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Abstract  

Decisions to engage with services depend on dispositional and situational factors. Drawing 

upon uncertainty theory, this thesis aims to understand the effects of dispositional and 

situational factors on customers’ and stakeholders’ decision-making. The empirical context for 

the studies that this thesis comprises is the services industry. Contrary to goods, services are 

more difficult to assess before consumption due to their intangible nature. Therefore, making a 

decision in the context of service interactions entails high levels of uncertainty, affecting the 

effectiveness of decisions. 

Results coming from empirical studies suggest that customers’ decisions depend on personality 

traits (i.e., locus of control) and even more on contextual situations (e.g., online self-disclosure 

and explicit requests). The results show that contextual psychological mechanisms such as 

vulnerability or social pressure have a negative impact on customers’ willingness to engage 

with the service provider. Regarding stakeholders’ decision-making, stakeholders engagement 

levels (i.e., behavioural, cognitive, and emotional) depend on focal organizations ability to 

foster the conversation and set up the dialogue platform.  

This thesis contributes to previous literature in several ways. First, the thesis unfolds 

psychological mechanisms behind customers decisions in service interactions. It contributes to 

the literature on online customer complaint decisions and explains why customers are reluctant 

to complain online when their identities are disclosed. Moreover, it contributes to the literature 

on tipping decisions by uncovering a new conceptual path, i.e., the effect of an explicit request 

on tip size. Contrary to common belief, the study findings show that explicit (vs non-explicit) 

requests negatively affect tip size. This study adopts a novel theoretical approach to explain 

customers’ tipping decisions, i.e., the theory of psychological reactance. Third, the research 

provides methodological contributions in that it offers actionable guidance for scholars who are 

willing to apply experimental design to their research. Finally, contrarily to the vast majority 

of engagement literature that stems from customer cocreation, this work focuses on stakeholder 

decision-making. Specifically, the study unpacks the three dimensions of stakeholder 

engagement (i.e., behavioural, cognitive, and emotional) and investigates how they relate to 

stakeholder cocreation. By unearthing the interplay between stakeholder engagement (SE) and 

its prevailing relational consequences (i.e., cooperation, collaboration, and cocreation), this 

study offers novel theoretical knowledge. From a managerial standpoint, this study offers new 
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insights on how to maintain customers’ privacy, thus helping to preserve the trustworthiness of 

a customer review system. Moreover, according to our findings, service providers should 

eliminate explicit requests in order to boost tip size. Additionally, they should devote special 

attention to the personal interaction between the customer and the frontline employee. Finally, 

when it comes to stakeholder engagement, managers should develop vigilant learning skills and 

learn how to design open platforms from which creativity is able to thrive.   
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1.1 Research background  

Many elements of our lives are shaped by decisions about what to buy, who to vote for, and 

where to reside. In marketing, decision-making is described as the cognitive process that leads 

to the selection of a belief or a course of action among multiple available alternatives 

(Gundogdu et al., 2017). Many psychology, marketing, and consumer behavior theories have 

sought to understand decision-making processes in order to predict customers’ future intentions 

and behavior (Han & Kim, 2010). Traditionally, customer behavior literature highlights three 

distinct stages of decision-making: pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase (Han & Ryu, 

2012; Rickwood & White, 2009). Pre-purchase decision-making refers to the stage at which 

customers recognize the need, gather information, and evaluate the available alternatives. 

Ultimately, the likelihood of products and services being purchased depends on whether 

customers perceive them as fulfilling consumption need and evaluated them favourably 

(Blackwell et al., 2006). Purchase decision-making refers to the stage when customers’ have 

already gathered essential information, including the feedback from previous customers and/or 

personal experience, and have arrived at a logical conclusion about which product or service 

to purchase (Solomon et al., 2016). During this time, the consumer may form an intention to 

buy the most preferred brand because s/he has evaluated all the alternatives and identified the 

value that it will bring her/him. Finally, post-purchase decision-making assesses whether the 

customer is satisfied or dissatisfied with a purchase (Solomon et al., 2016). Customers often 

reflect on their purchase moments (Chang et al., 2014), and the way they feel about a purchase 

will significantly influence their purchasing behavior in the future (Ayob et al., 2013). 

Moreover, by feeling compelled to share their feelings, customers will be able to influence 

purchase decision of others (Long, 2010). Therefore, post-purchase decision-making is the 

focus of interest for both academics and practitioners (e.g., Han & Ryu, 2012; Han & Yoon, 

2015; Kang, 2018; etc.). However, most of the studies on post-purchase decision-making 

focused on normative, i.e., rational, decision-making, whereas research on behavioral post-

purchase decision-making still scares (e.g., Elsantil et al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2021). People 

try to anticipate what will happen in the future as a result of their decisions and how they should 

judge what will happen, given they don't know the probabilities (Bell, Raiffa, & Tversky, 

1995), resulting in high levels of uncertainty (Gundogdu et al., 2017) and post-purchase 

cognitive dissonance (Elsantil et al., 2021). Elsanti et al. (2021) highlight that post-purchase 

cognitive dissonance leads to negative outcomes such as complaints, stress, and anxiety. For 

example, after a dining experience, if the customer is put under the pressure of tipping, s/he 
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will experience post-purchase dissonance, which will ultimately affect their decisions to 

engage with this restaurant again. Whereas the inability of a decision-maker to eliminate 

uncertainty completely constrains the effectiveness of decision-making and leads to the 

adoption of approaches that either help to reduce, or cope with, uncertainty (Einhorn & 

Hogarth, 1995). For example, an individual who has experienced a poor service needs to decide 

whether to complain or not, bearing in mind that there are some levels of uncertainty involved 

in how the complaint would be received by the manager.  

People constantly have to make decisions in environments that involve certain levels of 

uncertainty. Therefore, given the uncertainty of future outcomes, decisions are frequently 

influenced by both the situation (e.g., social norms, bystander presence, etc.) and the person 

(e.g., personality traits or features) (Tett & Guterman, 2000). The belief that people's behavior 

and actions are influenced by their immediate environment and surroundings is known as 

situationism (Gundogdu et al., 2017; Chekroun, 2008). Dispositionalism, on the other hand, 

claims that internal elements such as personality traits or features determine people's behavior 

(Byrne et al., 2015). Hence, when investigating post-purchase decision-making, modern 

approaches to social psychology consider both situational and dispositional aspects (Fiske, 

Gilbert, & Lindzey, 2010).  

Therefore, this research intends to unveil the effects of different contextual situations on 

individuals’ post-purchase decision-making. Specifically, this investigation focuses on post-

purchase decision-making made by customers and stakeholders influenced by dispositional 

(i.e., locus of control) and contextual factors (i.e., social pressure) both in business-to-customer 

and business-to-business settings. Therefore, based on the above-mentioned arguments the 

following research questions are derived:  

RQ1. What are the psychological mechanisms that shape customer post-purchase decision-

making? 

RQ2. What factors should be considered when measuring post-purchase decision-making 

within a B2C context?  

RQ3. How the decision-making differs at the level of stakeholders? 

To investigate the above-mentioned research questions, the current thesis adopts a compilation 

style. The compilation style thesis comprises several independent articles each of which has 

been developed to provide an argument in response to the main research questions outlined 
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above (ANU, 2022). More specifically, the current thesis consists of four independent 

publications, including three empirical studies in the service sector and one methodological 

chapter.  

1.2 Research aims 

Customer behavior has always been a hot marketing topic because knowing how and why 

customers act when making their decisions, particularly post-consumption, helps service 

providers improve their marketing strategies and become more successful in the market 

(Stankevich, 2017). Therefore, the understanding of customers’ post-purchase decision-

making sheds light on the psychology of how customers think, feel, and justify one decision 

over others (e.g., to complain or not).  In this regard, the aim of the first publication is to identify 

psychological mechanisms that inform customers’ decisions not to complain, particularly after 

the service has been consumed (RQ1). Customer complaints are an invaluable source of data 

that act as an early warning of failures (Loo et al., 2013). However, with the growth of the 

Internet and online communication platforms, these complaints are now viewed as a danger to 

businesses (Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012). Because online complaints are critical and 

negative in character, they are frequently submitted anonymously (Sparks & Browning, 2010; 

Woong Yun & Park, 2011). In services, companies require clients to disclose their genuine 

names (Joinson et al., 2008; Buglass et al., 2016) in order to mitigate the negative impact of a 

complaint on a business’s reputation (Sparks & Bradley, 2017). Therefore, individuals are 

reluctant to submit negative reviews (Teubner & Hawlitschek, 2018). Not leaving genuine 

negative feedback results in a lack of transparency of communication platforms (Pera et al., 

2019; Ert & Fleischer, 2019), which may cause a major issue post-purchase as reviews allow 

to reduce risk and avoid undesired consequences of these purchases (Litvin, Goldsmith & Pan, 

2008; Bronner & De Hoog, 2011; D’Acunto et al., 2019; Nieto-Garcia et al., 2019). Despite 

the importance of non-complaint behavior, research has mostly been focused on the reasons 

that drive customer complaint behavior (Davidow, 2003). As a result, there is a void of 

knowledge in customer non-complaint behavior literature (Chebat et al., 2005). The main aim 

of the study is to explore why customers decide to withhold their complaints.  

In line with the first publication, the second publication is revolving around psychological 

mechanisms that affect customers’ post-purchase decision-making. Specifically, it addresses 

how posing social pressure on customers will affect their tipping after the main service has 

been consumed (RQ1). The efficiency of various tipping systems has been a point of contention 
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for practitioners and academics for decades. Past research has mainly focused on consumers' 

motives for tipping, ignoring psychological factors that influence tip size (e.g., Chandar et al., 

2019; Karniouchina et al., 2008; Warren et al., 2021). Prior research in the service industry 

(Karabas et al., 2020) shows that asking customers if they want to leave a tip may increase 

irritation and reduce the likelihood of returning. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to identify 

psychological mechanisms that affect the customers’ decisions about the size of the tip. 

The third publication aims to provide an answer to RQ2. Given the intangible nature of 

services, some aspects of customer decision-making within the service landscape are hard to 

measure. There are no universal experiences, therefore, there are no versatile measurement 

instruments to test them. Hence, to investigate customer experiences and their consequent 

decisions, researchers often use specific measurements tailored for a particular experience 

(Andereck et al., 2006). Moreover, by applying experimental design to the research, it is 

possible to measure actual behavior and identify the factors that influence such behavior in 

particular environmental settings (Dolnicar, 2019).  

Finally, the aim of the last publication is to see determine the decision-making processes at the 

level of stakeholders (RQ3). Recently, the focus of scholars has been on customers’ decisions 

to engage with the brand/service after consumption (Hollebeek et al., 2021). However, a new 

discussion emphasizes such concepts beyond customers within a multistakeholder service 

ecosystem (Pera & Viglia, 2015). To date, engagement is being treated as a “multidimensional” 

concept, broadly comprising behavioral, cognitive, and emotional dimensions (Brodie et al., 

2011). However, research needs to explore such dimensions with a multistakeholder 

perspective by investigating what underpins and drives the interactive nature of decisions to 

cocreate for stakeholders in service landscapes (Conduit & Chen, 2017). 

To conclude, the first two studies identify and analyze psychological mechanisms (i.e., locus 

of control, vulnerability, social pressure) from a customer decision-making perspective. On the 

other hand, the third paper provides insights into how different levels of engagement (i.e., 

behavioral, cognitive, and emotional) affect stakeholders’ decisions to participate in 

cocreation, therefore, enlightening the decision-making from the stakeholders' perspective. 

Finally, the methodological chapter determines the factors that have to be considered when 

examining decision-making in the service landscape (Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1. A summary of the linkage between research questions and publications
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1.3 Summary of studies  

Paper one analyzes two factors that may affect customers’ complaint behavior in a service 

setting (i.e., identity disclosure and locus of control). The study adopts a sequential exploratory 

mixed-method approach. An exploratory interview phase compares public vs anonymous 

online environments and explores the reasons why dissatisfied customers might decide not to 

complain. An experiment then shows that feelings of vulnerability are key to preventing 

negative reviews. This effect is exaggerated when customers perceive that they do not have 

control over the events happening in their lives (i.e., external locus of control). The work also 

uncovers that, contrary to general acceptance, vulnerability is a contextual determinant of 

online complaint behavior rather than dispositional.  

Similarly, paper two examines customer decision-making within the service landscape, for 

example, many service providers explicitly ask customers whether they wish to tip (i.e., 

“Would you like to add gratuity?” on the screen of electronic devices). This may create social 

pressure, thus resulting in lower tips. Building on the theory of psychological reactance, the 

study proposes that an explicit request to tip has a detrimental impact on customers’ decisions 

to tip. Across two studies, a field experiment and an online experiment, this effect is tested and 

investigated how the physical presence of the server moderates this relationship. The findings 

show that an explicit request to tip negatively affects the decisions regarding the tip size, while 

a server’s physical presence alleviates this effect. The findings also demonstrate that social 

pressure hampers perceived control, which in turn has a detrimental effect on tip size.  

Since the previous studies focus on experimental choice settings, the next chapter (paper 3) 

covers the importance of experimental design in customer decision-making. Experimental 

design is recognized as the best method to respond to questions that involve causality and 

demand causal conclusions. Well-designed experiments can provide insight into people’s 

behavioral patterns and the underlying mechanisms. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is 

to explicate the fundamental principles of experimental design research in the service context. 

The chapter discusses various types of experimental approaches and their essential 

characteristics. It presents examples from tourism literature that highlight the best practices in 

experimental design, appropriate sampling and generalizability of the results. The chapter 

provides actionable methodological insight for scholars and offers clear examples to illustrate 

the main ideas.  
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Finally, paper 4 revolves around stakeholder decision-making on the levels of engagement 

(behavioral, cognitive, and emotional). This paper reflects recent marketing interest in 

stakeholder engagement and stakeholder cocreation. While the first two papers look at 

decision-making from a customer’s perspective, this paper emphasizes concepts beyond 

customers by looking at a multistakeholder service ecosystem. The study marks the first 

attempt in conceptualizing stakeholder engagement (SE) as the foundation of stakeholder 

cocreation decisions within a multistakeholder service landscape. The research investigates 

how the three dimensions of SE (i.e., behavioral, cognitive, and emotional) activate distinct 

decision outcomes, disentangling the stakeholder cocreation construct from that of cooperation 

and collaboration. The study adopts a qualitative multi-method approach integrating in-depth 

managerial interviews with observation and secondary data analysis. Findings show that (1) 

when the behavioral dimension of SE prevails, the decision that is activated is cooperation, (2) 

when the cognitive dimension of SE is also present, the decision that is activated is 

collaboration, (3) when the emotional dimension of SE integrates the behavioral and cognitive 

ones the decision that is activated is cocreation.  The research suggests that organizations’ role 

in favouring SE resides in facilitating a shared vision and providing stakeholders with tools 

that allow self-organization. 

