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The theories on  effective service recovery are familiar to both in-services industry
practitioners and academia. This paper aims to investigate the approaches taken by service
providers when offering a recovery process for service failure to ensure overall guest
satisfaction. This study focused on identifying the reported problems and whether the
recovery process provided by the hotel led to satisfaction for the guests. Additionally,
semi-structured interviews with assistant managers were conducted to understand the
situation that prompted them to respond in a certain manner. The interview results were
used to identify and recommend the most effective approaches to be put into practice. It
is predicted that service recovery often fails due to the conflict of perspectives between
guests’ and the employees. Therefore, there is a need to merge these different perspectives
and close the gap. This paper provides a view of the complexities  involved in
implementing a service recovery model. The contribution of the paper  is twofold. First,
perspectives from the frontlines managers are identified. Second, industry practitioners
are offered recommendations on how to integrate the concepts into practice.
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Intr oduction

Tourism has become an important revenue generator for many countries and in doing so, creates
a positive balance of trade. The hotel industry  not only supports but also depends on tourism.
More and more hotels are built in order to satisfy the demand for room and other facilities. This
paper focuses on the high-end  hotels as they are believed to provide the highest possible level of
service to their guests.

These days, hotels focus on knowing their guests’ needs and wants in order to deliver quality
services that meet their guests’ expectations. Delivering quality services is essential to all hotels
in today’s highly competitive market. Many hotels invest capital and time on customer-service
initiatives to woo new customers, but many end up losing regular customers over little details.
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Customer relationships are eroded when something goes wrong. If the hotel does not have well-
structured service recovery techniques in place, the hotel will lose guests every time service
failure occurs.

One of the ways of knowing  guests’ needs and wants is by listening to their complaints.
Complaints are normally received by hotels when service failures occur. Dolinsky (1994) highlights
the importance and value of complaints to an organization. Thus, an analysis of guests’ complaints
and perceived injustice by guests in a service  recovery process is vital. This is a significant
factor which influences the success and failure of an organization in the future (Schoefer and
Ennew 2005).

The goal of handling a service failure in a proper way is to maintain or to improve guests’
loyalty. Besides, successful service recovery affects customer outcomes such as customer
satisfaction, re-purchase intention and positive word-of-mouth (Tax and  Brown 1998). Therefore,
the effectiveness in achieving this goal would be very important to the service provider. However,
when discussing about service recovery, most  literature focuses on consumers’ point of view to
measure their level of satisfaction (Hui 2007; Kuenzel and  Katsaris 2009). Therefore, it is
interesting to explore more on the perspective of the hotel as a company and the frontline managers
as the main agents who have to deal with complaints on a daily basis.

Literatur e Review

Service failure is unavoidable (Boshoff 1997) in the services industry. As hotels are offering
service, they are bound to somehow experience failure in their service delivery. Previous studies
suggest two types of service encounter failures; outcome failure and process failure (Hoffman et
al. 1995; Smith and  Bolton, 2002). Service breakdown could lead to guests’ dissatisfaction and
complaints (Bitner et al. 1990). In regard to service failure, many studies have also  addressed the
importance of understanding guest’s complaints behaviour, complaint intentions and also to know
the factors that may affect guests’ tendency to complain (Heung and  Lam 2003).

Service recovery is necessary in salvaging service failure. In the service recovery context,
guests weigh their inputs (e.g., time, economic, energy and cognitive costs) against the output
(e.g., recovery techniques, the manner of service personnel and policies). The way the guests
evaluate the input against the output is known as perceived justice. Perceived justice refers to the
recovery process which is connected to recovery strategy and the interpersonal behaviours
exhibited  during the recovery process are important in recovery evaluation (Hoffman and Kelley
2000). There are three components of perceived justice which include distributive justice,
procedural justice and interactional justice (Tax et al. 1998). Distributive justice refers to specific
outcome of the company’s recovery effort (e.g., discount, coupon, free upgrades). Whereas,
procedural justice is the decision making procedures used in recovery actions (e.g., speed/ timing,
process control and flexibility to adapt to guests’ recovery needs). Last but not least, interactional
justice is “dealing with interpersonal behaviour in the enactment of procedures and the delivery
of outcomes” (e.g., courtesy, empathy of service personnel). Mattila and Patterson (2004) find
that providing explanation regarding service failure might back fire if deemed by the customers
as an attempt to justify the failure rather than to take the blame and rectify it.

