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Abstract 

This study explores the impacts of online retailer’s service recovery quality on customers’ 
electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and the mediating effect of cultural values. A relationship 
model is proposed and tested by using structural equation modeling method. Our results show 
that contact, responsiveness and compensation all have direct positive effect on customers’ 
positive eWOM; satisfaction of service recovery (SSR) has a complete or a partial mediating 
effect on the relationship between online retail service recovery quality and positive eWOM. 
People with different cultural value perceive the importance of service recovery quality 
differently. Responsiveness is the most important quality dimension for individualists, while  
contact is the most important dimension for collectivists. 
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Introduction 

Internet has changed the traditional retail model, online retail is becoming more and more 
popular. When shopping online, customers can not know the quality of a product or service 
before purchasing them, so they tend to refer to other customers’ comments. Research shows that 
61% of customers will refer to relevant reviews on micro-blog and forum before purchasing new 
products, while 80% who has decided to shop online will search related information on the 
Internet (Cheung and Lee 2012). Positive comments can improve customers’ purchase intention 
and create a good image of the company thus reducing marketing costs. Furthermore, most 
people who make the initial purchase decision according to others’ recommendations will 
immediately recommend this service to others (Bai and Liu 2002). In this case, WOM marketing 
is increasingly valued and used by enterprises.  
Compared to physical environment, the online environment encounters more service failures 

(Harris et al. 2006), customers often replace their internet service providers and express negative 
WOM after experiencing a service failure. However, Maxham and Netemeyer(2002)’ show that 
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proper service recovery may change a dissatisfied customer into a satisfied one and inspire him 
to spread positive WOM. Therefore, an effective service recovery is imperative for online 
retailers to improve customers’ SSR and win customers’ positive eWOM. However, studies on 
the relationship between service recovery and eWOM are rare. Most existing literatures on 
eWOM mainly consider its outcome variables, namely the effects of eWOM on sales and its 
impact on customers’ attitudes and purchasing decisions. But for managers, it’s more important 
to identify factors which can promote customers to advertise for their organizations or products. 
Therefore, this article explores the influence mechanism of service recovery quality on  eWOM 
under the online circumstance. 
In addition, many scholars have pointed out that because of culture difference, different 

customers evaluate differently on same remedy. It has been shown that the results of service 
recovery have an important influence on SSR of individualistic customers, while the interaction 
during service recovery is more important for the collectivists (Wang 2007). Based on the above 
theories, this article proposes a relationship model between online service recovery quality, SSR 
and positive eWOM with customer culture as the moderato. 

 
Literature Review and Hypothesis Development 
Online Service Recovery Quality and Measures 
Grönroos (1982) proposes the concept of “perceived service quality” based on cognitive 
psychology, considering it as a subjective category depending on the difference between actual 
perception of the service and their expectation of service quality. Service recovery is the service 
failure handling strategies of a service provider during the process of building relationship with 
customers, it’s the retailers’ second service quality. Therefore, the online service recovery quality 
can be defined as the result generated by customers’ comparing perceived actual service recovery 
with their expected performance of online retailers’ service recovery. 
 There are only a few studies that focus on the dimensions of online service recovery quality. 

Collier and Bienstock (2006) claim that online service recovery quality can be measured by 
customers’ perception of interactive fairness, procedural fairness and outcome fairness. 
Parasuraman et al. (2005) propose a scale of service recovery quality named E-RecS-QUAL, 
including contact, responsiveness and compensation. Contact means the availability of assistance 
through telephone or online representatives. Responsiveness means effective handling of 
problems and returns through the site. Compensation means the degree to which the site 
compensates customers for problems. Akinci et al. (2010) verifies the reasonableness of 
E-RecS-QUAL as a tool evaluating the quality of online service recovery.  
 

eWOM and Service Recovery Quality 
Gwinner et al. (2004) refer to eWOM as any positive or negative statement made by potential, 
actual, or former customers about a product or company, which is made available to a multitude 
of people and institutions via internet. WOM has been used as a dependent variable to examine 
the relationship between service recovery and WOM in the traditional environment. Guo et al. 
(2009) suggest the key to improve customers’ positive WOM is material compensation. Maxham 
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and Netemeyer (2002) show that the higher the customers’ perception of procedural justice in 
service recovery, the higher their motivation of spreading positive WOM. And procedural justice 
means responsiveness, flexibility and efficiency of dealing with the problems in the process of 
service recovery. In addition, it’s obvious that the premise of effective remedy is to provide 
channels to contact with the customers. 
Based on these researches, we propose the following hypotheses: 
H1a：Contact has a direct positive influence on customers’ positive eWOM. 

