¼ 0.286), among trust recovery tactic
conditions (F(2, 133)¼ 0.997, p¼ 0.372) or among the interactions between time and the
trust recovery tactic conditions (F(2, 133)¼ 0.124, p¼ 0.883).

Hypotheses testing. The trust recovery tactics had a significant effect on trust
(F(2, 136)¼ 6.434, po0.01). Participants assigned to the no recovery tactic condition
(M¼ 3.05) presented a lower level of trust in the hotel than participants assigned to the
promise (M¼ 4.19, po0.01) or the apology (M¼ 3.93, po0.01) conditions. The control
condition was excluded from the analysis to test the effect of the tactics on trust according
to timing. The analysis reveals nonsignificant main effects on trust for the trust recovery
tactics (F(1, 88)¼ 0.814, p¼ 0.36), and a nonsignificant effect for the length of time
manipulations (F(1, 88)¼ 0.009, p¼ 0.92). The interaction effect between variables is
significant (F(1, 88)¼ 9.856, po0.01). As shown in Figure 2, customers receiving a promise
after a shorter time (M¼ 3.68) displayed lower levels of trust than customers receiving a
promise after a longer time (M¼ 4.72, F(1, 88)¼ 5.114, po0.05). Conversely, customers
receiving an apology after a shorter time (M¼ 4.40) displayed higher levels of trust than
customers receiving an apology after the longer time (M¼ 3.42, F(1, 88)¼ 4.743, po0.05).
These results support both H1 and H2.

Regression-based moderated mediation analyses using 5,000 bootstraps (Hayes, 2013,
process model 7) tested H3 and H4. The analyses first examined whether the effect of
receiving an apology shortly after a double deviation vs sometime after the double deviation

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

PromiseApology

Tr
us

t

Short (2 days) Long (30 days)

4.40

3.42
3.68

4.72

Figure 2.
Interaction between
length of time after
the double deviation
and trust recovery

tactics (study 1)

Trust recovery
tactics after

double
deviation

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

FR
G

S 
A

t 1
1:

17
 1

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
8 

(P
T

)



was mediated by the attribution of integrity. For this first analysis (which testsH3), only the
subset of respondents who read a situation with apology was used. The path between the
time (coded as 0¼ short and 1¼ long time) and the attribution of integrity was significant
(a¼−0.49, t¼−2.17, po0.05), as was the path between the attribution of integrity and
trust (b¼ 0.73, t¼ 6.60, po0.001). The indirect effect of time on trust through the
attribution of integrity was significant (a×b¼−0.36), since the confidence interval (95%
through 5,000 resamples) did not include 0 [−0.71 to −0.03]. The direct effect of time on trust
was not significant (c’ ¼−0.12, t¼−0.70, p¼ 0.482), showing that there was a full
mediation. These findings support H3.

To test whether receiving a promise after a longer time (vs a shorter time) following a
double deviation led to higher perceptions of trust because it signalled more competence
(H4), the same parameters used to test H3 were used. For this analysis, only the subset of
respondents who read a situation with promise was used. The significant paths between the
time and attribution of competence (a¼ 0.60, t¼ 2.65, po0.05) and between the attribution
of competence and trust (b¼ 0.69, t¼ 6.89, po0.001) suggest the plausibility of an indirect
effect. The indirect effect of time on trust through the attribution of competence was
significant (a×b¼ 0.41), since the 95% confidence interval did not include 0 [0.10–0.85].
Moreover, the direct effect of time on trust became not significant (c’ ¼−0.10, t¼ 0.63,
p¼ 0.529), suggesting full mediation. These findings support H4.

As a robustness check, the authors tested the extent to which an apology (a promise)
influenced customers’ attributions of competence (integrity). When the apology was the
recovery tactic, the time did not influence the attribution of competence (a¼−0.05,
t¼−0.33, p¼ 0.742). Hence, the attribution of competence appears to be the mechanism that
explains only the effect of promise on trust. Likewise, when the promise was the recovery
tactic, time did not influence the attribution of integrity (a¼ 0.27, t¼ 1.06, p¼ 0.290). Based
on this, the attribution of integrity was the mechanism that explained only the effect of
apology on trust.