Lin (2009) proposes that employees’ individual behaviour factor is the key to affect the adaptation
of service recovery and the employees’ subjective cognition on personal behaviour would directly
reflect on the service recovery for the customers. Hui (2007) also agrees that the behaviour of
front line service employee will enhance customer-perceived justice in service recovery. Hui
(2007) found that being courteous will have an  impact if it was first failure and/ failure with low
severity but being courteous won’t affect if it was repeated failures and/ failure with high severity.
This study concludes that perceived justice fully mediates the effects of making an apology, being
courteous and prompt handling and only partially mediates  the effect of problem solving.
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Hoffman and Chung (1999) argue that companies’ preferences and customers’ preference
are different in term of how a failure should be handled. In the hotel business, the rank of
implementation strategy goes from corrective response  and subsequently to compensatory
response (i.e. free ancillary, free upgrade or discount). While the guests are expecting a different
structure, the guests rank compensatory response as more important compared to corrective
response. So does with apology.  Apology is seen as polite gesture and usually expected. It doesn’t
make any difference when hotel employees do it but it will make a huge negative impact if not
done by the employees.

On  the other hand, the study on  Blue Ocean Strategy (Kim and  Mauborgne 2005), points
out that the guests or customers are actually only echoing  what the industry has trained them to
think, through the way the service providers act or market their product. For example, when a
service failure happens during check in (e.g. the room is  not ready), service providers usually
give  a welcome drink to get the guest  waiting for 30 minutes. Should the guest have to wait
longer, the service provider would offer vouchers. This kind of treatment has  now become an
expectation as proposed by Justice Theory. Guests are so accustomed to this that they  would
actually demand that kind of treatment as their  right should that situation happen to them. Some
solutions given to the guests actually might not be the best one, in terms of improving guest
loyalty, and actually  may not be cost effective.

Consequently, Michel et al. (2009) state the importance of an integrated approach and a more
unified service system to ensure the success of service recovery. Hence, it is important for the
management to understand what the guests really need when service failure occurs  (Kuzmeski
2010) and somehow guide their guests on what to expect (Kim and Mauborgne 2005). Additionally,
the management also needs to understand the difficulties faced by the employees in performing
service recovery.

This study will focus on identifying the most common complaints that a hotel has to go
through and how they normally  solve them. The understanding on this subject should help to
identify the most effective methods,  keeping in mind the cost involved,  for recommendation in
practice. Therefore, the ultimate outcome of this research is setting guidelines in constructing
service quality standards in the hotel industry through a service recovery approach.

Methodology

The  focus  of this study is not on guests’ satisfaction  but on the process of service recovery.
Nowadays, more and more hotels use the service of Market Metrix (http://www.marketmetrix.com)
to receive feedback from their guests. Market Metrix has been widely used to track customer
satisfaction in the hospitality industry, with more than 100 enterprise clients in 70 countries. The
software is popular because it gives an objective and fair treatment of  all guests’ feedback since
the feedbacks is  managed by a third party. Market Metrix will automatically send the survey
once the guests check out from the hotel. Should the same guest stay more than once in a month;
Market Matrix will only send the survey once a month.

As a first step, the researcher analyzed the report from Market Metrix over a six-month
period with regard to complaints and also guests’ satisfaction from recovery actions by the hotel.
Following this step, the management staff from Front Office department were interviewed to
explore and understand their views on the service recovery process in the hotel. The questions
were designed to test and possibly extend “Service Recovery System Dimension” model proposed
by Smith et al. (2009). A 5-star hotel was selected for the study. Situated in the Klang Valley,
Malaysia,  this hotel had more than 400 rooms; however, this study only focused on its non-club
rooms (340 rooms) since the club level has a higher standard of service, is managed by a different
team and is also segregated in their Market Matrix report.
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As the purpose of this study was to explore service recovery from the management’s point of
view, a qualitative approach which would allow for in-depth discussion was taken.  A total of
four interviews were conducted in April 2011. The sample of this study consisted of reasonably
experienced management staff in the Front Office with more than a year’s experience in the
management position in the Front Office. This study  could there be extrapolated  to the industry.
The data was collected via face-to-face interview. The respondents were asked to describe their
involvement in the service recovery process and to share their opinion on the effectiveness of the
current method. In addition, they were asked to illustrate important factors that they were aware
of which would affect the outcome of the recovery actions. The interview questions are available
in the Appendix.  Each interview lasted 30 minutes to 45 minutes and was tape-recorded. A
verbatim transcribe of the audio taped interviews were then analyzed to conclude the study.