 H1b：Responsiveness has a direct positive influence on customers’ positive eWOM. 
H1c：Compensation has a direct positive influence on customers’ positive eWOM. 
 

Mediator: Satisfaction of Service Recovery 
Satisfaction of service recovery (SSR) refers to a customer’s overall satisfaction with service 
providers’ service recovery behavior after a service failure, also known as the "secondary 
customers’ satisfaction" (Harris et al. 2006). Researches have shown that customer satisfaction is 
the precondition of customers’ positive WOM. Kim (2009) studies a hotel’s service recovery 
practices and finds that SSR directly influences customers’ positive WOM, as well as indirectly 
impacts on positive WOM through trust. Wong (2004) uses scene method to study the 
relationship between restaurants’ service recovery and customers’ positive WOM. The results 
show that SSR positively related to the spread of positive WOM.  
Based on the researchers above, we propose the following hypotheses: 
H2a：SSR has a partial mediation effect in the relationship between contact and positive 

eWOM. 
H2b：SSR has a partial mediation effect in the relationship between responsiveness and positive 

eWOM. 
H2c：SSR has a partial mediation effect in the relationship between compensation and positive 

eWOM.  

 

Moderator: Individualism/ Collectivism 
Individualism/collectivism refers to the basic level of behavior regulation of either individuals or 
groups (Hofstede 1991). Collectivists think they are associated with other people and place 
emphasis on the social harmony and collective interests. Individualists’ self-consciousness is 
quite strong, they always pay attention to personal goals and benefits, and are very strict with 
others. So compared with the collectivist, individualists pursue timely and effective services. 
Many literatures have proved the positive relationship between individualists and higher service 

expectations, but it’s still inconclusive which dimension of service quality customers with 
different values pay more attention to. Chai (2005) finds that most collectivistic patients pay 
more attention to responsiveness. Wang (2007) indicates that the remedial result is the central 
factor for the individualists’ SSR, while interactive process relates the most tightly with the 
collectivists’ SSR. Individualists concern with personal goals and benefits, so they pay more 
attention to the results of service recovery; Collectivists think more of maintaining their face and 
relationships, so they attach more importance to the process of service recovery.   
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Based on the above literatures, we propose the following hypothesis: 
H3a：Compensation influences more on individualistic customers’ SSR than on collectivistic 

customers’. 
H3b：Contact and responsiveness influence more on collectivistic customers’ SSR than on 

individualistic customers’. 
H4a：Compensation influences more on individualistic customers’ positive eWOM than on 

collectivistic customers’. 
H4b：Contact and responsiveness influence more on collectivistic customers’ positive eWOM 

than on individualistic customers’. 
eWOM is a kind of public product since everyone can get it even if he/she does not contribute.  

eWOM is created and maintained by collective behaviors. Collectivists have a strong sense of 
belonging, delight in helping others; they will share their information to benefit others. Cheung 
et al (2012) shows that the sense of belonging and altruism positively affect customers' positive 
eWOM, and the sense of belonging has a greater influence. Another empirical study finds that 
the collectivists have a higher level of WOM behavior in online community than the 
individualists (Chu and Choi 2011). 
Based on the above research results, we propose the following hypothesis: 
H5：Collectivists have a higher level of positive eWOM than the individualists. 
 