Discussion. The findings support the idea that offering an apology is more effective in
recovering trust after a shorter time, whereas a promise is more effective in recovering trust
after a longer time. Moreover, the findings reveal that the effect of recovery tactics according
to timing is mediated by customers’ attribution of competence to the company for promises
and by customers’ attribution of integrity for apologies. These findings provide initial
support for the hypotheses.

One of the limitations of this study is that trust was measured only after the adoption of
the trust recovery tactic, making it impossible to assess the level of change in trust before
and after the trust recovery tactic. Moreover, Study 1 does not examine the combined effects
of an apology and a promise across different moments of communication. Study 2
investigates the effect of the recovery tactics according to timing by using a different design
that has three different times for the recovery (immediate, shortly after the double deviation
and long after the double deviation), combining the use of apology and promise together[3].

Study 2
Design and participants. A total of 338 participants (53.8 per cent male,Mage ¼ 35.00, SDage
¼ 10.34) took part in a 3 (apology, promise, apology plus promise) by 3 (length of time:
immediate, 2 days, 15 days) between-subjects experimental design. A control group with no
trust recovery tactic was also used. The participants were recruited from Mechanical Turk
and were randomly assigned to the conditions.

The participants were asked to read a scenario describing a failed recovery in a
restaurant context. The double deviation scenario presented a situation in which a customer
invites some friends to a restaurant and makes a reservation. Upon their arrival, the waiter
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confirms the reservation but informs them that the table is occupied and that they have to
wait for about 60 min. After the customer complains, the receptionist checks the computer
and offers him/her a table outside. However, the customer perceives that no customer is
sitting there because of the cold, which makes the area very unpleasant. Then, the customer
and his/her friends decide to go to another restaurant. The idea here was to present a
complaint handling situation, in which the company offered an alternative in an attempt to
solve the problem. However, this solution is considered unsatisfactory by the customer, thus
configuring a double deviation situation.

After reading the double deviation scenario, the participants were randomly assigned to
one of the four trust recovery tactic conditions (no trust recovery, apology only, promise
only, apology and promise). For the manipulation of the trust recovery tactic, the
participants were informed that the customer was contacted by the manager before the
customer left the restaurant or that he received an e-mail from the restaurant either after
2 days (short period) or 15 days (long period). The 15-day period was used based on the
results of the pilot study for the restaurant scenario. It refers to the average acceptable time
for a trust recovery tactic plus the average standard deviation for both tactics (i.e. apology
and promise). On this basis, the manipulation of the trust recovery tactic was different from
that in previous studies, as the possibility of considering the effects of apology and promise
simultaneously is presented.

Measures. Customer trust was measured using the same scale used in previous studies.
Trust was measured twice: after the double deviation event but before the trust recovery
tactic (trustbefore, α¼ 0.94) and after the trust recovery tactic (trustafter, α¼ 0.94). Trust
variation (Δtrust) was calculated based on these two trust measures (i.e. trustafter minus
trustbefore). Scenario realism was measured using the same item as in Study 1.

Results. Manipulation check. The trust recovery tactic was correctly perceived by the
participants (W76 per cent of the participants correctly recognized the recovery tactic to
which they were exposed)[4]. The participants assigned to the immediate time condition
(M¼ 2.48) perceived the time period as shorter than the participants assigned to 2 days
(M¼ 3.78) and 15 days (M¼ 5.93, F(2, 294)¼ 97.150; po0.001) did. A post hoc test supports
that all time conditions were perceived significantly different from one another ( po0.001).

The participants considered the scenarios realistic (M¼ 5.82), and their perception did
not differ among the time conditions (F(2, 288)¼ 0.274, p¼ 0.760) and trust recovery tactic
conditions (F(2, 288)¼ 0.278, p¼ 0.757).