The research model (Figure 1.2) demonstrates the above-mentioned studies visually.       
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Figure 1.2. A research model of empirical studies
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1.4 Contribution 

This thesis intends to contribute to the existing marketing literature on post-purchase decision-

making both from B2C and B2B perspectives. Specifically, the present research contributes in 

several respects:  

Paper 1: This article contributes to both theory and practice in different ways. To begin, the 

study adds to the body of knowledge about online customer complaint behavior by explaining 

why customers are hesitant to complain online when their identities are revealed (Chang & 

Chin, 2011; Joinson, 2001). Second, it contributes to self-disclosure research by examining the 

effect of personality factors (control locus) and situational hazards (online complaint) on a 

customer's willingness to disclose personal information online (Bazarova & Choi, 2014). Third, 

similar to Baker et al. (2005), it expands on the customer-driven concept of vulnerability and 

demonstrates that vulnerability is a significant contextual phenomenon that discourages 

individuals from complaining online. From a management perspective, this study suggests 

approaches to protect consumers' privacy while maintaining a trustworthy review system. 

Finally, it emphasizes the significance of receiving direct consumer input (i.e., through a 

complaint book, face-to-face feedback, or a printed feedback form) in order to solve concerns 

that may go unnoticed owing to online non-complaint behavior. While earlier research has 

examined decision-making from a variety of viewpoints, the current research looks beyond 

motivations to examine the contextual and dispositional psychological factors that influence 

client decisions. 

Paper 2: There are three theoretical contributions made in this article. First, it contributes to the 

tipping literature by elucidating a novel conceptual approach, namely the effect of an explicit 

request on tip size. Contrary to popular assumption, the study's findings indicate that making 

an explicit (vs. implicit) request has a negative effect on tip size. Second, this study employs a 

novel theoretical framework to describe consumers' tipping behavior, namely the psychological 

reactance theory. While societal pressure has a negative effect on tip size, providing clients 

with a sense of control leads to bigger tips. Thirdly, this work contributes to our existing 

knowledge of tipping by shedding light on a critical boundary condition, namely the function 

of physical presence. From a managerial perspective, this study identifies practical levers for 

revenue maximization. Our findings indicate that service providers should avoid explicit 

requests in order to increase tip size. Additionally, they should place a premium on the 

relationship between the consumer and the frontline employee. 
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Chapter: The current chapter discusses the best practices of experiment-based research to 

provide an insightful understanding of experimental design. It explains what experimental 

design is, and what are the main elements and factor that need to be considered when designing 

an experiment. This chapter provides a guideline on how to run experiments in order to measure 

the customer experiences with the service that could be of interest to the early career scholars 

or those who with no previous experience in the experimental design field.  

Paper 3: The study contributes to our understanding of how SE influences stakeholder value 

cocreation in a multistakeholder ecosystem, and how cocreation differs from the concepts of 

cooperation and collaboration. By applying this approach to the stakeholder segment, the study 

views stakeholder engagement as a creative opportunity, rather than as a procedure managed 

by a focal organization for the purpose of addressing and controlling specific concerns in order 

to settle conflicts. Understanding stakeholder perceptions of the value of cocreation from a 

managerial lens illuminates how to mobilize the creative resources of diverse interest groups. 

Moreover, this study contributes fresh theoretical knowledge and actionable managerial insight 

by explaining the relationship between SE and its prevalent relational implications (i.e., 

cooperation, collaboration, and cocreation). 

1.5 Research agenda 

It is important to understand decision-making both from a customer and stakeholder 

perspective (Hollebeek et al., 2021; Gundogdu et al., 2017). This research provides rich 

insights into customers’ perspectives. However, within it, only one paper investigates the 

decision-making at the level of stakeholders. Nonetheless, the service interactions that are 

presented in this research show that there is an employee’s perspective to all these service 

encounters. For example, future studies should investigate how explicit requests to tip affect 

employees decisions about the optimal proximity between him/her and the customer. In that 

sense, emotional intelligence is an important factor that should be considered because it helps 

to draw a connection between the customer and employee (rather than the company) that 

interacts with the customer.  

1.6 Ethical approval protocol 

Ethical approval was sought for all papers before undertaking the research. All obligations were 

met to align with the ethics protocols of the University of Portsmouth.  

 



Post-purchase Decision-making and Its Application to Service Marketing 

12 

 

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is structured as follows. The next two chapters investigate customer decision-

making within the service industry. Specifically, Chapter 2 analyzes the negative effects of 

online self-disclosure on customers’ complaint behavior. The study presented in Chapter 3 

analyzes the effect of an explicit request to tip on customers’ tipping decisions. These are 

followed by a methodological chapter (Chapter 4) on experimental design. Chapter 5 focuses 

on how different levels of stakeholder engagement result in different levels of interaction 

among stakeholders. Finally, the thesis concludes with Chapter 6 which presents the insights 

gained from this research and provides additional details on the future research agenda.  
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2.1 Introduction  

Customer complaints are a valuable source of information that serves as an early warning to 

anticipate failures (Loo et al., 2013). The development of the Internet and online 

communication platforms, however, means that these complaints are seen as a threat to 

businesses (Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012). Due to their critical and negative nature, online 

complaints tend to be made anonymously (Sparks & Browning, 2010; Woong Yun & Park, 

2011). In the hotel industry, some platforms force customers to disclose their true names 

(Joinson et al., 2008; Buglass et al., 2016) to minimize the negative effects of customer-

generated online complaints on a hotel’s reputation (Sparks & Bradley, 2017). For instance, 

Airbnb employs a “Verified Identity” policy, and so it does not provide anonymity to either 

hosts or guests.  As a result, people are hesitant about leaving negative reviews (Teubner & 

Hawlitschek, 2018).  

Not leaving genuine negative feedback results in a lack of transparency of communication 

platforms (Pera et al., 2019; Ert & Fleischer, 2019).  Thus it is a major issue because people 

rely on online reviews before their actual purchase to reduce risk and avoid undesired 

consequences of these purchases (Litvin, Goldsmith & Pan, 2008; Bronner & De Hoog, 2011; 

D’Acunto et al., 2019; Nieto-Garcia et al., 2019). This is especially true for the tourism and 

hospitality industry because over 95% of travelers read and rely on reviews left by previous 

tourists (Gretzel & Yoo, 2008; Hu & Kim, 2018).  

Despite the importance of non-complaint behavior, research has mostly been focused on the 

reasons that drive customer complaint behavior (Davidow, 2003). As a result, there is a void 

of knowledge in customer non-complaint behavior literature (Chebat et al., 2005). The main 

aim of the study is to explore why customers decide to withhold their complaints. We suggest 

that vulnerability is what hinders customer complaint processes, and specifically, that when a 

customer’s personal information is disclosed, they are unwilling to complain online because 

they feel vulnerable. We propose that customers’ locus of control plays a key role in moderating 

this relationship. The concept of locus of control shows the degree to which customers believe 

they have control over the events happening in their lives (Kowalsky, 1996). It is a continuum 

that runs from strong external locus of control (ELOC) at the one end to strong internal locus 

of control (ILOC) at the other end (Rotter, 1966). Internal (external) locus of control implies 

high (low) level of trust in one’s ability to control these events (Gursoy et al., 2007). We argue 
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that non-complaint behavior will be exacerbated in the case of external locus of control, as 

customers believe that events in their lives are not contingent upon their actions. 

Methodologically, this paper applies a sequential exploratory mixed methods design. A 

qualitative phase uncovers the mechanisms behind the customers’ complaint behavior. This is 

followed by the experimental study, which demonstrates the role of vulnerability in decreasing 

complaint behavior. 

This paper makes several theoretical and practical contributions. First, the study contributes to 

the literature on online customer complaint behavior and explains why customers are reluctant 

to complain online when their identities are disclosed (Chang & Chin, 2011; Joinson, 2001). 

Second, it contributes to research on self-disclosure by studying the effects of personality traits 

(locus of control) and situational risks (online complaining) on customer’s willingness to 

disclose personal information online (Bazarova & Choi, 2014). Third, in the same vein as Baker 

et al. (2005), it extends the customer-driven definition of vulnerability and presents evidence 

that vulnerability is an important contextual phenomenon that inhibits people from 

complaining online. From a managerial standpoint, this study offers ways to maintain 

customers’ privacy helping to preserve a trustworthy review system. Finally, it suggests the 

importance of first-hand customer feedback (i.e., book of complaints, face-to-face feedback, 

printed feedback form, etc.) in order to address issues that might be kept hidden due to online 

non-complaint behavior.   

2.2 Literature Review 

2.2.1 Customer complaint behavior 

Previous literature on customer behavior has proposed different conceptualizations of customer 

complaint behavior. According to Singh and Widing (1991), customer complaint behavior 

deals with the identification and evaluation of all aspects involved in the customer’s reaction 

to service failure and consequent dissatisfaction. Phau and Sari (2004) suggested that customer 

complaint behavior involves the customer’s negative reaction to dissatisfaction derived from a 

low quality of delivered services, whereas dissatisfaction is the negative gap between what 

customers expect to receive and what they actually receive (Thøgersen et al., 2009).  

Customers have various opportunities by which to express their dissatisfaction with a service 

experience. They can be categorized into two broad groups: behavioral and non-behavioral 

responses (Singh, 1990).  Behavioral responses include all actions that customers may take to 
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express their dissatisfaction, whereas non-behavioral responses are those when customers, even 

when dissatisfied, will avoid complaining (Heung and Lam, 2003).  

The literature on customer behavior suggests that people behave differently in public vs. 

anonymous settings (Ratner & Kahn, 2002). According to Matthews et al. (2009), when 

individuals are free to choose their mode of action, that is, when the constraints on them present 

as minimal, they can be themselves and fully express their personalities as they are. In contrast, 

external pressure and stress hamper the expression of personality. Ratner and Kahn (2002) find 

that interpersonal influences have an effect on customer’s choices. They argue that people who 

feel observed are more likely to switch away from favorite items because of how they expect 

to be perceived by others. Consistent with this idea, some studies in psychology (Zimbardo, 

2007) suggest that people adhere more to social norms in an environment when their 

personalities are identifiable than when the environment is anonymous. For instance, when 

individuals participating in research reveal personal information to others, they display socially 

desirable behavior. Contrarily, when the environment is private or anonymous, people are more 

relaxed and exhibit their true behavior (Ratner & Kahn, 2002).  

Research has shown that there are two main reasons why people avoid leaving negative 

reviews. First, to protect the self from the social consequences of a negative review, such as 

emotional or physical reaction of the recipient towards the complainant. Second, to maintain a 

desired positive self-image in social interactions (Jeffries & Hornsey, 2012; Woong Yun & 

Park, 2011). Moreover, research into the privacy concerns of Internet users who wish to 

complain suggests that a substantial percentage of people are concerned about disclosing 

identifiable information online (Mesch, 2012; Jeffries & Hornsey, 2012). Public self-disclosure 

is the act of revealing personal information, making it available to others (Joinson, 2001). A 

customer’s willingness to disclose the identity thus depends on the level of risk associated with 

self-disclosure. In the case of a negative experience, people are more reluctant to disclose their 

identities (Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Qian & Scott, 2007), Particularly, if there is a risk of being 

sanctioned for expressing unpopular opinion people will avoid posting (Woong Yun & Park, 

2011) or will use a pseudonym (Qian & Scott, 2007).  

Anonymity can mitigate this unwillingness to leave a negative review. Anonymity is the state 

in which a person cannot be identified (Marx, 1999). It can be either discursive or visual 

(Mesch, 2012). Discursive anonymity is the condition in which specific comments cannot be 

linked to a specific individual (Scott, 2004) so that factors such as name, gender, location, email 
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address, and so on are not revealed. Visual anonymity refers to the absence of any physical 

presence of the source (e.g., pictures, videos) (Mesch, 2012). All in all, anonymity provides 

people with the opportunity to leave negative online reviews about an experience, and opinions 

on a service they have used, without fear of being judged or shamed (Verhagen et al., 2013). 

In fact, preserving anonymity when complaining online is crucial for some individuals. In 

addition to protecting their personal information, it fosters the delivery of their true experiences 

to others (Joinson, 2001; Woong Yun & Park, 2011). Therefore we expect that public 

disclosure prevents online behavior in case of a negative experience. Formally, 

H1: Compared to an anonymous setting, public self-disclosure decreases a customer’s 

complaint behavior in case of a negative experience.   

2.2.2 Motives for not complaining  

Although there is a large body of literature investigating the determinants of complaint 

behavior (Crie, 2003; Gursoy et al., 2007; Ngai et al., 2007; Loo et al., 2013; Gonçalves et al., 

2018; Ghazi, 2017), research on complaint avoidance motives is still scarce. Table 2.1 presents 

a brief summary of the motives behind customer decisions to avoid leaving a negative review. 

These reasons range from rational elements such as the cognitive efforts spent on writing 

negative reviews, to more emotional mechanisms such as empathy (Pera et al., 2019) or brand 

love (Bıçakcıoğlu et al., 2018).  
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Table 2.1. Motives that inhibit customer’s online complaints   

Authors  Determinants  Key findings 

Pera et al. (2019) Empathy Empathy plays an important role in preventing negative 

reviews about service problems within the hospitality 

context. 

Ert & Fleischer 

(2019) 

Public reputation People are deterred from leaving a negative review due to 

fear of bad public reputation in peer-to-peer accommodation. 

Teubner & 

Hawlitschek 

(2018) 

Fear of retaliation Negative reviews are underreported in peer-to-peer 

hospitality platforms due to the fear of retaliation. 

Jenniely (2019) Time and cognitive 

effort 

Reasons for not leaving a negative review are the time and 

the cognitive effort it requires. 