Findings

Table 1 illustrates the guests’ feedback from October 2010 till March 2011. On average, a 18%
response rate was achieved monthly, providing 1,219 observations. The guests were  satisfied
with the overall service from the hotel (90.5%). However, around 18.4%  had problems with the
products or services offered by the hotel and only 35.3% of them checked out from the hotel with
their problem solved. In other words, this sample demonstrates that out of 100 guests, 18 guests
experienced problems and 12 of them walked out from the hotel unhappy. This is a serious
situation whereby they might engage in negative word-of- mouth that will obviously damage the
reputation of the hotel (Jones et al. 2002).

The biggest portion of the problem came from from the category of guestroom which was
mainly due to defects in the bathroom or that the room temperature was non-adjustable. Meanwhile,
the  problems categorized under ‘others; were actually not related directly to the hotel and beyond
their control; for example, the weather, the attraction around the hotel and so on.

The hotel employed a very simple cycle in handling service failure or complaints which
instruct the staff to hear out the problem, empathize with the guest by apologizing, ask more
questions to be more clear about the problem, resolve and thank the guest for bring the matter to
the hotel. That model is part of the training program and adopted by all departments in the hotel.

Oct 2010 Nov 2010 Dec 2010 Jan 2011 Feb 2011 Mar  2011

Customer Satisfaction      91.0%      90.3%      90.7%   90.4%      90.1%    90.3%

Response Rate 218/1229 217/1257 290/1335172/947 141/1030 181/932
    = 18%     = 17%     = 22%  = 18%     = 14%    = 19%

Guests experiencing problem      17.8%      19.3%      17.7%   16.9%      16.0%    20.1%
during stay

Problem Solved      25.8%      33.3%      20.0%   50.0%      43.8%    38.7%

Problem Category:
• Arrival        6.7%        8.1%     11.6%      4.3%        5.0%      5.9%
• Billing/Departure      13.3%      10.8%       7.0%      4.3%        5.0%      5.9%
• Facilities & Services      10.0%      16.2%      16.3%     8.7%        1.0%    17.6%
• Food and Beverage        3.3%        5.4%     14.0%      8.7%      20.0%             -
• Guest Room      33.3%      32.4%      27.9%   43.5%      45.0%    35.3%
• Meetings & Events        3.3%        2.7%              -    26.1%               -      5.9%
• Other      30.0%      24.3%      23.3%     4.3%      15.0%    29.4%
• Staff               -               -               -     4.3%               -             -

Table 1: Preliminary Data from Market Metrix
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However, the data from Market Metrix shows that the model is somehow not effective as many
guests checked out from the hotel dissatisfied.

Though it is not very comprehensive, the model employed by the hotel fits into the  Justice
Theory whereby it consists of much interactional justice (empathize and apologize, hear and also
thank guests for bringing up the problems), procedural justice (the whole process is considered
clearly defined) and distributive justice (resolving the problem). The interview made it known
that there  is much room for improvement in this recovery process. First of all, the assistant
managers agreed that empowerment is not very strong since most of the decisions still need to be
decided by management. Employees only have limited empowerment and are governed by the
Standard Operating Procedure. Looking at the context of Asia, this happens because Asian guests
prefer to see the managers should a problem arise rather than seeing the front line employees.
Additionally, even though the model has been adopted by the departments,   no proper training
has been done; rather the line managers or team leaders will do a briefing-style training for the
staff. Only a few of the staff have actually attended formal training in this particular subject
conducted by training department.