Hypotheses testing. A repeated measures ANOVA was used to test the effects of time
and tactics on trust. A significant interaction effect of time and tactics on recovered trust
(F(4, 288)¼ 16.009, po0.01) has been observed. A comparison between the variation of
trust recovered by a promise along the time conditions reveals a difference in the amount of
trust recovered (F(2, 97)¼ 12.498, po0.001). Specifically, post-hoc analyses reveal that a
promise made 15 days after the double deviation (Δtrust ¼ 1.50) has more potential to
recover trust than a promise made after two days (Δtrust ¼ 0.67; po0.001) or immediately
after the double deviation (Δtrust ¼ 0.27; po0.001). No difference between a shorter time
(2 days) and immediate time (15 days, p¼ 0.111) has been observed[5].

A comparison between the variation of trust recovered by an apology along the time
conditions reveals a difference in the amount of trust recovered (F(2, 92)¼ 16.131, po0.001).
Specifically, post hoc analyses revealed that an apology received immediately after the
double deviation (Δtrust ¼ 1.45) or after 2 days (Δtrust ¼ 1.09) has more potential to recover
trust than an apology received after 15 days (Δtrust ¼ 0.02; po0.001). No difference between
immediate apology and apology after two days ( p¼ 0.153) has been observed[6].

Although not hypothesized, the study design allows us to examine the effectiveness of an
apology and a promise when they are offered simultaneously. A comparison between the
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variation of trust recovered by an apology and a promise along the time conditions reveals a
difference in the amount of trust recovered (F(2, 99)¼ 9.024, po0.001). Specifically, post-hoc
analyses revealed that an apology plus a promise made after 15 days (Δtrust ¼ 1.80) has
more potential to recover trust than that made after 2 days (Δtrust ¼ 1.10; po0.05) or
immediately after the double deviation (Δtrust ¼ 0.53; po0.001). No difference between two
days and immediately after the double deviation ( p¼ 0.064) has been observed. These
results are presented in Figure 3 and provide additional support to H1 and H2.

The findings for each trust recovery tactic were also compared with the baseline: the
trust measured in the control group without the presence of a trust recovery tactic. For an
apology, a difference between time conditions and the control (F(3, 132)¼ 4.306, po0.01)
has been observed. Offering an apology immediately after the double deviation ( po0.01) or
two days after it leads to higher levels of trust than the control condition. When offered
15 days after the double deviation, an apology no longer results in higher levels of trust than
in the control condition ( p¼ 0.398). For promise, a difference also exists between time
conditions and the control condition (F(3, 136)¼ 5.612, po0.001). Specifically, offering a
promise 15 days after the double deviation ( po0.001) or 2 days after it ( po0.01) leads to
higher levels of trust than in the control condition. When offered immediately after the
double deviation, a promise does not result in higher levels of trust than in the control
condition ( p¼ 0.685). Finally, the results reveal a significant difference between trust after
an apology plus promise and the control condition (F(3, 138)¼ 7.112, po0.001). Specifically,
offering both an apology and a promise immediately after the double deviation (po0.05),
two days after it ( po0.05) or 15 days after it ( po0.001) leads to higher levels of trust,
compared with the control condition.

Discussion. The results from Study 2 support the notion that an apology sooner after the
double deviation is better than an apology later after the double deviation. Interestingly,
offering an apology immediately or after two days does not lead to significant differences in
the amount of trust recovered. This finding can inform the design of trust recovery tactics.
Similar to a single deviation situation (Hogreve et al., 2017), customers seem to have a
recovery time zone of tolerance for an apology following a double deviation. Similar to
Study 1, offering a promise at a later time after the double deviation is more effective than
offering a promise immediately or after two days. The same observation holds for the
combined effects of apology and promise. The findings reveal that combining both tactics
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results in a higher level of recovered trust in 15 days (vs 2 days or immediately). The nature
of the promise might explain this finding. As proposed in this study, the company needs to
identify the root cause of the problem and improve the process before a promise of
non-recurrence can be made (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2012). This process requires time,
so the combination of apology and promise is more effective at a later time.