Hu & Kim (2018) Altruism Customers in hotel settings who are altruistic do not engage 

in posting negative reviews online.  

Loo, Boo, Khoo-

Lattimore (2013) 

Seeking apology In a hospitality context, offering apologies before an official 

complaint might alleviate the outcomes of failure thus 

inhibiting a formal negative review. 

Bıçakcıoğlu, İpek, 

& Bayraktaroğlu, 

(2018) 

Brand love Brand love prevents customers from spreading negative word 

of mouth in case of a negative experience. 

Fradkin et al. 

(2015) 

Reciprocity Socially induced reciprocity decreases guest’s willingness to 

leave a negative review in a peer to peer accommodation 

context due to an interaction with the host.  

Osman et al. 

(2019) 

“Here (home)” vs 

“There (away)” 

constructs  

In a peer-to-peer context customers are less likely to leave a 

negative review if they have developed a bond with the host 

and perceive their travel experiences being close to their own 

“home”.  

 

2.2.3 Mediating role of vulnerability  

One aspect that has been overlooked in the literature is vulnerability. Vulnerability is the state 

of being exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or emotionally 

(Buglass et al., 2016). Traditionally, elderly people, people with low incomes or without work, 

long-term disabled people and ethnic minorities are classified as the “vulnerable population” 

(Jafari et al., 2013). Contemporary studies emphasize the multidimensional nature of 

vulnerability (Baker et al., 2005; Brennan et al., 2017), and thus the debate has moved beyond 

a customer’s individual traits and characteristics towards broad agreement that vulnerability is 

relative and dynamic, and therefore it is subject to change depending on the circumstances.   

Baker et al. (2005) argue that anyone can be vulnerable if placed into a situation over which 

they have little control. An important setting to consider is the online environment. Online 

vulnerability involves an individual’s capacity to experience detriment to their psychological, 

reputational or physical wellbeing as the result of their online activities (Buglass et al., 2017). 

Online vulnerability takes different forms, including online harassment, loss of privacy or 

misuse of personal information. Although being an online social user does not automatically 
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create vulnerability, the type of interaction with the platform might create it (Staksrud et al., 

2013). Some people believe that by leaving negative reviews on online travel platforms they 

are exposed to the possibility of being criticized by other customers or by the service provider, 

which fosters even higher sense of vulnerability. This psychological mechanism can be 

explained by the so-called theory of mind. (Gweon & Saxe, 2013). The theory of mind involves 

the important social-cognitive skill of an individual's ability to understand others' mental states 

and to acknowledge that they might be different from their own (Bryant et al., 2013).  Theory 

of mind is a crucial element of people's social interactions, which is used to analyze, judge and 

predict the behavior of other individuals (Henry et al., 2013; Gweon & Saxe, 2013). Therefore, 

due to these perceptions of how other people or the company’s management will react to their 

complaints, people avoid complaining online (Jeffries & Hornsey, 2012). With the 

implementation of the “Real Name Policy”, which encourages people to use their real names, 

the level of online vulnerability has increased (Buglass et al., 2016). This policy aims to reduce 

the number of anonymized communications on online platforms (Hogan, 2013). As a result, 

one of the biggest concerns that people have when leaving online complaints is that their 

personal information is visible to other people. This exposes them to greater feelings of 

vulnerability and might prevent customers complaining online.  

H2: Vulnerability mediates the relationship between public self-disclosure and complaint 

behavior such that customers exposed to the disclosure of their private identity feel more 

vulnerable. In turn, vulnerability decreases online complaint behavior 

2.2.4 The moderating role of locus of control 

People tend to react differently to a service failure, based on their personalities and attitudes 

toward complaining (e.g., Tronvoll, 2007; Bodey & Grace, 2006; Heung & Lam, 2003).  

According to Kowalski (1996), locus of control (LOC) is the personality trait that is directly 

related to complaint behavior. Locus of control is the degree to which people believe they have 

control over the events happening in their lives (Rotter, 1966). A high score on the LOC scale 

indicates a greater sense of external locus of control (ELOC) (Gursoy, McCleary & Lepsito, 

2007). Individuals with ELOC perceive results as outcomes that are not contingent upon their 

actions and refer to luck, fate or chance (Kowalski, 1996). Conversely, a lower score on the 

LOC scale demonstrates a greater sense of internal locus of control (ILOC) (Gursoy, McCleary 

& Lepsito, 2007). Individuals with ILOC perceive outcomes as being entirely contingent upon 

their own actions (Rotter, 1966).  
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People with an internal locus of control are more likely to complain since they believe that this 

action will bring some change. On the other hand, those with an external locus of control are 

less likely to undertake any action due to frustration and the stress associated with it (Kowalski, 

1996). Bodey and Grace (2006) suggest that “complainers” in service encounters believe they 

have more control over the situation than “non-complainers”. 

Wheeless, Erickson and Behrens (1986) found that locus of control mediates people’s self-

disclosure, so that people with ELOC disclose less information about themselves than 

individuals with ILOC (Ryckman, Sherman, & Burgess, 1973). To the best of our knowledge 

there is no research investigating the relationship between a customer’s locus of control and 

their online vulnerability within the customer complaint behavior context, although there are 

some studies within the literature on social issues (Thompson & Spacapan, 1991; Gallagher, 

Bentley, & Barlow, 2014). Thompson and Spacapan (1991) suggest that people with less 

control over the events in their lives are more likely to be vulnerable. Contemporary theories 

of psychology also posit that ‘...a lack of perceived control over potentially negative events 

represents a generalized psychological vulnerability...’ (Gallagher, Bentley, & Barlow, 2014, 

p. 571). It is thus suggested that people who believe they have less control over the actions in 

their lives (presumably people with external locus of control) are more exposed to online 

vulnerability when complaining on online platforms.  

Based on the above we hypothesize that: 

H3a: Having an external locus of control increases the negative effect of public self-disclosure 

on customer complaint behavior 

H3b: Having an external locus of control increases vulnerability in the case of public self-

disclosure.  

Figure 2.1 presents the conceptual framework. We argue that the online environment (public 

vs anonymous) determines customer complaint behavior, so that negative experiences are 

under-reported when the complainer is identifiable. We suggest that this happens because the 

complainer is exposed to online vulnerability. 
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Figure 2.1. Conceptual framework. Effects of self-disclosure and locus of control 

on customer complaint behavior via vulnerability  

     

2.3 Research design 

The current study adopts a sequential exploratory mixed-method approach (Creswell et al., 

2003). First, we propose an exploratory study to investigate the facets and extent of the 

perception of vulnerability. Most studies have defined customer vulnerability using socio-

demographic dimensions (Laufer & Gillespie, 2004; Pavia & Mason, 2014; Commuri & Ekici, 

2008). People attributed to the highly vulnerable groups may disagree that they are actually 

vulnerable because vulnerability is not a permanent state but rather a contextual phenomenon 

(Baker et al., 2005). Moreover, the same authors argue that the actual vulnerability occurs at 

the same time as it is experienced so that it can be understood only by listening to reports of 

customer experiences. The qualitative phase is thus important for an insightful view of 

customer experiences and motives of complaint behavior, offering also more clarity on the 

conceptualization of vulnerability.  

An experimental study complements the qualitative evidence, by measuring under controlled 

settings the impact of the level of anonymity on complaint behavior through vulnerability. It 

also provides initial fine-grain evidence of boundary conditions, such as locus of control, which 

might affect complaint behavior.  

2.3.1 Study 1 

Design, participants and procedure 

Face-to-face interviews (n= 24) lasting 40 min on average were conducted in the UK. The 

interviews were in English and all respondents were fluent English speakers. Participants were 

explained the aim of the current study and were then asked to sign a consent form.  Since 

Vulnerability  Locus of control 

(internal vs external) 

H2 
H3a H3b 

Public self-disclosure vs 

anonymity Customer complaint behavior 
H1 
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vulnerability is an important behavioral aspect that cannot be observed either directly or by 

another person, qualitative data were collected using the critical incident technique (CIT). CIT 

is a qualitative interview procedure that investigates “critical incidents” identified by the 

respondent, behavioral responses to it and sequential outcomes (Gremler, 2004). This method 

is used to understand an individual’s behavior in a particular situation (Bitner, Boom & 

Tetreault, 1990). It is therefore a reliable technique for collecting and interpreting data from a 

negative experience, customer dissatisfaction and the consequent complaint behavior.  

The study took place in July 2019. There was an initial screening question which required 

participants to state whether they had experienced a negative experience in a hotel in the last 

12 months. Participants who answered no were excluded from the study. Participants were aged 

between 24-45, both female and male respondents who had left negative reviews on online 

travel platforms (OTP), and those who did not do so, after a negative experience in a hospitality 

context.  The study involved both self-employed professionals and employees, as well as 

students. Once the saturation point was reached, further data collections were discontinued 

(Saunders et al., 2018). Interviews were developed mostly with questions similar to:  

Have you been unhappy with a stay within the last twelve months? What was the incident? 

Did you make a complaint? 

If yes, how, to whom, what are the desired effects? 

If no, what was the reason you did not complain? 

Have you left an online review after your stay? 

If yes, on which platform, and did you use your real name? 

If no, what prevents you from leaving a negative review? 

How much information do you usually disclose on online communication platforms? 

In general, how concerned are you about security (privacy, confidentiality or proof of 

identity) on the Internet? 

How concerned are you about security (privacy, confidentiality or proof of identity) in 

relation to making complaints online? 

Have you ever experienced any criticism towards yourself online? 

Each interview was audio recorded, transcribed and analyzed individually. The first author 

carried out initial coding. The following phase involved all authors in the search for emerging 
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themes and similar patterns within the interviews. Building on these patterns, we derived the 

key themes, which were common in most interviews, for further analysis. Two authors 

independently repeated reliability assessments by analyzing five randomly chosen questions 

per 8 interviews. The inter-coder reliability check, based on Krippendorff’s Alpha, scored 87%, 

ensuring high consistency of data coding and interpretation. Items where there was 

disagreement were later discussed, analyzed and agreed upon.   

Results and discussion 

Key themes pertaining to online customer complaint behavior involved their (un)willingness 

to leave a complaint, concerns with regards to the public disclosure of identity, online criticism, 

emotional insecurity and the reasons for complaining or not complaining (inherent to locus of 

control). Based on the theory of mind, the following analysis of the interviews suggests that an 

underlying phenomenon behind customer complaint avoidance online is the perception of how 

other people will react to negative reviews. Table 2.2 shows an illustrative coding of emerging 

themes for complaint and complaint avoidance behavior that were common to most of 

interviews. We summarized the themes raised in all interviews into three major subject groups 

that affect a customer’s (un)willingness to complain online. The first was the negative 

consequences of public self-disclosure. The majority of respondents opted to complain 

anonymously or under pseudonyms. They highlighted the main concern related to the public 

complaints online, which is the loss of privacy or identity. For instance, “I am very concerned 

about my privacy. I would never leave any negative review under my real name. What if 

someone steals my identity and uses it?” (Sarah)1. The second theme is related to the level of 

risk associated with online complaints. As stated by a considerable percentage of the 

interviewees, they did not feel safe complaining online, particularly when they are identifiable, 

due to the potential for exposure to online attacks from other people: online vulnerability. For 

instance, “I would complain online only if I remain completely anonymous. If the content I post 

offends someone then they might initiate attacks towards me. Given this possibility, I feel 

threatened if my identity is disclosed” (Nick)1. We have therefore proposed online vulnerability 

(i.e., loss of privacy and online criticism) as a mediator that explains the effect of online 

complaint environment on customer complaint behavior. 

Finally, all participants were asked whether they had reviewed their stays on online platforms 

and what their motives - if any were - for (not) reviewing. As stated, those who complained 

online wished to warn potential customers and inform the hotel about what exactly went wrong. 
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For instance, “I write negative comments because when other people book their stays they 

should know what they are looking for and if this is actually the best value for their money or 

not” (Sam)1. Whereas those who had not complained stated that online reviews were not worth 

their time, since little will be done to resolve these complaints. For instance, “It does not 

deserve my time and effort to write a negative review because hotel management does not 

address them adequately” (Pina)1. These attitudes towards online complaints are associated to 

customers’ locus of control. Specifically, to the degree customers believed their actions would 

bring change in this particular situation. Locus of control thus seems to be an appropriate 

boundary condition that explains a customer’s motives to (not) complain. Based on the 

information above, public self-disclosure, vulnerability and locus of control have been 

recognized as essential facets of a customer’s (un)willingness to complain within the 

qualitative phase, and were tested in the experimental study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 
Names used in this study are fictional as respondents opted to stay anonymous
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Table 2.2. Illustrative coding 
 

Informant  Incident 

 

Public self-disclosure Online vulnerability Locus of control 

Complaint 
 

Interviewee 1 I had a negative experience with one hotel 

recently. The last time we went to Brazil we 

arrived according to our check-in time. 

However, when we entered the room we 

found it had not been cleaned so we had to 

wait a couple of hours. I was angry. They 

apologized and explained that previous guest 

had checked out late, however, it did not 

alleviated the situation. 

 

I left a negative review online; 

however, I used a nickname. 

The internet cannot be trusted. You never 

know what to expect from other people, 

and how they would react to your 

comments, so personally, I prefer not to 

use any personal information by which I 

can be identified while complaining.  

 

The reason for complaining was to let this 

hotel know that I was not happy. I pointed 

out their weaknesses to prompt some 

changes in the future and improve their 

services. 

Interviewee 2 The hotel room I had booked had an adverse 

smell. On top of that, the bedsheets were dirty. 

To say I was shocked is an understatement. I 

asked to change rooms but I was told that the 

hotel was fully booked for that night. I did not 

want to stay there for another 3 nights. They 

changed the bedsheets, but the smell was 

unbearable so I left the next morning.  

 

I complained online. I left a negative 

review on the official web page of 

this hotel, on booking.com and on 

TripAdvisor. I did it anonymously. 

I have seen how aggressive managers 

can be. They disprove of your complaints 

and make you the bad guest. Thus, I will 

not use my name under any conditions.  

This is a matter that other customers 

should be aware of. It should not ruin 

someone else’s vacation.  

Interviewee 3 I had a very poor experience in one of the 

hotels in London. The shower in my room did 

not work properly and there was no hot water. 

Moreover, the next room was very noisy. That 

was my worst stay. Luckily, it was only one 

night. 