The conceptual framework in this paper is shown in Figure1:  
 

Satisfaction of 
Service Recovery

Online Service 
Recovery Quality

- Contact
- Responsiveness
- Compensation

Positive Electronic 
Word-of-Mouth

H2a-c
H2a-c

H1a-c

H3a,H3b

H4a,H4b

H5

Individulism /
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Figure 1— The conceptual model  

     
Research Methodology 
Measures 
All the measuring items in this study were selected from literatures and modified based on the 
online retail environment. The scale of service recovery quality referred to that of Parasuraman et 
al (2005). Items of SSR mainly referred to scale developed by Maxham and Netemeyer (2002). 
Items of eWOM came from scales of Zeithaml et al. (1996) and Maxham and Netemeyer (2002). 
All measured items about individualism/collectivism were from Hui and Triandis (1986).  A 
5-point Likert-type scale is used in the questionnaire. A pretest was carried out and analyzed to 
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improve and finalize the questionnaire. 
  
Samples 
This study used recall method to collect data, which requires respondents answer the 
questionnaire according to their most impressive experience of online service recovery. We sent 
out 387 questionnaires, and finally retrieved 266 effective answers. Descriptive statistical results 
are as follows: the male accounts for 53.4%; 77% of the respondents age from 18 to 24 years old; 
as for the education background, undergraduate and postgraduate account for 75%; 33% of the 
sample are people of working; service failures those respondents encountered include product 
quality problem, distribution problem, customer service problem and packaging problem. 

 
Date Analysis 
Reliability and Validity Test 
We processed all the sample data of service recovery quality by using SPSS13.0. Significant 
result of Bartlett ball test is 0.000, KMO value is 0.853, so the scale is suitable for factor analysis. 
The exploratory factor analysis of the 10 items yields a three principle components solution, and 
every factor loading is more than 0.6, indicating the items and dimensions of service recovery 
are reasonable (as shown in Table 1). Then we evaluated reliability, convergent validity and 
discriminant validity of the scale by using confirmatory factor analysis. As shown in Table 2, the 
combination of reliability (CR) values range from 0.787 to 0.858, higher than the recommended 
0.6, which indicats a high composite reliability. Each structural variable’s Cronbach 's alpha is 
above 0.7, showing a better internal consistency of these factors. In addition, factor loading of 
each item reaches at the significant level of 0.6, which means a good convergent validity of the 
scale. We evaluated discriminant validity by testing whether the correlation between two 
dimensions exceed the square root of the average value of variance (AVE) of respective 
dimensions—the diagonal values. Results from Table 3 indicate a good discriminant validity of 
the scale. 
 

Table 1— Exploratory factor analysis results of service recovery quality 

Items CON1 CON2 CON3 RES1 RES2 RES3 RES4 COM1 COM2 COM3

 0.798 0.858 0.814        

   0.844 0.810 0.807 0.787    

       0.805 0.850 0.763 

Notes: CON = Contact; RES=Responsiveness; COM=Compensation 
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Table 2— Confirmatory factor analysis results 

 
 

Latent  

Variables 

Items Loadings AVE CR α 

 

 

CON 

CON1：The store provides contact information on its 

site. 

0.798 0.748 0.899 0.83 

CON2： The store provides available online customer 

service. 

0.858 

CON3：It offers the ability to speak to a live person if 

there’s a problem. 

0.814 

 

 

RES 

RES1：The store responses timely with my problem. 0.844 0.748 0.922 0.888

RES2：The store is willing to help me to solve problems. 0.810 

RES3：It tells me what to do if my transaction is not 

processed. 

0.807 

RES4：The store quickly deals with my problems.  0.787 

 

 

  COM 

COM1：The store compensates me for problems it 

creates. 

0.805 0.685 0.867 0.768

COM2：It compensates me when what I ordered does n’t 

arrive on time.  

0.850 

COM3：It picks up items I want to return from my home 

or business. 

0.763 

 

 

SSR 

SSR1： The store’s reaction to service failure is better 

than I expected. 

0.892 0.827 0.935 0.895

SSR2：I think its service recovery strategies are very 

good. 

0.918 

SSR3： Overall, I am satisfied with this service recovery 

experience. 

0.918 

 

 

 

Positive 

eWOM 

WOM1：I will give a good reputation to the store on its 

site. 

0.799 0.605 0.883 0.834

WOM2：I will make a positive publicity to the store in 

above comments. 

0.885 

WOM3：I will give the store credit for its performance in 

service recovery. 

0.854 

WOM4： There will be a positive statement about this 

service recovery experience in my personal websites 

(such as weibo, Douban, RenRen, QQ space, etc). 