General discussion
Theoretical implications
A double deviation is a double failure to meet a customer’s initial expectations of a service
provider and increases the breach of trust caused by the initial failure. Despite a double
deviation’s prevalence in practice, few studies in marketing have explored the possibility of
restoring customer trust (e.g. Xie and Peng, 2009; van Laer and de Ruyter, 2010). The results
of one pilot study and two experimental studies contribute to a coherent picture, in which
the effectiveness of a trust recovery tactic depends on the timing of its implementation.

This paper contributes to the service recovery literature in two main ways. First, this
paper outlines the role of time as an important boundary condition to a trust recovery
tactic’s effectiveness. Prior research suggests that offering an apology and offering a
promise that the failure will not recur in the future are the most effective trust recovery
tactics (Basso and Pizzutti, 2016). This paper, however, suggests that their effectiveness
depends on the time at which they are communicated. In other words, effective trust
recovery is not just a matter of what to do, such as apologizing and promising
better future outcomes (Basso and Pizzutti, 2016), but it is also a matter of when to do it.
The findings suggest that trust recovery tactics should be used as soon as possible in the
case of apologizing, but more time should be taken promising that the failure will not
happen again.

Taking a broader perspective, this research complements recent efforts to understand
the role of time in service recovery. Zhou et al. (2014) argued that delaying service recovery
might make sense in service contexts where the production and the consumption of the
service are separate (e.g. Webcast English training programme). Hogreve et al. (2017)
showed that customers have a recovery time zone of tolerance for organizational
responses to a single deviation: Customers accept that organizations may not respond
right away but start to increase compensation expectations if the recovery time is too long.
Previous research focused on understanding the role of time following a single deviation
(e.g. Zhou et al., 2014; Hogreve et al., 2017); this study focuses on understanding the role of
time following a double deviation. The results also show that the role of time might
depend on the type of response option. While some response options (e.g. an apology)
require response after a short length of time, other response options are more effective
after a longer length of time (e.g. a promise). These findings further the notion that
service recovery researchers should carefully consider the role of time when researching
service recovery (Goldstein et al., 2002; Hogreve et al., 2017; Prasongsukarn and Patterson,
2012; Zhou et al., 2014).

Second, this research identifies attributions of competence and integrity as underlying
processes for these effects. Customers’ attributions of competence and integrity to a
company correlate with increased customer trust (Mayer et al., 1995; Schoorman et al., 2007;
Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). This paper shows that the effect of the trust recovery tactics on
customers’ attributions of integrity and competence also depends on the time at which these
trust recovery tactics are communicated. A timely apology (promise) increases integrity
(competence) attribution. These findings underscore the importance of understanding the
role of time in customers’ attribution formation in a trust recovery context. They also
demonstrate the value of applying the attribution theory to service recovery contexts rather
than the more typical service failure situations (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2014).
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Managerial implications
From a managerial perspective, the main implication is that service organizations need to
apologize first and make promises later to recover customer trust. However, the current
results suggest caution in adopting both tactics at the same time due to the timing of each
tactic as a boundary condition. Study 2 shows that when apologies and promises are offered
together, the later they are offered (i.e. 15 days after the double deviation) the more that they
recover trust, compared with when they are offered at a shorter (2 days) and an immediate
time. This result reinforces the idea that promising a solution too soon may be worse than
waiting for sometime to make such a promise.

In order to optimize the effect of an apology, frontline employees should be trained to
apologize as soon as possible. However, apologies should not be automatic. The literature
shows the importance of being sincere in service recovery and trust recovery situations
(Gruber, 2011; Tomlinson et al., 2004). To guarantee a sincere apology, empathy should be
encouraged among frontline employees. Moreover, detecting if a double deviation has
occurred in the real world may not always be possible. Managers should check daily (or at
least twice a week) whether service failures have occurred and whether they were
successfully recovered. This could be done through a simple form filled out by service
employees to record the occurrence of service failures or allowing employees to ask
explicitly whether the complaint was handled to the customer’s satisfaction. In addition, it is
recommended that managers carefully monitor social media to identify double deviations.
Research shows that customers vent their dissatisfaction online when their complaints have
not been addressed appropriately (Grégoire et al., 2015). Another way to identify possible
weak links in the service offer is through service blueprinting (Bitner et al., 2008). As soon as
managers identify a failed service recovery, they should apologize to the customer so that
the service organization may be perceived as one of the strong moral principles.