When I complained, I did it 

anonymously because I do not want 

the hotel to know who had written the 

review. 

There is a reason I did not complain 

directly to the hotel. I do not want to 

confront them. Instead I do it on online 

platforms. Because under anonymous 

conditions no one is looking at me, it is 

just my phone and me. 

 

I want to let the management of the hotel 

and the staff know which fields have to be 

improved. 

Interviewee 4 It happened in Saudi Arabia.  There were two 

reasons I was not happy about my stay. First, I 

was not happy with the general level of 

hygiene of the room.  By the time we went 

there, we found that the toilet was not cleaned. 

It was actually used. Second, the reception 

service was poor.  I felt it was not worth the 

money I had paid. 

 

I always give comments about hotels I 

have stayed in, especially negative 

ones for people who travel on 

business. However, I prefer 

nicknames because I do not want to 

be recognized at all.  

Sometimes people fight me online about 

my comments, but since they do not know 

who I am I do not feel they can actually 

harm me. This is just my computer and 

me. 

I used to work in a hotel, and to me this has 

two benefits. First is to let the business 

know what they are doing wrong and 

what they can change to make their 

business better. The second is to warn 

tourists because through these honest 

reviews they will be able to choose the 

hotel that would be the best for them to 

stay in. 
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Table 2.2 continued 

Complaint avoidance 
 

Interviewee 5 Our flight had arrived at 9 am, while standard 

check in time is 2pm. We had thus requested 

an early check in and paid extra.  I was 

unhappy with the fact that when we went in 

early the room was still not ready. 

I do not really write negative reviews 

online because I do not feel that my 

personal data is fully protected.   

People have become excessively 

aggressive these days, so I do not want to 

argue over my experience with anyone. 

My psychological well-being is more 

important.  

 

Writing online complaints is not worth my 

time and effort. I do not believe that hotels 

actually care about my complaints.  

Interviewee 6 That happened in Spain. When I arrived with 

my wife in the room, it looked very bad and 

dirty. In addition, we found some hair on 

pillows and the room smelled as if a heavy 

smoker had stayed there before us. The 

problem was we did not have much choice 

because we arrived quite late and other hotels 

were fully booked. Moreover, this one was 

pre-paid and non-refundable. We were very 

upset. 

 

I do not post online. It would be very 

easy to identify who you are. I cannot 

guarantee that I am anonymous 

because the data on the internet goes 

through online portals so it will be 

easy to identify who made the 

complaint. 

Instead of leaving a negative review 

online, I prefer to leave a hand written 

review on the form that they usually 

provide. It would be more private that 

way so I do not have to confront the 

hotel personnel or other customers. 

Negative reviews are very helpful when 

choosing a hotel to stay in, however, I 

never leave reviews online. They will not 

change anything. This room was in a very 

bad condition but I do not think they will 

refurbish it just because I have complained. 

I would not go there again. 

Interviewee 7 The last time I stayed in a hotel in Egypt the 

room was not cleaned properly. There was 

hair in the shower. I requested cleaners to 

come and clean it again. They said that 

currently all cleaners were busy and as soon as 

one become available they would come over 

to my room, but no one came. Although I was 

unhappy, I did not move to another hotel.  

 

I did not leave a negative review. I 

would have to register to do that and I 

prefer to keep my privacy. 

I do not want to give the impression of a 

negative person. I will complain to friends 

and then forget about it. I do not want to 

deal with strangers who might be 

offended by my reviews. 

 

I do not feel that complaining online is 

worth my time. The procedures that I have 

to go through in order to complain are 

frustrating. In addition, I have a perception 

that even if I complain nothing will 

happen, that is it. 

Interviewee 8 We had booked our hotel through an agency. 

The cleanness of the room is crucial for me, so 

when I saw that the room did not meet my 

expectations I felt very unhappy. The worst 

part was the breakfast, which consisted of 

cereals, milk, tea and coffee, when on the 

website it was advertised as a buffet.  

Normally I only leave positive 

comments. In this particular case, I 

decided not to complain because I 

booked it through the agency so the 

review would have been written under 

my real name.   I am not confident 

about giving my real name when 

commenting. I wish I could have 

done it anonymously. 

 

I am a very sensitive person and easily 

take on all negativity that is directed to 

me. The reason for not reviewing this 

hotel is that I want to keep my privacy. I 

do not want other people to know who I 

am. I do not want to receive any 

negativity about my experience, my 

complaint or myself. 

Another reason I do not write negative 

reviews is that I am not sure to what 

extent hotels actually use these comments 

for improvement. I will not go to this hotel 

again. 
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2.3.2 Study 2 

The findings of the qualitative phase offer insightful views on emerging issues in customer 

complaint behavior. An experimental study complements these findings by testing the impact 

of complaint environment (public vs anonymous) on customer complaint behavior through 

vulnerability. Moreover, the experimental study explains the extent to which boundary 

conditions such as locus of control influence customers’ decisions whether to complain or not. 

Design, participants and procedure 

Study 2 was an online experiment. For this single-factor (public self-disclosure vs anonymity) 

between-subject design, we used a scenario-based experiment. This experimental design gives 

the researcher complete control over the unmanageable factors (Viglia & Dolnicar, 2020). 

Among the registered participants, through a screening question, we specifically selected 

subjects with at least one negative experience in the last 12 months. The total number of 

participants in the experimental study was 244 with a 67.2% of female participants. This 

sample consists of employees, students, and self-employed professionals (Mage=34,5). 

Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the two different conditions (public vs 

anonymous). The difference between the two conditions was that in the public condition the 

personal information was described as publicly available (e.g., name, email, gender, etc.). 

Conversely, the anonymous condition guaranteed a complainant’s privacy by specifically 

stating that comments were in anonymous form and could not be linked to the specific 

individual. In both conditions, participants were given the following situation: “Imagine that 

you booked a room in a three-star hotel. You arrive late and feel exhausted. Your bed sheets 

are dirty and you find some hair on the pillow upon arrival in your room. After your stay, you 

consider whether to leave a negative review on an online travel agency platform.” This 

situation is based on real life incidents reported in the qualitative phase of the study. We 

measured the participant’s likelihood of complaining, the level of vulnerability and locus of 

control on a five-point Likert scale (1-strongly disagree; 5-strongly agree), and collected 

demographic data (age and gender). According to the results of the qualitative phase, people 

have a great concern about complaining online due to impact on their psychological, 

reputational and physical wellbeing. This is common in the online vulnerability context 

(Buglass et al., 2017). Hence, based on the interviews, the following five-item scale was 

developed to measure the vulnerability: “Leaving my information publicly available online 

makes me feel vulnerable”, “I feel uncomfortable using my real name when commenting 
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online”, “I feel exposed to the possibility of being emotionally harmed online”, “I feel exposed 

to the possibility of being attacked for leaving a negative review online”, “I feel unprotected 

when entering my personal information online”. When measuring the internal consistency of 

the five items included in the questionnaire, the results showed a Cronbach’s alpha reliability 

coefficient of 0.77, which is above the accepted threshold of 0.70 (Santos, 1999). This was 

followed by statements about locus of control adapted from Rotter (1966) and adapted to the 

current study. Particularly this study focuses on external locus of control, therefore, we chose 

six original statements about external locus of control and added one that is specific to this 

context, which is “I feel like my online complaint will not change anything”.  Participants were 

asked to rate to what extent they agree with the subsequent statements. High score refers to the 

external locus of control, while low score means the internal locus of control. 

Results and discussion 

First, we conducted manipulation checks. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which 

the given situation was perceived as a negative experience and whether it corresponded to real 

life cases on a five-point Likert scale. The results show (Mnegative = 4.61; Mreality = 4.66) that 

participants recognized the situation as extremely negative. Similarly, the outcome of the 

reality test showed that the situation described corresponds to real life service failures. The 

public condition was coded as 1, and anonymity as 0. Figure 2.2 presents the results of the 

moderated mediation effect of public self-disclosure and locus of control interaction on 

customer complaint behavior through vulnerability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2. Moderated mediation effect of the interaction between public self-disclosure 

and locus of control on customer complaint behavior via vulnerability. 

To test proposed hypotheses, we employed Hayes’s (2018) moderated mediation model with 

vulnerability as a mediator and locus of control as a moderator. The results show that there is 

Vulnerability  Locus of control 

(internal vs external) 

Interaction effect: 

b = .16, p = .37 

 

Interaction effect: 

b = .26, p = .02 

b = -.36, p = .00 

b = -.83, p = .04 Public self-disclosure vs 

anonymity Customer complaint behavior 
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a significant relationship between public and anonymous complaint environments and 

complaint behavior (β =-.83; SE=.40; t(244)=-2.03; p=.04), thus supporting H1. The results 

also support H2, suggesting that vulnerability mediates the relationship between online 

complaint environment and complaint behavior (β = -.36; SE =.09; t(244) = -3.87; p=.00). 

When the mediator is introduced to the model, the relationship between independent variable 

and dependent variable is no longer significant (β =-.64; SE=.60; t(244)=-1.06; p=.28), which 

implies that vulnerability fully mediates this relationship. The interaction between public 

disclosure and external locus of control had a significant effect on vulnerability (β =.26; 

SE=.12; t(244)=2.18; p=.02). This supports H3b. However, we failed to find a significant 

interaction between external locus of control and public self-disclosure on customer complaint 

behavior, which implies that H3a is not supported.  

2.4 Conclusion and implications  

Customer complaint behavior is a matter of concern for practitioners in the hospitality industry, 

where customer satisfaction and retention depend on service (Berry et al., 2018). When a 

service shortfall takes place, complaints are the best tool to alert the business because 

“Recovery cannot occur without complaint” (Singh & Wilkes, 1996, p. 353). Advanced 

technologies have changed the way in which people complain, taking complaints to the online 

realm. As a result, customers communicate their dissatisfaction online when they have a 

negative experience, and their reviews are instantly available to millions (Verhagen et al., 

2013). Consequently, negative reviews decrease customers’ booking intention and willingness 

to pay (Nieto-Garcia et al., 2017; Sparks and Browning, 2011). In fact, negative reviews are 

highly valued by potential customers as they are considered more diagnostic and useful than 

positive ones (Pera et al., 2019; Papathanassis & Knolle, 2011; Xu & Li, 2016; Nieto-Garcia 

et al., 2019).  

Nonetheless, there is a tendency to require customers to disclose their real names upon 

registration (Buglass et al., 2016), and that results in a decreased level of complaint behavior 

due to fear of the potential consequences of the negative review (Pera et al., 2019). A thorough 

understanding of factors influencing customer decisions whether (not) to complain is necessary 

to provide practitioners with the opportunity to alleviate the damage caused by service failures. 

This study focuses on two factors: customer complaint environment (public vs anonymous) 

and customer complaint behaviour.  
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Indeed, as shown by the results of an experimental study, when customers’ identities are 

disclosed to others, they are less likely to complain. These results are contingent on the findings 

of our qualitative phase, where interviewees stated that by disclosing their identities publicly 

they become more susceptible to vulnerability. When there is a service failure, even if they 

would like to complain online, they therefore would not. The reason for this is the belief that 

they might be attacked by other customers, thus being exposed to psychological stress (Gweon 

& Saxe, 2013). The loss of privacy is also recognized as another reason that prevents complaint 

behavior. Online vulnerability is therefore the mechanism that explains customer complaint 

behavior under public self-disclosure conditions. This is greater in the case of external locus of 

control (ELOC) because customers believe that they have no control over what happens, so that 

ELOC increases customers’ concerns about potential exposure to online vulnerability, which 

in turn affects their complaint behavior.  

The current study contributes to the existing literature in three ways. First, it extends the 

literature on online customer complaint behavior. According to Chang & Chin (2011), factors 

that affect a customer’s complaint behavior differ in online vs offline environmental settings. 

Particularly, we explain why customers avoid complaining when their identities are disclosed 

on online platforms. Second, it expands the literature on self-disclosure. Joinson (2001) 

suggested that future research should test the impact of anonymity on self-disclosure. We 

address this idea by identifying how anonymity vs publicity affects one’s self-disclosure (e.g., 

willingness to complain). Moreover, Bazarova and Choi (2014) noted that self-disclosure 

should be studied with regards to personality traits and the level of situational risks. The current 

study analyzes the effect of a personality trait (i.e., locus of control) and vulnerability on 

customer complaint behavior. Finally, it contributes to the body of research on customer 

vulnerability. We propose and find evidence that vulnerability is the mechanism that inhibits 

customers from complaining. Most of the existing literature in marketing and customer 

behavior classifies customer vulnerability through sociodemographic information such as 

disability, age, gender or low income (Laufer & Gillespie, 2004; Pavia & Mason, 2014; 

Commuri & Ekici, 2008). However, consistently with Baker et al. (2005) we find evidence that 

vulnerability is a contextual phenomenon, not a permanent state. Therefore, the current paper 

extends the literature by building on a customer-driven definition of vulnerability, not based 

on individual characteristics, but related to situational contexts. Interestingly, when people feel 

are not in control of the events, they also tend to pay less (Viglia et al., 2019). 
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This study also has several implications for hospitality practice and for general service 

industries. Online travel agencies (OTAs) mostly mediate the conversation between hotels and 

customers. Given that people are greatly concerned about their vulnerability online, OTAs 

should guarantee mechanisms such as anonymity or the use of a nickname without personal 

information being required. This will protect reviewers and increase their willingness to leave 

a review after a negative experience. There are actionable ways to enhance anonymity without 

affecting the authenticity of reviews. For instance, whereas this piece of information won’t 

appear online, the IP address would allow tracking the sender of the review (Ananthakrishnan 

et al., 2018; Byng, 2015). Second, the results are consistent at different levels of locus of 

control, which implies that vulnerability online is a common issue and privacy should be 

guaranteed. In this sense, GDPR legislation in Europe improves customer rights and provides 

them with greater control over personal information that they disclose (European Commission, 

2018). Third, in order to obtain accurate feedback on the motives that attenuate complaint 

behavior, hoteliers should hold in-depth interviews or focus groups with key informants to 

avoid common pitfalls and increase the perceived quality of the service. A possible way to 

increase honesty in reviewing has been identified with handwriting (Tassiello et al., 2018). 