0.645 

WOM5：In online chat with my family or friends, I will 

share this remedial experience with them, and 

recommend the store to them. 

0.674 



 

 7

 
 Table3— The root square of AVE and the correlation coefficient matrix 

     COM  CON  RES  SSR 
Positive 

eWOM 

COM 0.827     

CON 0.209 0.865    

RES 0.422 0.544 0.865   

SSR 0.535 0.559 0.687 0.909  

Positive 

eWOM 
0.483 0.419 0.602 0.705 0.777 

                Notes：*All significant at P<0.05; **All significant at P< 0.01; ***All significant at P<0.001. 

Structural Equation Model Test 
This part examines the direct impact of service recovery quality on positive eWOM by using 
PLS. Results are listed as follows: all the three dimensions of service recovery quality — contact 
(γ=0.136, T=2.37), responsiveness (γ= 0.411, T = 5.74) and compensation (γ= 0.283, T = 4.45) 
have a direct positive influence on positive eWOM. Thus, H1a, H1b and H1c are supported. 

 We adopt Baron and Kenny’s method (Baron and Kenny, 1986) to examine the partial 
mediating role of SSR. Step1, test whether the effect of contact on positive eWOM is significant; 
Step2, test whether the effect of contact on SSR as well as the effect of SSR on positive eWOM 
are significant; Step3, add SSR in structural equation model, then test whether the effect of 
contact on positive eWOM declined a lot, but still is significant. Results are shown in table 4: T 
statistical tests of coefficients in step1 and step2 are both significant, T value is not significant in 
Step3, indicating no influence of contact on positive eWOM after adding SSR, so SSR plays a 
completely mediating role between contact and positive eWOM. Then, the mediating role of SSR 
between responsiveness and positive eWOM as well as compensation and positive eWOM are 
tested in the same way. Results are shown in Table 4: T values are significant in Step1, Step2 and 
Step3, and the path coefficients of Step3 are smaller than that of Step1, therefore, partial 
mediating role of SSR is verified in the relationship of responsiveness and positive eWOM, as 
well as the effect between compensation and positive eWOM. In conclusion, H2a, H2b and H2c 
are supported. 
    We use cluster analysis, structural equation model analysis and one-way ANOVA to test the 
moderating effect of individualism/collectivism. All the samples’ average score of collectivism is 
3.280, slightly larger than 3, indicating customers’ collective persist in our country. However, 
this result may be caused by the extremely distribution of values at both low and high ends, so 
we used K-Means cluster via SPSS to classify the sample. When K = 2 (i.e., gathered into 2 
class), the variance analysis result shows two kinds of respondents’ values have significant 
differences at P<0.05, thus the classification is reasonable. The first kind of respondents gets a 
lower score at 2.94, which we believe they are individualists. The second kind of respondents 
scored 3.57, which we believe they are collectivists. 
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 Table 4— Mediating role of SSR between service recovery quality and P-eWOM 

 Step 1 Step2 Step 3 

 CON→P-eWOM CON→SSR SSR→P-eWOM CON→P-eWOM 

Path Coefficient 0.136** 0.273*** 0.708*** 0.006 

T value 2.37 5.96 20.16 0.12 

 RES→P-eWOM RES→SSR SSR→P-eWOM RES→P-eWOM 

Path Coefficient 0.411*** 0.409*** 0.708*** 0.207** 

T value 5.74 7.98 20.16 2.92 

 COM→P-eWOM COM→SSR SSR→P-eWOM COM→P-eWOM

Path Coefficient 0.283*** 0.305*** 0.708*** 0.132* 

T value 4.45 6.21 20.16 1.95 

Notes: CON = Contact; RES = Responsiveness; COM =Compensation 

Subsequently, we conducted structural equation analysis for the two groups respectively. 
Results are shown in Table 5. We find contact has a greater impact on collectivists’ SSR than that 
on individualists’ (0.330 vs 0.214), while responsiveness does the opposite (0.522 vs 0.278), and 
there’s no significant difference between the effect of compensation on the two groups (0.311 vs 
0.314). Thus H3a is rejected and H3b is partially supported. Comparing service recovery 
quality’s effect on positive eWOM, we find contact has a greater impact on collectivists’ positive 
eWOM than that on individualists (0.315 vs 0.029), responsiveness (0.526 vs 0.243) and 
compensation (0.372 vs 0.270) had a larger effect on individualists’ positive eWOM than those 
on collectivists, so H4a is supported, and H4b is partially supported. 
 Finally, we compare the positive eWOM of the two groups via one-way ANOVA. Results show 
that the individualists (2.79) have a lower level of positive eWOM than collectivists (3.19), thus 
H5 is supported. 
 