Moreover, managers and frontline employees should be trained to investigate the cause of
service failures to enable service providers to fix this cause before promising that it will not
happen again. Service providers may adopt Six Sigma to discover the causes of failures and
solve them (Antony, 2006). Service providers may also adopt the benchmarking method to
investigate how similar causes of failures are being fixed by other service providers
(Chen, 1998). A service provider can only promise that a failure will not happen again after
identifying its cause and solving it. Ideally, the service organization should make this promise
within a longer length of time to evoke the image of a competent organization. Therefore,
managers should resist the temptation of making a quick (and probably empty) promise just
because they think that this is what customers want to hear. In fact, complaining customers
want to be treated in an authentic and competent manner (Gruber, 2011), which is only
possible if promises are made after a reasonable time. However, it is important not to wait too
long to make such a promise, because this would jeopardize the effectiveness of the tactic.

Limitations and suggestions for future studies
Despite the lengths of time used (immediately after the double deviation, 2, 15 and 30 days),
it is important to highlight that the intention was not to point out the right timing of a trust
recovery option, but rather to investigate when – in terms of in shorter or longer length of
time after a double deviation – customers prefer to receive an apology or a promise of
non-recurrence of a failure. This idea of sooner vs later is also reflected in the theoretical
rationale of the paper. Future studies could investigate the specific timing required to
maximize the efficacy of each trust recovery tactic, taking into account different variables
such as the type of service, the type of violation, the severity of the failure, and the
customers’ individual characteristics.

Although perceived failure severity had no controlling effect on trust in Study 1
(M¼ 5.79, F(1, 87)¼ 0.002, p¼ 0.96), the current research did not manipulate failure severity
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to further examine whether a minor vs a severe service failure could impact the proposed
relationships. For instance, a severe service failure may require a more immediate apology
than a minor service failure. Moreover, a severe failure may be perceived as one that
demands more time to be fixed; thus, severe failures may require a longer length of time to
make a promise than minor failures.

In this study, only two trust recovery tactics were explored. Other tactics (e.g. financial
compensation and denial) and the combined effect of these tactics to determine if the effect
of these two trust recovery tactics perform better together or isolated may be addressed in
the future. Finally, ways of handling time are related to a culture’s basic value system and
reveal fundamental differences among societies (Friedman, 1990). In individualistic cultures
that exhibit a monochronic approach to time, people place stronger emphasis on promptness
and punctuality than in collectivistic cultures (Hall and Hall, 1987). In addition, research
shows that people may evaluate recovery tactics like an apology differently depending on
their culture background (Sengupta et al., 2018). Future research could explore these cultural
differences by examining, for instance, if individualistic people – because of their greater
concerns about time – place more value on the promptness of a company’s actions after a
double deviation than do collectivistic people.

Notes

1. The authors thank reviewer 2 for suggesting the inclusion of more data on whether the described
situation referred to a double deviation.

2. The number of times that each subject had stayed in hotels during the previous year (M¼ 3.63
times, F(1, 67)¼ 2.182, p¼ 0.14), the amount of money spent on hotel service in a year
(M¼ $365.00, F(1, 65)¼ 0.967, p¼ 0.32), whether the participant had complained to hotels (has not
69.6 per cent, F(1, 84)¼ 0.003, p¼ 0.95), the participant’s main reason for staying in hotels
(75.9 per cent tourism, F(1, 83)¼ 0.151, p¼ 0.69) and the type of participant (student or
non-student) (F(1, 87)¼ 1.652, p¼ 0.20) were also included as covariates. These variables
presented no significant controlling effect on trust. Likewise, disposition to trust (α¼ 0.63,
M¼ 5.09, F(1, 87)¼ 0.011, p¼ 0.91), general satisfaction (α¼ 0.87, M¼ 4,84, F(1, 87)¼ 0.003,
p¼ 0.95) and the perceived severity of the failure (α¼ 0.75,M¼ 5.79, F(1, 87)¼ 0.002, p¼ 0.96) also
presented no controlling effect on trust.