Finally, the problem of non-reporting negative reviews has clear financial implications. There 

is a body of research showing that eWOM has an impact on hotel performance. In particular, 

RevPar and occupancy are the two financial measures that are mostly affected by reviews 

(Viglia et al., 2016; Yang et al. 2018). A bias in online reviews affects also the contractual 

power of hotels in corporate agreements, such as online group bookings (Li et. al, 2015). 

As with any research, there are some limitations in this study that open avenues for further 

research. First, the current study employed a mixed method approach to provide cross validity, 

these findings should be complemented by future field experiments with actual hotel guests. 

Second, is that customer complaint behavior can be contingent on the level of price paid for 

the accommodation. Therefore, future studies should test whether different levels of price 

affect the effect of vulnerability on customer complaint behavior. Third, when exploring the 

effect of complaint environment on complaint behavior future studies could focus on the 

differences across OTAs given that the level of shared personal data varies. For instance, 

Booking.com and TripAdvisor might be perceived differently in terms of public-self disclosure 

vs anonymous environments. Fourth, the current research has explored how different levels of 

locus of control affect customers’ complaint behavior. However, the locus of control, being 

described as a coping resource, has always been linked to individuals’ personality traits and 
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cultural backgrounds. Therefore, future customer complaint behavior studies could explore 

how locus of control is linked to personality and cultural traits, which could be uncovered as 

potential moderators or mediators. Finally, it would be interesting to explore whether attitudes 

towards vulnerability vary across cultures and the effect that culture may have on customer 

complaint behavior.  
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3.1 Introduction 

Tipping is a common practice in many societies. In the US, tipping generates over $45 billion 

in annual revenues (Azar, 2011). In restaurants, the tip size typically varies between 10% and 

20% of the total bill (Karabas et al., 2020). Recently, many service companies have witnessed 

heated debates over the advantages and disadvantages of tipping, with some even suggesting 

the suppression of tipping (Infante, 2015). However, recent reports suggest that tipping 

increases total revenue across different service segments (Glasheen, 2020; Hadas, 2020). 

Compared to compulsory service charges, tipping reduces the perceived cost of eating out and 

thus increases demand (Lynn, 2016). More importantly, the benefits of tipping go beyond 

economic gains. For instance, customer satisfaction seems to be higher under tipping systems 

than compulsory service charges (Lynn, 2018).  

The need to tip and the culture for tipping are lower in most European countries (Gössling, 

2021). In the UK, for instance, tipping is not expected in the way it is in the US (Azar, 2007a). 

All staff in the UK, must by law, be paid at least the National Minimum Wage and an employer 

is not allowed to use tips to top up wages to reach the legal minimum. Having said that, there 

are 165,000 businesses in the hospitality, leisure and service sectors in the UK where tipping 

is still common, with about 3.2 million people being employed (Office for National Statistics, 

2020). Thus, even though the tipping culture is not as well-established as in the US, it is an 

important factor for businesses operating in these sectors.  

The effectiveness of various tipping systems has been a topic of continuous controversy among 

practitioners and academics. Previous studies have explored whether providing “gratuity 

guidelines” or explicitly asking customers to add gratuity is effective (e.g., Chandar et al., 

2019; Karniouchina et al., 2008; Warren et al., 2021). Prior research has mainly focused on 

customers’ motivations to tip, thus overlooking psychological factors that affect tip size (Shih 

et al., 2016). Drawing on the theory of psychological reactance (Brehm, 1966), this study 

proposes that an explicit request to tip entails a threat to the customer’s autonomy. We 

empirically test this detrimental impact on tip size. We also explore the mediating effects of 

social pressure and perceived control. Finally, we demonstrate that the physical presence of the 

server is a boundary condition (i.e., a situation that amplifies or limits the proposed 

relationship) for the explicit request effect. 

The paper offers three theoretical contributions. First, it contributes to the literature on tipping 

by uncovering a new conceptual path, i.e., the effect of an explicit request on tip size. Contrary 
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to common belief, the study findings show that an explicit (vs non-explicit) request negatively 

affects tip size. Second, this study adopts a novel theoretical approach to explain customers’ 

tipping behavior, i.e., the theory of psychological reactance. While social pressure has a 

negative impact on tip size, ensuring that customers feel that they have control over the 

situation results in higher tips. Third, this work enriches our current understanding of tipping 

by unveiling an important boundary condition, i.e., the role of physical presence. 

From a managerial standpoint, this study presents actionable levers for managers in terms of 

revenue maximization. According to our findings, service providers should eliminate explicit 

requests in order to boost tip size. Additionally, they should devote special attention to the 

personal interaction between the customer and the frontline employee.  

3.2 Literature Review          

3.2.1 Tipping  

Tipping is a common practice in many societies. In the US, tipping generates over $45 billion 

in annual revenues (Azar, 2011). In restaurants, the tip size typically varies between 10% and 

20% of the total bill (Karabas et al., 2020). Recently, many service companies have witnessed 

heated debates over the advantages and disadvantages of tipping, with some even suggesting 

the suppression of tipping (Infante, 2015). However, recent reports suggest that tipping 

increases total revenue across different service segments (Glasheen, 2020; Hadas, 2020). 

Compared to compulsory service charges, tipping reduces the perceived cost of eating out and 

thus increases demand (Lynn, 2016). More importantly, the benefits of tipping go beyond 

economic gains. For instance, customer satisfaction seems to be higher under tipping systems 

than compulsory service charges (Lynn, 2018).  

The need to tip and the culture for tipping are lower in most European countries (Gössling, 

2021). In the UK, for instance, tipping is not expected in the way it is in the US (Azar, 2007a). 

All staff in the UK, must by law, be paid at least the National Minimum Wage and an employer 

is not allowed to use tips to top up wages to reach the legal minimum. Having said that, there 

are 165,000 businesses in the hospitality, leisure and service sectors in the UK where tipping 

is still common, with about 3.2 million people being employed (Office for National Statistics, 

2020). Thus, even though the tipping culture is not as well-established as in the US, it is an 

important factor for businesses operating in these sectors.  
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The effectiveness of various tipping systems has been a topic of continuous controversy among 

practitioners and academics. Previous studies have explored whether providing “gratuity 

guidelines” or explicitly asking customers to add gratuity is effective (e.g., Chandar et al., 

2019; Karniouchina et al., 2008; Warren et al., 2021). Prior research has mainly focused on 

customers’ motivations to tip, thus overlooking psychological factors that affect tip size (Shih 

et al., 2016). Drawing on the theory of psychological reactance (Brehm, 1966), this study 

proposes that an explicit request to tip entails a threat to the customer’s autonomy. We 

empirically test this detrimental impact on tip size. We also explore the mediating effects of 

social pressure and perceived control. Finally, we demonstrate that the physical presence of the 

server is a boundary condition (i.e., a situation that amplifies or limits the proposed 

relationship) for the explicit request effect. 

The paper offers three theoretical contributions. First, it contributes to the literature on tipping 

by uncovering a new conceptual path, i.e., the effect of an explicit request on tip size. Contrary 

to common belief, the study findings show that an explicit (vs non-explicit) request negatively 

affects tip size. Second, this study adopts a novel theoretical approach to explain customers’ 

tipping behavior, i.e., the theory of psychological reactance. While social pressure has a 

negative impact on tip size, ensuring that customers feel that they have control over the 

situation results in higher tips. Third, this work enriches our current understanding of tipping 

by unveiling an important boundary condition, i.e., the role of physical presence. 

From a managerial standpoint, this study presents actionable levers for managers in terms of 

revenue maximization. According to our findings, service providers should eliminate explicit 

requests in order to boost tip size. Additionally, they should devote special attention to the 

personal interaction between the customer and the frontline employee.  
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Table 3.1. Main determinants of tip size 

Themes Authors Setting Key determinants Main findings 

Servers’ 

interaction with 

customers 

Lynn and Mynier (1993) Restaurants Server posture. -Squatting down next to the table increases the size of the tip the server receives.  

Jacob and Guéguen (2012) Restaurant Server distance - Short distance between waitresses and patrons is associated with greater tipping. 

Donation and 

gratuity 

guidelines  

Khadjavi (2017) Hair salon Indirect reciprocity; 

Charitable giving;  

Donations. 

-The voluntary act of a hairdresser in collecting donations increased the size of the tip received.  

Karniouchina et al. (2008) Restaurant Gratuity guidelines. -Compared to educational guidelines, calculation guidelines positively affected the size of the 

tip.  

Seiter (2011) Restaurant Gratuity guidelines. -Calculation guidelines have a favorable effect on tip size.  

Default 

options/Tip 

recommendations 

Haggag and Paci (2014) 

 

Taxi Default options.  -Higher default suggestions (20percent/25percent/30percent versus 

15percent/20percent/25percent) result in higher average tip size.   

Zarrabian (2019) Restaurant Default tip suggestions. -Higher bottom suggestions for the tip amount through percentages causes individuals to tip 

more. 

Hoover (2019) Taxi  Defaults; 

Suggestions. 

-Switching from a tip suggestion screen of 15, 20 and 25 percent to a relatively higher tipping 

screen of 20, 25 and 30 percent caused a statistically significant increase in tip size.  

Chandar et al. (2019) Taxi Social preferences; 

Tip amount; 

Tip recommendations. 

-There is a modest effect of default options on tip size, with average tips as a percentage of the 

fare increase by 2.5% between the lowest and highest default options; 

-Default options are less influential when the tipping decision is made privately. 

Alexander et al. (2021) App-based laundry 

pick up, cleaning 

and delivery 

Tip recommendations;  

Tip amounts; 

Satisfaction. 

-Tip recommendations positively affect tip size in that larger tip suggestions increase the 

amounts left by customers. 

Tip requests  

Karabas et al. (2020) Restaurant Tip request; 

Return intention; 

Customer irritation.  

- There is a negative impact of presenting a tip request on return intentions, with customer 

irritation as the underlying mechanism. 

Warren et al. (2021) Restaurant & 

Beauty service 

Tip request sequence; 

Manipulativeness; 

Tipping. 

- Findings reveal that requesting a tip before (vs. after) completing a service leads to smaller tips, 

reduced return intentions, diminished word-of-mouth intentions, and lower online ratings. 

 

Own study Restaurant Explicit request;  

Physical presence; 

Social pressure; 

Perceived control. 

- Explicit request has a negative effect on tip size. The physical presence of waiters mitigates the 

negative impact of this effect. 

- Social pressure decreases perceived control, which negatively affects tip size.  
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As shown in Table 3.1, research on the effects of tip requests on tip size is limited and 

demonstrates contrary findings (Warren et al., 2021; Karabas et al., 2020). In a beauty service 

context, Warren et al. (2021) reveal that requesting tips before service completion negatively 

affects tip size. Similarly, Karabas et al. (2020) show that asking customers if they want to 

leave a tip before receiving their order leads to increased irritation, which reduces the likelihood 

of returning. However, the authors didn’t test the direct effect of tip requests on tip size. Warren 

et al. (2021) also call for future research to investigate how the tip request's visibility affects 

the service outcome. For example, if an employee walks away from the tip/payment device 

while the customer completes the transaction, is the tip request considered less manipulative 

than if the employee is present when the customer decides on the tip amount? To answer this 

question, the current research tests the effect of an explicit request to tip on tip size and whether 

the server’s physical presence affects the intensity of this effect.   

3.2.2    Explicit requests 

As electronic payments become the dominant form of payment, the average customer is more 

familiar with electronic screens and prompts (Hoover, 2019). With these electronic payment 

systems, customers experience further decision-making tasks (i.e., how much to tip to the 

service provider) (Haggag & Paci, 2014; Hoover, 2019). In face-to-face service encounters, 

some providers explicitly ask customers whether they wish to tip. Despite being a common 

practice, there is scant academic evidence on how such a request affects tipping behavior. In 

this paper, we focus on electronic explicit requests, that is, when the question “Would you like 

to add a gratuity” is shown on the screen of a card machine.   

A range of studies have investigated the effect of tip recommendations on tip size (Alexander, 

Boone & Lynn, 2020; Haggag & Paci, 2014; Hoover, 2019). Zarrabian (2019), for example, 

demonstrates that larger tip suggestions induce higher tips in a fast-casual dining context, 

adding over 12% in tips to a restaurant. Similarly, Bernritter et al. (2017) found that self-

persuasion (i.e., when customers are asked to generate pro-tipping arguments themselves) is 

more effective than direct persuasion (i.e., when customers are exposed to specific arguments) 

in increasing the tip size. However, direct persuasion can trigger defensive responses. Being 

told how much to tip may lead to customers feeling that their freedom to tip is threatened 

(Strohmetz & Rind, 2001). Such perceptions can result in psychological reactance.  

The theory of psychological reactance was introduced by Brehm in 1966. It builds on the 

concept of “free behaviors” and suggests that people may react negatively to attempted social 
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influence. According to Brehm and Brehm (2013), when individuals perceive certain actions 

as a threat to their freedom, they avoid engaging in that action. Although this theory has been 

widely used to explain customer behavior in the services marketing literature, the findings are 

mixed. For example, increasing the tip suggestion (e.g., from 15 to 25 percent) positively 

affects tip size, whilst no effects of psychological reactance were found (Hoover, 2019). 

Similarly, Alexander, Boone and Lynn (2020) demonstrate that larger tip recommendations 

have a positive effect on customers’ tipping behavior. In contrast, Zarrabian (2019) states that 

very high tip suggestions may induce some reactance, thus nullifying the positive effects of tip 

suggestions. Haggag and Paci (2014) show that high tip suggestions increase the likelihood of 

tipping $0 by about 50% due to psychological reactance. Specifically, manipulated actions to 

induce high tips seem to lead to adverse reactions. When an individual’s perceived control or 

freedom is threatened, it leads to a negative response (Lee & Lee, 2009).  

Although different from default options and tip recommendations, explicit requests also 

attempt to influence customer behaviors. In line with Haggag and Paci (2014), we argue that 

any strategy threatening customers’ freedom to tip might have a reverse effect on tip size. 

Therefore, we propose that explicit requests will have a negative impact on tip size. Formally,  

H1: An explicit request to tip has a negative effect on tip size. 