Table 5— The moderating effect of individualism/collectivism 

 

Hypothetic Paths 

Individualism Collectivism 

Path coefficient T value Path coefficient T value 

CON→SSR 

RES→SSR 

COM→SSR 

0.214*** 

0.522*** 

0.311*** 

3.41 

9.96 

6.13 

0.330*** 

0.278** 

0.314*** 

4.46 

2.72 

3.74 

CON→ positive eWOM 

RES→ positive eWOM 

COM→ positive eWOM 

0.029 

0.526*** 

0.372*** 

0.47 

6.91 

4.96 

0.315** 

0.243** 

0.270** 

3.14 

2.95 

2.99 

        Notes: CON=Contact; RES=Responsiveness; COM=Compensation; SSR=Satisfaction of service recovery 

 
Conclusions and Insights 
Research Conclusions 
This study confirms the positive relationship between customers’ SSR and positive eWOM, 
which is similar to the findings in traditional environment. All dimensions of online service 
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recovery quality have significant positive effects on SSR. Responsiveness has the strongest 
impact, followed by compensation and contact. 
 All dimensions of online service recovery quality have a positive impact on customers' positive 
eWOM through the mediating effect of SSR. Specifically, SSR plays a completely mediating role 
between contact and positive eWOM, whereas a partial mediating role in the relationship 
between responsiveness and positive eWOM as well as compensation and positive eWOM. 
 There is a significant difference in perception, attitude and behavior between customers of 
different cultural values. Responsiveness has a larger effect on individualists’ SSR, while contact 
is more important to collectivists’ SSR, there’s no significant difference in the impact of 
compensation on the two groups’ SSR. Individualists’ positive eWOM is influenced mainly by 
responsiveness and compensation, the contact is not important; Collectivists’ positive eWOM is 
affected by all the 3 dimensions of online service recovery quality; Overall, responsiveness and 
compensation have a greater effect on individualists than on collectivists, while contact does the 
opposite; the collectivists have a higher level of positive eWOM orientation than the 
individualists after an experience of online service recovery. 
 
Managerial Implications 
First, constantly improve customers’ SSR and acquire customers’ feedback information 
accurately. This study verifies SSR’s positive influence on positive eWOM as well as mediating 
effect between service recovery quality and positive eWOM. Results show that responsiveness, 
compensation and contact affect customers’ SSR from strong to weak. Therefore, online retailers 
not only need to pay attention to keep in touch with customers, but also to solve customers’ 
complaints efficiently and provide customers with compensations at least as much as their losses 
in the process of service recovery. In addition, after service recoveries, retailers should visit 
customers timely in order to accurately obtain feedback about SSR, and then make a decision 
whether to take further remedial strategies. 
   Second, identify the different types of customers and select the appropriate remedial 
measures. According to the results of this study, the influencing factors of SSR and eWOM are 
different for customers of different cultural values. Online stores’ responsiveness tends to have a 
greater influence on the individualists’ SSR and positive eWOM. As for the collectivists, online 
stores should pay more attention to provide communicating channels and available online 
customer service since contact is the most important. This study shows that both the 
individualists’ and the collectivists’ SSR and positive eWOM are greatly affected by 
compensation, which is different with that in the traditional environemnt. As a result, online 
retailers should also attach importance on material and other forms of compensation when 
conducting service recovery to the collectivists. 

 
Limitations and Future Research Directions 
There are limitations in this study. First, the recall method used in this study may lead to 
deviation because of customers’ memory loss in details of service recovery. Second, this study 
does not provide efficient methods to identify the individualists and the collectivists. Third, this 
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article focuses on positive eWOM. Future researches can take negative eWOM into 
consideration in the situation of online service recovery. 
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