3. The authors are grateful to rreviewer 2 for his/her suggestion to test the effect of the trust recovery
tactics immediately after the failed recovery, as well as to test the combined effect of apology and
promise across different time lags.

4. The hypotheses were also tested by using only those respondents who correctly perceived the
trust recovery tactic. The results also support the hypotheses.

5. Similar findings were obtained when a repeated measures ANOVA was used rather than
difference scores.

6. Similar findings were obtained when a repeated measures ANOVA was used rather than
difference scores.
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Appendix 1

Double deviation – internet provider (pilot study)
Imagine that you need access to the internet to finish some important work. You turn on the computer
to start to work and realize that the internet is not working (there is no connection signal). You call your
internet service provider and explain the situation. The customer service representative informs you
that the signal will be re-established the next day at 11 a.m., but you must finish your work before then.
You ask to speak to the manager and complain about the problem, asking him to find a way to
re-establish the connection sooner than the scheduled time. The manager tells you that he will try to
comply with your request, asking you to hold while he verifies some information in his system. After a
few minutes, the manager tells you that they cannot do anything and that you must wait until the next
day to have an internet signal. Since you cannot use your broadband internet, you take your cellphone
and try to work using your mobile internet.

Double deviation – restaurant (pilot study)
Imagine that a friend made a reservation at a restaurant to celebrate a special occasion. The
reservation was for 8 p.m., and your friend arrived at the restaurant at 8 p.m. sharp. The receptionist
verifies your friend’s reservation but informs him that all the tables are occupied. The receptionist tells
him that the waiting time for a table should be approximately 40min. Your friend asks to talk to the
manager. He complains to the manager and asks him to do something about the situation. The manger
says he will check whether there is something he can do. The manager walks through the restaurant
and returns saying that there is no table available and that your friend must wait approximately 40min
for a table. Your friend decides to go to another restaurant.

Double deviation – online retail (pilot study)
Peter bought a camera through a webstore. Since the delivery time was seven working days, the
camera should be delivered on time for Peter’s vacation. Peter checked the status of his purchase daily.
On the fourth working day, Peter noticed that the camera has not shipped yet. Peter calls the store,
complains that the camera has not yet left the warehouse and asks the customer service representative
to take measures to deliver the camera as soon as possible. The representative says he has requested
the warehouse to send the camera to its destination immediately. The camera takes a few more days to
leave the warehouse and is not delivered on time for Peter’s trip.
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Study 1
Study

2 – before
Study

2 – After
Variable Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Trust (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002) 3.71 (1.65) 2.17 (1.39) 3.12 (1.58)
You believe that the hotel/restaurant is…
Very undependable/Very dependable 3.74 (1.83) 2.02 (1.49) 2.82 (1.66)
Very incompetent/Very competent 3.57 (1.89) 2.14 (1.46) 2.94 (1.68)
Of very low integrity/Of very high integrity 3.92 (1.87) 2.31 (1.56) 3.28 (1.71)
Very unresponsive to customers/Very responsive to customers 3.64 (2.02) 2.27 (1.54) 3.53 (1.79)

Attribution of competence (Kim et al., 2004) (completely
disagree/completely agree)

3.23 (1.50) –

The restaurant employees are very capable of performing their job 3.17 (1.61) – –
The restaurant employees have much knowledge about the work that
needs to be done

3.45 (1.73) – –

I feel very confident about the restaurant employees’ skills 3.09 (1.65) – –
Attribution of integrity (Kim et al., 2004) (completely
disagree/completely agree)

3.42 (1.75) –

I like the restaurant’s values 3.38 (1.90) – –
Sound principles seem to guide the restaurant’s behaviour 3.35 (1.80) – –
The restaurant has a great deal of integrity 3.53 (1.88) – –

Table AI.
Measures

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Trust recovery
tactics after

double
deviation

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

FR
G

S 
A

t 1
1:

17
 1

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
8 

(P
T

)


	Outline placeholder
	Appendix 1
	Appendix 2