3.2.3    Physical presence 

The magnitude of the effect of an explicit request on tip size may vary depending on the 

frontline employee’s behavior. A number of studies suggest that frontline employees play a 

key role in influencing customer choices (e.g., Huneke et al., 2015; Woisetschläger et al., 2016; 

Davis et al., 1998). For instance, customers are willing to leave larger tips if the service 

provider introduces him/herself by name (Garrity & Degelman, 1990); uses the guest’s native 

language (Van Vaerenbergh & Holmqvist, 2013); has physical contact with the customer 

(Stephen & Zweigenhaft, 1986; Lynn et al., 1998; Guéguen & Jacob, 2005); or is in close 

proximity when taking orders (Jacob & Guéguen, 2012). Conversely, the physical presence of 

the frontline employee during the payment stage can hamper customers’ willingness to tip. 

Tipping and donations share similar characteristics (Azar, 2011). For instance, in the context 

of door-to-door charitable giving, DellaVigna et al. (2012) report that when potential donors 

are exposed to an unsolicited donation request, their willingness to donate decreases. However, 

when the solicitor is physically present, individuals become more willing to donate. In a 
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restaurant setting, the server can either stand physically close to the table or leave the customer 

alone so they can make the payment (and tipping) in private. Similar to the door-to-door 

donation context, when an explicit request is coupled with the physical presence of the server 

during the payment stage, it may induce the demand-driven approach on customers, thus, 

prompting them to tip. Formally, 

H1a: The physical presence of the server alleviates the negative effect of an explicit request to 

tip on tip size. 

3.2.4    The psychological mechanism: serial mediation of social pressure and perceived 

control 

Psychological factors underlie customers’ tipping behaviors (Azar, 2010). Social pressure is 

one of the psychological mechanisms that may explain tipping (e.g. Azar, 2007a; Lynn & 

Starbuck, 2015; Whaley et al., 2014). Specifically, social pressure prompts customers to 

change their attitudes, values or behaviors to conform to social norms (Ajzen, 1991; Carr & 

Sequeira, 2007). For instance, individuals tend to make more egalitarian choices in the presence 

of others due to social pressure (Castelli & Tomelleri, 2008; Gunawan & Huarng, 2015). In the 

tipping literature, social pressure is defined as an uncomfortable feeling that customers 

experience when they “dodge” from tipping (Azar, 2007a). Indeed, Chandar et al. (2019) 

suggest that the effect of social norms is diminished without public exposure. However, the 

effect of social nudges is enhanced as the veil of choice anonymity is removed. Therefore, 

when customers are explicitly asked whether they wish to tip, the level of social pressure may 

increase. We thus propose that explicitly requesting a tip increases perceived social pressure.  

Formally,  

H2: An explicit request to tip has a positive impact on social pressure. 

Having control over one’s psychological and physical environment is a basic human need 

(Skinner, 1995). Perceived control can be defined as the extent to which people believe their 

internal state and behavior can produce desired effects and avoid undesired effects (Wallston 

et al., 1987; Skinner, 1995). Perceived control consists of three dimensions: i) behavioral 

control - available responses that directly affect or change the characteristics of an event; ii) 

cognitive control – the way in which the event is interpreted; and iii) decisional control – the 

range of choices available to an individual (Averill, 1973). Perceived control plays a major role 

in service encounters (Hui & Bateson, 1991; Noone et al., 2012) since customers show a desire 
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for control throughout the service process, including tipping (Guo et al., 2016). Social pressure 

may hamper perceived control since it prompts customers to adapt their behavior to conform 

to social norms (Azar, 2007b). Therefore, we propose that when customers feel socially 

pressured, their level of perceived control diminishes. Formally,  

H3: Social pressure has a negative impact on perceived control. 

Low levels of perceived control may have a negative impact on tipping. A number of studies 

on perceived control report that individuals with high levels of perceived control are more 

satisfied, committed, involved and motivated (Schulz et al., 1995; Ličen et al., 2016). 

Empirical evidence further shows that perceived control has a positive effect on physical and 

psychological well-being (Hui & Bateson, 1991; Noone, 2008). When customers are offered 

the freedom to choose, the level of perceived control is high (Ertimur, 2008), thus leading to 

positive outcomes. For instance, endowing customers with a sense of control has a positive 

impact on their service encounter evaluations (e.g., Mattila & Cranage, 2005). In the pay what 

you want (PWYW) domain – a strategy that gives customers full control over the price they 

pay – customers have a stronger intention to purchase and promote the service (Barone et al., 

2017; Kim et al., 2009; Stangl et al., 2017). Conversely, low perceived control may result in 

negative psychological outcomes. Perceived lack of freedom leads to psychological reactance 

(Brehm & Brehm, 2013), and thus individuals avoid engaging in an action. Therefore, we 

propose that lower levels of perceived control have a negative impact on tip size. Accordingly, 

we argue that social pressure and perceived control sequentially mediate the negative effect of 

explicit requests on tip size. Specifically,  

H4: The lower the degree of perceived control, the lower the tip size. 

H4a: Social pressure and perceived control serially mediate the impact of an explicit request 

on tip size.    

The conceptual model is shown in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1. Conceptual framework. Effects of explicit request and physical presence on 

tip size via social pressure and perceived control 

3.3 Research design 

3.3.1    Study 1 

Design, participants and procedure 

Study 1 is a field experiment conducted in a mid-scale Asian restaurant in Southern UK. The 

data were collected from January 3 to January 17, 2020. Only guests who paid by a credit card 

were included as explicit tipping is manipulated through an electronic prompt. The restaurant 

only serves dinner, hence the time of the meal was similar for all the guests. The currency used 

in the study is Great Britain Pounds (GBP). The final sample consists of 170 respondents (male 

= 61%). 

We employed a 2 (explicit request to tip: yes or no) × 2 (physical presence of the server: yes 

or no) factorial design. In the explicit request condition, customers saw the following on the 

payment screen: “Would you like to add gratuity?” with a response option yes/no. If they 

wanted to tip, they added the tip to the bill and completed the transaction. In the no request 

condition, there was no such question. In the physical presence condition, servers stayed by the 

guest’s table until they completed the payment process. In the absence of the physical presence 
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condition, servers stepped away from the guest’s table (e.g., to clean the neighbouring table or 

to attend other guests) until the payment was processed.  

Results and discussion 

A two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on a sample of 170 participants to 

examine the effect of an explicit request to tip and the physical presence of a server on the tip 

size. The average bill did not differ across conditions. The results show a significant negative 

effect of an explicit request to tip on tip size, F (1,166) = 11.982; p = 0.001. The combined 

effect of an explicit request and physical presence on tip size is also significant, F (1,166) = 

45.679, p = 0.001, suggesting that the joint effect of those two factors positively affects the tip 

size (Figure 3.2). Simple main effects analysis showed that, in an explicit request condition, 

customers tip more when the server is physically present (M = 3.39; SD = 1.10; p = 0.021) than 

when the server is not physically present (M = 2.53; SD = 1.12; p = 0.001). This result suggests 

that the adverse effect of an explicit request is alleviated with the physical presence of the 

server.  

 

Figure 3.2. Interaction effect of explicit request to tip and physical presence of the 

server 

Moreover, to compare visually how the tip size changes at different levels of an explicit request 

to tip and the physical presence of the server, we used error bars (Figure 3.3). Error bars are a 

graphical representation of the variability of data and used on graphs to indicate the error in a 



Post-purchase Decision-making and Its Application to Service Marketing 

57 

 

reported measurement. It clearly shows there is a significant difference in tip size between an 

explicit request to tip vs no explicit request to tip in the case of a server being present.  

 

1* - Condition 1 - an explicit request to tip x physical presence of the server 
2* - Condition 2 - an explicit request t tip x no physical presence of the server 

3* - Condition 3 - no explicit request request to tip x physical presence of he server 

4* - Condition 4 - no explicit request to tip x no physical presence of the server 

 

Figure 3.3. Error Bar - Study 1 

To ensure the robustness of the analysis, we conducted a two-way ANOVA with tip size as a 

percentage of the bill total. The main effect of an explicit request, as well as the combined 

effect of an explicit request with the physical presence of the server are significant and 

demonstrate similar patterns as our previous analysis. The results show a significant negative 

effect of an explicit request on tip percentage, F (1,166) = 7.549; p = 0.007. The joint effect of 

an explicit request and the physical presence is positive and significant, F (1,166) = 15.897; p 

= 0.001, showing that an explicit request coupled with the server being physically present leads 

to an increase in tip percentage. Simple main effects analysis suggests that the average tip 

percentage in the explicit request condition is higher in the case of the physical presence of the 

server (M = 8.83 percent; SD = 3.03; p = 0.038) compared to the case with no physical presence 

of the server (M = 7.14 percent; SD = 3.53, p = 0.001).  

To rule out alternative explanations, we also ran a regression analysis with a number of control 

variables such as gender and bill total. Table 3.2 presents the results of two regressions, one 

with tip size (GBP) and one with tip as a percentage of the bill total as dependent variables. 

Explicit request to tip, server’s physical presence and their interaction are the independent 

variables 
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Table 3.2. Predictors of tip size and tip as percentage of total bill 

Model β 

Std. 

Coefficients t Sig. 

 

Model β 

Std. 

Coefficients t Sig. 

 (Constant) 3.933  7.009 0.000  (Constant) 18.205  13.541 0.000 

Total bill 0.019 0.082 1.382 0.169  Total bill 0.117 0.097 0.664 0.510 

Gender 0.149 0.046 0.650 0.517  Gender 0.103 0.098 0.707 0.483 

Server’s physical 

presence 

-1.944 -0.603 -6.428 0.000  Server’s physical 

presence 

-5.528 -0.530 -5.454 0.000 

Explicit request to 

tip 

-2.183 -0.678 -7.150 0.000  Explicit request to 

tip 

-6.167 -0.592 -6.055 0.000 

Interaction effect 

ER*PP 

2.738 0.733 6.335 0.000  Interaction effect 

ER*PP 

7.612 0.630 5.308 0.000 

 R-squared 0.291     R-squared 0.271    

 Adjusted R-

squared 

0.269     Adjusted R-

squared 

0.249    

Dependent Variable: Tip size  Dependent Variable: Tip as percentage of total bill 

 

The value of the adjusted R-square indicates that 26.9% of variance in tip size can be accounted 

for by an explicit request to tip, server’s physical presence and their interaction. The Durbin-

Watson d = 1.673, which is between the two critical values of 1.5 < d < 2.5, and therefore we 

can assume that there is no first-order linear auto-correlation in the data. 

The results show that an explicit request to tip (β = - 2.18; p = 0.001), the server’s physical 

presence (β = - 1.94; p = 0.001) and their interaction (β = 2.73; p = 0.001) were significant 

predictors of tip size. The effects of gender (β = 0.14; ns) and total bill amount (β = 0.01; ns) 

on tip size were insignificant.  

The regression analysis on tip percentage shows similar findings, with Durbin-Watson d = 

1.965, indicating that there is no residual correlation. Whilst an explicit request to tip (β = - 

6.16; p = 0.001), server’s physical presence (β = - 5.52; p = 0.001) and their interaction (β = 

7.61; p = 0.001) can predict 24.9% (adjusted R-square) of the variance in the dependent 

variable, gender (β = 0.10; ns) and bill total (β = 0.11; ns) remain insignificant. Taken together, 

these findings provide support for H1 and H1a. 

3.3.2    Study 2 

In Study 1, we found that customers tip less if they are asked to do so or if the server is close 

by. In other words, the joint effect of an explicit request and physical presence has a positive 



Post-purchase Decision-making and Its Application to Service Marketing 

59 

 

effect on tip size. In study 2, we conducted an online experiment to investigate the proposed 

psychological processes behind these effects, namely, social pressure and perceived control. 

The online experiment offers tight control, reducing possible confounding factors that are 

difficult to isolate in the field (Gneezy, 2017). 

Design, sample and procedure 

Participants were recruited via Prolific.co. Compared to other survey platforms, Prolific.co is 

more reliable and transparent with a representative participant population (Palan & Schitter, 

2018).  A total of three hundred thirty-three participants (female = 58.9%; Mage = 38.4) 

completed the survey and passed the attention check question: “Please read the following 

statement carefully and choose “Strongly Disagree”: The sky is blue”. The sample included 

full-time and part-time employees (60.9%), self-employed individuals (9.6%) and currently 

unemployed individuals (29.5%) (i.e., students and retired people). 

Study 2 replicates the same four conditions as in Study 1. Specifically, participants were to 

imagine that they were going to dine at a casual, average quality, sit-down restaurant with two 

of their colleagues. We controlled for the satisfaction level as follows: “You are satisfied with 

the food and service”. The bill amount (GBP 37.40) was the average amount from Study 1. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions (see Appendix A). After 

reading the scenario, participants were asked whether they would like to tip and, if yes, how 

much. There was an open box where participants could explain their decision.  

Next, participants were exposed to social pressure and perceived control scales (1=strongly 

disagree; 7=strongly agree). The social pressure measure was adapted from Whaley et al. 

(2014) to reflect the situational perspective of social pressure (Chekroun, 2008). Situational 

social pressure refers to the ways in which individuals change their behavior to meet the 

demands of a social environment, i.e., the presence of others (Yanchuk, 2005). The scale 

contains six items (α = 0.836). The social pressure measurement was followed by the 

statements of perceived self-control, e.g., “In this scenario, I am satisfied with the amount of 

control I have over my tipping decisions” and “In this scenario, I have control over the 

decisions to whom I tip” (α = 0.853) (Schulz et al., 1995; Paulhus & Van Selst, 1990). The 

items were adapted to fit the context of the study. Appendix B shows the measurement scales. 
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Manipulation check 

To ensure that the manipulations of an explicit request and physical presence were successful, 

we included two questions on a 5-point Likert scale: 1) To what extent do you perceive you 

have been explicitly asked to tip? (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely likely); 2) Was the server in 

close proximity at the moment of payment? (1 = definitely not; 5 = definitely yes). We 

performed a one-way between-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) to test whether there 

were significant differences in the mean scores of perceived explicit request and perceived 

physical presence across the four conditions. The results show that manipulation checks 

worked as intended. In the explicit request groups, respondents indicated higher levels of 

agreement of being explicitly asked to tip (M = 4.16) compared to the groups with the non-

explicit request (M = 2.14) (p = 0.001). Similarly, the groups with the physical presence 

indicated that the server was close by at the moment of payment (M = 3.86) contrarily to those 

in the absence of the physical presence group (M = 1.79) (p = 0.001).   