Table 2 shows that all respondents have satisfactory experience dealing with guests and they
also had more than one year’s experience in the management position in the Front Office. This
made their  views  of what actually happens when  a service delivery failure takes place credible.
They agreed with the study done by Hoffman and Chung (1999) that hotels prefer corrective
response compared to  compensatory response due to the cost involved. However, most of the
time hotels will opt for  compensatory response for the sake of ending the recovery process as
soon as possible as they think this is what the the guests want. This is true according to the study
of Kim and Mauborgne (2005). To reduce the cost involved in taking a compensatory response,
the industry has to take a different approach.

The hotel has practised a good approach in documenting the service failure and recovery
action. However, it has not fully utilized the data that it has gained. It has just become a report to
management and has not been  analyzed thoroughly in terms of the cost of every failure and
recovery action taken. The report should also become a very valuable source in conducting service
recovery training. Additionally, Market Metrix revealed that quite a number of guests eventually
did not log their complaints while they were still in the hotel due to the short stay and also the
guests believed that the complaints process was very time-consuming. Though the guests  have
access to report their problem (i.e. trough service centre or approaching front desk)  it appears
that guests have reservations about raising the problem they have.  It would therefore be good if
the front desk were able to make a courtesy call half an hour after the guest has checked-in, just
to ensure that everything is on order.

Respondent 1 Respondent 2 Respondent 3 Respondent 4

Gender Female Male Male Male

Age 41 31 29 28

Years of 9 9 7 6
Experience in
Hospitality
Industry

Years in 4 3 2 4
Management
Position

Table 2: Profile of Respondents



TEAM Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, Vol. 8, Issue 1, December 2011

49

The proposed model  shown in Figure 1 is developed based on the Justice Theory and
complemented with the result of other studies. The items were tested by a few studies earlier
(Hoffman and Chung 1999; Hui 2007; Smith et al. 2009). This study proposes that  this model be
integrated into the policy or manual to establish a  service recovery procedure. A crafted training
module for the frontline staff should be developed following the context of the proposed model so
that the staff will be more prepared and more confident in handling complaints and resolving
problems. Confident staff will also  instill confidence to the guests that his/her problem will be
handled professionally.

Making an apology and being polite is  expected behaviour. It does not make any difference
when hotel employees do it but it will  leave a huge negative impact if not done by the employee.
Therefore, this should be included in the training together with sample phrases that are
recommended for  use as many of the front line employees have a  low education level. This
model also includes “providing explanation” as part of the interactional justice as suggested by
Hui (2007). However, Mattila and Patterson (2004) argue that providing an explanation regarding
service failure might back fire if it is  deemed by the customer as an attempt to justify the failure
rather than take the blame. The researcher would like to propose that an explanation  is given only

Figure 1: Proposed ‘Service Recovery System’ Model
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if the failure happens due to a mistake  on the part of the guest or the explanation is required by
the guest.

Conclusion

The results of this study suggests that service recovery is a complex process whereby everything
should be taken into account in ensuring that the guests are pleased when they check out. Three
areas have been identified as important factors to improve service recovery strategy in a hotel.
First, the management is to formulate a clear empowerment scheme to provide reasonable and
speedy distributive justice. Second, front line employees should have regular meetings for problem
analysis and the respective receptionist should make a courtesy call to guestrooms half an hour
after guests have checked in to enhance procedural justice. Third, the company is to provide
employees with adequate training on effective delivery of service recovery to boost interactional
justice. Although the interview was able to explore and explain the situation in the front office,
this study could be improved by having a larger  sample. Future research is needed to confirm the
practicality of the proposed model.
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1. In general, what do you think about service recovery? Who should be involved?

2. How would you describe service recovery strategy in this hotel?

3. How about empowerment? What is your current level of empowerment and how does  this affect
the effectiveness of the recovery process?

4. What about training? Does your company have specific modules to educate the employees involved
in the service recovery process?

5. What are the factors that you are aware  of that would affect the outcome of the service recovery
attempt?

6. What would you recommend if the management asks you to propose a service recovery strategy
for this hotel?

Appendix: Interview Questions
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