Results and discussion 

In line with the field experiment, the results of a two-way ANOVA show that there is a 

significant main effect of explicit request on tip size F (1,329) = 4.862; p = 0.028. The joint 

effect of an explicit request and physical presence on tip size is also significant (F (1,329) = 

11.202; p = 0.001). The interaction effect shows an increase in the tip size, meaning that the 

physical presence alleviates the negative effect of an explicit request on the tip size (Figure 

3.4).  These results align with DellaVigna et al. (2012) and offer additional support for H1 and 

H1a. DellaVigna et al. (2012), in their studies on charity giving, found that charity campaigns, 

which involve flayers requesting to donate followed by the solicitor’s physical presence in 

door-to-door fund-raising, increase the number of donations.  The authors state that the cost of 

saying no to a solicitor in person raises a negative utility from the interaction. As a result, a 

majority of donors give more than they would have liked to. Therefore, it can be assumed that 

the physical presence is particularly effective because it reinforces the effect of explicit requests 

presented via a card machine. 
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Figure 3.4. Tip size at different levels of physical presence and explicit request 

 

Similar to the findings of Study 1, the error bar below shows that there is a significant difference 

in tip size when the server is physically present when there is an explicit request to tip and 

when there is not (Figure 3.5). 

 

1* - Condition 1 - an explicit request to tip x physical presence of the server 

2* - Condition 2 - an explicit request t tip x no physical presence of the server 

3* - Condition 3 - no explicit request request to tip x physical presence of he server 
4* - Condition 4 - no explicit request to tip x no physical presence of the server 

 

Figure 3.5. Error Bar - Study 2 

To test the moderated mediation model, we run model 85 in Hayes Process macro with 5,000 

bootstrap samples. If the indirect effect of X on Y through M is moderated by W, this means 
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that mediation of the effect of X on Y is moderated, a phenomenon called moderated mediation 

(Hayes, 2018). According to Edwards (2009) and Hayes (2015) moderated mediation, 

compared to mediated moderation, is more interesting and meaningful. The results show that 

an explicit request to tip increases social pressure (β = 0.46; SE = 0.21; t(333) = 2.18; p = 

0.029), and the effect is stronger when the server is physically present (β = 1.03; SE = 0.17; 

t(333) = 7.63; p = 0.001). In turn, social pressure decreases perceived control (β = - 0.91; SE = 

0.29; t(333) = -3.27; p = 0.001). Of note, explicit request has a direct negative effect on 

perceived control (β = - 0.17; SE = 0.14; t(333) = - 2.40; p = 0.016), which is also amplified by 

the physical presence of the server (β = 0.55; SE = 0.14; t(333) = 3.85; p = 0.001). Overall, 

these results provide support for H2 and H3.  

Further, we test the proposed serial mediation. We specified an explicit request to tip as the 

independent variable, social pressure and perceived control as the mediating variables and tip 

size as the dependent variable. The results show a significant serial indirect effect of explicit 

request on tip size through social pressure and perceived control (β = - 1.34; CI = [- 2.084; - 

0.667]). In this serial mediation, social pressure has a negative effect on tip size (β = - 0.25; SE 

= 0.10; t(333) = - 2.41; p = 0.016), while perceived control has a positive effect on tip size (β 

= 0.48; SE = 0.09; t(333) = 5.34; p = 0.001). After introducing the two mediators, the main 

direct effect is no longer significant (β = - 0.32; p = ns), suggesting a full mediation (Hayes, 

2018). Therefore, H4 and H4a are supported. Moreover, findings also show that the moderated 

mediation indices were significant for both social pressure (95%, CI [0.129; 0.305] and 

perceived control (95%, CI [- 1.815; - 0.557]), meaning that an explicit request to tip and the 

server’s physical presence jointly increase the felt social pressure and decrease perceived 

control which in turn affects the tip size. Figure 3.4 visualizes the relationships and the 

estimated coefficients.  



Post-purchase Decision-making and Its Application to Service Marketing 

63 

 

 

 

 

Overall, two studies reveal interesting but somehow complicated results on the effect of the 

server’s physical presence on other variables and their relationships. Specifically, based on our 

previous studies and additional analyses (Table 3.3 and Table 3.4), we can derive that the effect 

of physical presence is threefold. Physical presence directly increases the social pressure (β = 

0.67; p = 0.001). It also amplifies the effect of an explicit request on social pressure (β = 1.03; 

p = 0.001). However, physical presence reduces the negative effects of social pressure (β = 

0.58; p = 0.011) (and perceived control (β = 0.34; p = 0.009)) on tip size. 

 

Table 3.3. The effect of the physical presence of a server on social pressure 

  Model β Std. Coefficients t Sig. 

(Constant) 3.298  7.412 0.001 

Server’s physical 

presence 

0.672 0.227 4.247 0.001 

Dependent Variable: Social pressure 

 

 

Figure 3.6. Moderated serial mediation effect of an explicit request to tip on tip size 
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Table 3.4. Interaction effect of the physical presence of a server with social pressure and 

perceived control 

 

Model 
 

β Std. Coefficients 

 

t 

 

Sig. 

(Constant) 3.482  8.057 0.001 

Social pressure -0.317 -0.248 -7.499 0.001 

Perceived control 0.269 0.256 2.159 0.031 

Server’s physical 

presence 
-2.160 -0.425 -3.074 0.002 

Interaction SP*PP 0.586 0.739 4.316 0.011 

Interaction PC*PP 0.346 0.331 2.610 0.009 

Dependent Variable: Tip size 

The explanation lies in types of pressure created in this context that have different 

corresponding behaviors: effective pressure and reactance.  When there is either an explicit 

request to tip or physical presence of the server, customers are motivated to resist the pressure 

(i.e., reactance – refusing to submit to pressure; Brehm & Brehm, 2013; Matland & Murray, 

2013), hence, having a negative effect on the tip size. However, when both factors occur 

simultaneously, physical presence amplifies the impact of an explicit request to tip, i.e., 

creating an effective pressure — increased moral cost of deviating from the tipping in the 

presence of others (Alpízar & Martinsson, 2013). The physical presence of a server amplifies 

the value of their approval, therefore, reduces but does not eliminate the negative effect of an 

explicit request on tip size.  

3.4 Conclusion and implications 

Tipping has become a common practice across different service sectors leading to significant 

revenue gains for businesses (Whaley & Costen, 2019). Previous research shows that social 

influence, both in terms of compliance and pressure, is one of the main motivations for tipping 

(Whaley et al., 2011). However, very little is known about the psychological mechanisms that 

underlie server-customer interactions and how such dynamics affect tip size. 

This study investigates the effect of an explicit request to tip on tip size. Businesses often 

employ tipping methods that involve explicitly asking customers whether they wish to tip (i.e., 

“Would you like to add a gratuity” on the screen of the card machine), which may create social 

pressure and lead to lack of perceived control. Drawing upon the theory of psychological 

reactance (Brehm, 1966), we argue that an attempt to influence customers’ decisions by 

explicitly requesting a tip poses a threat to perceived freedom of choice. As a result, the 
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customer may react negatively with a possible detrimental impact on tip size. Across a field 

study and an online experiment, we first demonstrate that tip size is smaller when there is an 

explicit request to tip. However, the negative effect is alleviated with the physical presence of 

the server. This effect is congruent with the findings of DellaVigna et al. (2012), where an 

unsolicited donation request paired with the solicitor's physical presence induced individuals 

to give to charities even if they didn’t want to. Study 2 unveils the psychological mechanisms 

behind this effect. An explicit request to tip triggers social pressure, which is amplified by the 

physical presence of the server. Experiencing high social pressure during the payment process 

leads to a decrease in perceived control, which negatively affects the tip size. In other words, 

social pressure has a detrimental effect on perceived control. Low levels of perceived control, 

in turn, have a negative effect on tip size. Previous studies examining the effects of tip request 

on tip size mainly focused on tip sequence (i.e., before vs after the service) (Warren et al., 

2021), while our study provides a clear understanding of the psychological effects behind this 

relationship.  

Moreover, our findings reveal the threefold effects of physical presence on other variables and 

their relationships: (i) it directly increases social pressure to tip, (ii) amplifies the effects of 

explicit tip requests on social pressure to tip, and (iii) reduces the negative effects of social 

pressure (and) perceived control on tip size.  An explicit request to tip and physical presence, 

together, create “effective pressure”, hence, the reduction in tip size is smaller compared to the 

tip amount when either of these factors occurs individually, creating a “reactance”.  

Theoretically, this study offers three specific contributions. First, we propose (and empirically 

support) a novel conceptual path showing that an explicit request, contrary to general wisdom, 

lessens tip size. This is due to increased social pressure, which reduces perceived control. Prior 

research on tip size has mainly focused on observable determinants of tip size such as the 

server’s interaction with the customer (e.g., Jacob & Guéguen, 2012; Lynn & Mynier, 1993), 

the use of gratuity guidelines (e.g., Seiter, 2011), and default tip options and tip 

recommendations (e.g., Chandar et al., 2019; Haggag & Paci, 2014; Zarrabian, 2019). 

Therefore, this study enriches tipping research by introducing a new contingency factor, i.e., 

an explicit tipping request. Second, this study applies the theory of psychological reactance 

(Brehm, 1966) to the context of tipping. This theory suggests that the lower the level of 

perceived control, the lower the customer’s intention to engage in action (Brehm & Brehm, 

2013; Haggag & Paci, 2014; Zarrabian, 2019). Accordingly, our findings show that when 

perceived control is hampered by social pressure, the tip size decreases. Han and Kim (2010) 



Post-purchase Decision-making and Its Application to Service Marketing 

66 

 

propose that perceived control has a direct effect on customers’ behavioral intentions. This is 

in line with previous research suggesting that perceived control is an important antecedent of 

tipping amount (Haggag & Paci, 2014; Zarrabian, 2019). More specifically, Haggag and Paci 

(2014) demonstrate that a strategy that provides customers with options (i.e., tip size) enhances 

perceived control, thus leading to a higher willingness to tip. Third, our work adds further 

insight into physical proximity during service encounters. We identify a relevant boundary 

condition, i.e., the role of the physical presence of the server.  Our findings provide further 

evidence on how physical presence can trigger various outcomes at different stages of service 

delivery. For instance, close proximity while taking orders may result in greater tipping (Jacob 

& Guéguen, 2012). Similarly, Lynn and Mynier (1993) demonstrate the benefits of physical 

closeness in service encounters. Conversely, our findings indicate that the physical presence of 

the server during the payment process increases the tip size only when paired with an explicit 

request. In light of this finding, service providers should revisit their strategies to enhance tips. 

Specifically, servers may consider distancing themselves from the customer during the 

payment process. This would release social pressure and enhance perceived freedom over the 

situation. Eliminating explicit requests and related social pressure might also lead to positive 

outcomes in the long run. Service encounters signalling perceived control are important for 

customer retention (Noone et al., 2012). To achieve this, frontline employees need to be 

properly trained to avoid social pressure during the payment process.  

This study offers several avenues for future research. Tipping is certainly affected by cultural 

norms and geographical boundaries. Such norms influence customers’ attitudes and behavior, 

including expectations and motivation for tipping (Ferguson et al., 2017). In contrast to the 

majority of studies conducted in the US, the current study offers an understanding of tipping 

dynamics in the UK, where the culture of tipping is less strong and tips are not expected. 

Cultural norms may act as another boundary condition. Thus, future studies should test the 

effect of explicit requests across cultures with different tipping norms. Finally, this study 

focused on the negative effects of the server’s physical presence during the payment stage. 

However, according to previous research, the server's close proximity to the customer induces 

perceptions of warmth (Jacob & Guéguen, 2012; Lynn, Le, & Sherwyn, 1998; Simon, Moses 

& Vincent, 2021). Future studies should explore whether perceived warmth during the order 

taking process extends to the payment stage.  

Finally, the current study is not without limitations. First, social pressure and perceived control 

were only examined in an online setting. While this experimental setting allows for tight control 
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(Gneezy, 2017), the psychological mechanisms are not analyzed in the field. The empirical 

context for both studies is the restaurant industry, so careful considerations should be made 

when extending our recommendations to other service domains.   
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3.6 Appendices: Study 2 

Appendix A. Four conditions of Study 2 

Condition 1 

An explicit request to tip x a 

physical presence of the waiter 

“Imagine you and two of your colleagues dined at a casual, average quality, 

sit-down restaurant. You are satisfied with the food and service. You ask for 

the bill and pay by a credit card. When the server hands you the card reader 

there is a question on the screen “Would you like to add gratuity?”. The 

waiter stands by the table and is aware of your decision. The total amount of 

your bill is £37.40.” 

 

Condition 2 

An explicit request to tip x no 

physical presence of the waiter 

“Imagine you and two of your colleagues dined at a casual, average quality, 

sit-down restaurant. You are satisfied with the food and service. You ask for 

the bill and pay by a credit card. When the server hands you the card reader 

there is a question on the screen “Would you like to add gratuity?”. The 

waiter steps away (e.g., cleaning the neighbouring table) to give you some 

space. The total amount of your bill is £37.40.” 

 

Condition 3 

No explicit request to tip x 

physical presence of the waiter 

“Imagine you and two of your colleagues dined at a casual, average quality, 

sit-down restaurant. You are satisfied with the food and service. You ask for 

the bill and pay by a credit card. The server hands you the card reader and 

stands by the table, waiting for the payment completion. The total amount of 

your bill is £37.40.” 

 

Condition 4 

No explicit request to tip x no 

physical presence of the waiter 

“Imagine you and two of your colleagues dined at a casual, average quality, 

sit-down restaurant. You are satisfied with the food and service. You ask for 

the bill and pay by card. The server hands you the card reader and steps away 

(e.g., cleaning the neighbouring table) to give you some space. The total 

amount of your bill is £37.40.” 
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Appendix B. Measurement scales 

Scale items Cronbach's Alpha 

Social pressure 0.836 

In this scenario, I feel pressured to tip   

In this scenario, I'll tip more given that I am having dinner with others 

who are not close friends 
 

In this scenario, the server's presence is influencing my tipping amount 

In this scenario, the presence of others that are not close friends is 

influencing my tipping amount 

 

In this scenario, it seems like I am expected to tip 

In this scenario, I will tip to impress 
 

Perceived control  0.853 

In this scenario, I am satisfied with the amount of control I have over my 

tipping decisions   
 

In this scenario, I would feel comfortable when paying the bill  
In this scenario, I feel in control of my tipping behavior  
In this scenario, I have control over the decisions to whom I tip   

In this scenario, I can easily decide not to tip 
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4.1 Introduction  

Tourism is an experience-based industry, which creates memories. Businesses involved in 

tourism aim to create unforgettable memories by delivering outstanding experiences. As such, 

lingering questions remain. What are tourist experiences? How can we track experiences to 

draw causal inferences? The tourist experience involves complicated psychological processes. 

Unlike tangible aspects and services that form a general tourism product, experiences are 

unique for every individual. In other words, products and services affect tourists externally, 

while experiences are ultimately personal. Experience exists only in the mind of an individual 

engaged at different emotional, rational, physical and even spiritual levels (Pine & Gilmore, 

1999).  Even if tourists are engaged in the same event, no two individuals will have the same 

experience. Therefore, a need exists for research that is more focused on ever-increasing 

diversity and complexity of tourist experiences.  

Since the understanding of tourist experiences has become a primary scholarly task, researchers 

have developed a wide-range of measurement tools to examine tourist experiences over the 

years. However, as there are no universal experiences, there are no versatile measurement 

instruments to test them. Therefore, to investigate tourist experiences, researchers often use 

specific measurements tailored for the particular experience. Initially, researchers began using 

experience-based approaches in the 1990s to develop a better understanding of the tourist 

experience (Andereck et al., 2006). However, researchers involved in tourism mostly embrace 

the survey as their preferred mode of data collection. Yet, this method has few shortcomings 

in that it presents possible social desirability bias issues and does not allow for tracking actual 

behaviour (Dolnicar, 2019). Even though there has been a greater uptake of experimental 

research designs among academics involved in tourism and hospitality recently, this method – 

which allows measuring causal relationships – is still underutilised in the tourism field. The 

current chapter discusses the best practices of experiment-based research to provide an 

insightful understanding of experimental design in the tourist experience domain. It also offers 

some best practices in running experiments when measuring tourist experiences.   

4.2 Using Experimental Design in Tourist Experience Research 

An experiment is a procedure that supports, refutes or validates a theory or proposed 

hypothesis. Experimental design is a well-recognized method for studying causality (Viglia & 

Dolnicar, 2020) by demonstrating how the outcome changes as a function of one or more 
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manipulated factors, and oftentimes, reveals the psychological mechanism underlying such 

effects (i.e., showing the process evidence). 

A series of reasons exist as to why experimental design is superior to other methods when 

assessing tourism experiences. First of all, as experiences are intangible and unmeasurable, it 

is essential to quantify the importance of experience in generating outcomes, such as tourist 

satisfaction, engagement, and revenues, through experimental design. Second, the 

advancement of technology has taken tourist experiences to the next level. These technology 

innovations and technology-infused tourism encounters (e.g., tracking devices, virtual reality, 

augmented reality) provide new tools and contexts for understanding tourist experience 

(Bogicevic et al., 2019; He et al., 2018; Wang & Sparks, 2016). For example, tracking devices 

nowadays allow managers to monitor tourists, not only in the way of space and time, but also 

in emotional space while they visit destinations (Shoval & Ahas, 2016). Third, many 

correlational studies use structural equation modelling (SEM) to analyse the structural 

relationship between variables. However, given the nature of tourist experiences (occurring 

temporally), level of data that is acquired from SEM analysis is limited given it does not truly 

assess causality. In that sense, experiments are a better fit to explain the tourist experience as 

they investigate causal relationships between variables. Finally, with advanced technologies, 

tracking tourist experiences could be done in the field, which provides generalizable 

implications for tourism managers. Moreover, tourist tracking offers more accurate data 

compared to surveys or self-report diaries as it eliminates respondents’ self-reporting bias.  

The tourist experience involves a complex variety of elements, as a result, it is also framed by 

evaluating factors that shape the outcomes of experiences. In other words, there are different 

phases where a person can undergo an experience. For example, while visiting an interactive 

museum, tourists will experience different emotions, absorb new knowledge and even feel 

some spiritual connection. These feelings, processes of learning, and levels of participation will 

affect the degree of experience tourists obtain from the visit (Radder & Han, 2015), which in 

turn will affect the outcome (e.g., satisfaction or enjoyment). Thus, experiments are the key 

that demonstrates the causal link between the paths the one might take and the results it 

produces (figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1. Different levels of tourist experiences 

In general, papers following an experimental design approach can involve several empirical 

studies that are highly complementary. Ideally, at least one of these studies will have high 

realism (e.g., study tourists in the field). A field experiment allows for observing outcomes in 

a natural setting, thus, providing higher levels of external validity. In contrast, in a laboratory, 

the experiment is conducted in an artificial, highly controlled environment. Laboratory study 

settings help to control the experimental conditions with more precision and certainty, thus, 

increase the experiment’s internal validity. Table 4.1 presents illustrative examples of 

experimental papers, which follow good practices in measuring tourist experiences. The topics 

range from studying tourists’ perceptions of experiences to how the overall experience affects 

their satisfaction. Methodologically, some papers included in Table 4.1 have tested behavioural 

intentions through online experiments, while others have studied the actual behaviour in the 

field.  
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Table 4.1. Examples of five experiment-based papers on the tourist experience 

Paper Key determinants Settings Methods 

L. Wang and J. Lyu 

(2019) “Inspiring awe 

through tourism and its 

consequence.” 

Annals of Tourism 

Research  

Tourism; 

Awe; 

Environmentally 

responsible behavior; 

Small-self-perception 

Scenic areas of China Field study/experiments 

G. Sarial-Abi, E. Merdin-

Uygur and Z. Gurhan-

Canli (2020) 

“Responses to replica (vs 

genuine) touristic 

experiences.” 

Annals of Tourism 

Research  

Replica experience; 

Genuine experience; 

Authenticity; 

Restrictions; 

Collecting experience; 

Tourism management 

King Tutankhamun’s 

tomb; 

Art gallery; 

Themed hotel; 

Field study/experiments 

R. Lunardo and F. 

Ponsignon (2019) 

“Achieving Immersion in 

the Tourism Experience: 

The role of autonomy, 

temporal dissociation, 

and reactance.” 

Journal of Travel 

Research  

Tourism experience; 

Immersion; 

Autonomy; 

Temporal dissociation; 

Visitor satisfaction; 

Reactance 

Experience-centric 

wine museum; 

Zoo 

Field study/experiment 

H. Huang, S.Q. Liu, J. 

Kandampully, and M. 

Bujisic (2020) 

“Customer responses to 

scarcity appeals in online 

booking.” Annals of 

Tourism Research 

Scarcity appeal; 

Power; 

Perceived risk; 

Online booking; 

Customer behavior; 

Experimental design 

Restaurant Online experiment 

F. Chen, S.Q. Liu, and 

A.S. Mattila (2020) 

“Bragging and 

humblebragging in 

online reviews.” Annals 

of Tourism Research 

Online travel reviews; 

Humblebragging; 

Reviewer expertise; 

Being envy; 

Tourist behavior, 

Experimental design 

Hotel Online experiment 

 

The essential elements of experimental design are an independent variable (X) and a dependent 

variable (Y). The independent variable is assumed to have a direct effect on the dependant 

variable and typically is controlled or changed by the researcher. In contrast, the dependent 

variable is the one that is being measured and tested in the study and changes in response to 

the independent variable. Wang and Lyu (2019), for example, have investigated how the 

feeling of awe (IV) – a strong feeling of respect or amazement brought on by something that is 

beautiful or sacred – affects the tourist’s environmentally responsible behaviour (DV).  The 

authors state that creating an unexpected element into the tourist experience, such as striking 

views or new knowledge, would stimulate awe, which in turn, positively affects tourist’s 

environmentally responsible behaviour. Another paper by Sarial-Abi et al. (2020) has explored 
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how the experience type: genuine vs replica (IV) influences customer response (DV). 

Interestingly, they found that tourists do not always have favourable responses to genuine 

versus replica experiences. When tourists’ ultimate goal is “having fun,” they adhere more 

favourably towards the replica tourist experience. Contrarily, if their goal is “collecting 

experiences”, then the replica tourist experiences are less favourable.  

4.3 Why Mediators and Moderators are Important When Measuring Tourist 

Experiences?  

An experiment, by itself, might provide some evidence whether there is a relationship between 

an independent variable and a dependent variable. However, a simple experiment cannot 

explain why the observed effect had occurred and under what conditions its magnitude 

changes.   That is when “mediating” and “moderating” variables come in.  Both mediator and 

moderator are the variables that are related to the impact of the treatment on the outcome. 

Hence, it is essential to distinguish one from another conceptually. A mediator is an underlying 

mechanism that explains the relationship, while a moderator is a boundary condition that 

affects the size or valence of that relationship (figure 4.2) (Ro, 2012). Typically, researchers 

involved in tourist experience are likely to run a series of studies. In these studies, a researcher 

will test the same independent variables and outcome measures; however, mediators and 

moderators in each study may differ. 

 

 Figure 4.2. An illustration of mediated and moderated models 

A mediator is a potential mechanism by which an independent variable creates changes in a 

dependent variable. For instance, the article by Lunardo and Ponsignon (2019), provides 

evidence in support of the notion that immersion and temporal dissociation serially mediate the 

effect of autonomy on tourist satisfaction. The mediation effect has been tested across two 
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studies: i) a field study that was conducted in an experience-centric wine museum and ii) a 

laboratory experiment – an online scenario-based study within a zoo context. The authors used 

multi-item scales to measure the main variables. In this serial mediation, both immersion and 

temporal dissociation had a significant positive effect on tourist satisfaction. In other words, 

tourists who experienced higher autonomy had greater feelings of immersion than those who 

felt less autonomous. As a result, those who were more immersed in the experience exhibited 

a more significant loss of track of time and had higher levels of satisfaction. Therefore, the 

authors have identified a temporal dissociation as an underlying mechanism that explains why 

being more immersed in a tourism experience can lead to an increase in tourist satisfaction.  

A recent paper by Wang and Lyu (2019) examined the mediating effect of small self-perception 

on the impact of awe on tourist’s environmentally responsible behaviour. The authors state – 

and demonstrate through a series of studies – that awe evokes the perception of diminished 

self, which, in turn, reveals one’s place in a broader scheme of things and increases 

environmentally responsible behaviour during the travel experience.  

It is quite clear that mediation analysis seeks to understand the underlying mechanism that 

engenders the treatment effect, whereas moderation analysis aims to shed light on a boundary 

condition that affects the magnitude or valence of the treatment effect. However, more 

complicated forms of mediation, such as moderated mediation, mediated moderation, and serial 

mediation (without or with moderation), are also common and useful statistical models for 

understanding mechanisms behind an observed phenomenon. While experimental design 

studies with mediation analyses are widely used in the fields of psychology and customer 

behaviour, they have gained increasing popularity in tourism and hospitality research. This 

recent uptake depends on their ability to uncover the intriguing psychological processes behind 

the black box between treatment and outcome. 

A moderator is a feature of the experimental study that might change the size or valence of the 

effect of the treatment. An excellent example of a moderated mediation effect comes from 

Sarial-Abi et al. (2020). Across several studies, the authors have demonstrated that the 

perception of authenticity for the genuine and replica tourist experiences may vary and 

therefore, under certain conditions even genuine tourist experiences may be perceived less 

authentic compared to the replica tourist experience.  

Moderated mediation, also known as conditional indirect effects, occurs when the treatment 

effects of an independent variable on the outcome variable via a mediator depends on levels of 
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a moderating variable. For example, Yu et al. (2020) examine the joint effects of menu format 

(handwritten vs. printed) and regulatory focus (prevention vs. promotion) on purchase intention 

in the context of ethnic dining. They demonstrate that the indirect effect of a handwritten ethnic 

menu on customers’ purchase intention is mediated through perceived authenticity only among 

customers with a prevention focus, but not their counterparts with a promotion focus. That is, 

the mediation effect comes after the moderation effect making it a moderated mediation (figure 

4.3). 

 

Figure 4.3 An illustration of a moderated mediation model 

On the contrary, the mediation effect can come before the moderation effect making it a 

mediated moderation. In this situation, the independent variable has an effect on the mediator, 

but the effect of the mediator on the outcome variable depends on levels of a moderating 

variable. Although less commonly seen than moderated mediation, mediated moderation 

(figure 4.4) can reveal important psychological processes driven by cultural or individual 

characteristics. For example, Yang and Mattila (2020) investigate how culture (individualistic 

vs. collectivistic) and recommendation type (chef-recommended vs. most popular) jointly 

affect customers’ decision-making processes. They show that collectivists (individualists) tend 

to have a more interdependent (independent) self-construal and, consequently, indicate higher 

purchase intention when the recommendation reflects popularity (e.g., “most popular”). In 

other words, the indirect effects of culture on purchase intention via self-construal is moderated 

by recommendation type. 
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Figure 4.4. An illustration of a mediated moderation model 

The impact of a treatment on an outcome via a mediator depends on the level of a moderator.  

Serial mediation occurs when there is a causal chain linking more than one mediator between 

treatment and outcome. Of course, serial mediation can have boundary conditions, making it a 

moderated serial mediation (figure 4.5). For instance, Chen et al. (2020) compare the 

effectiveness of bragging versus humblebragging on brand evaluation in an online review 

context. The authors suggest that humblebragging leads to more favourable brand evaluation 

compared to bragging when an expert reviewer posts the review, whereas the opposite is true 

when the review is posted by a non-expert. They further demonstrate that the impact of 

bragging type on brand evaluation is serially mediated through reviewer likability and benign 

envy.  

 

Figure 4.5. An illustration of a moderated serial mediation model 
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In fact, all of the examples discussed above utilise online randomised experiments to provide 

insight into tourist behaviour and the psychological mechanisms underlying their judgment and 

decision-making processes. Similar to online experimental design studies in psychology and 

customer behaviour, tourism researchers are increasingly embracing experimental design and 

online scenario-based surveys as useful tools to gain an understanding of tourists’ behaviour 

and experience. In particular, online experiments are appropriate and have high practical 

relevance when studying tourists’ online experiences such as online booking behaviour and 

information processing of online reviews. For example, Huang et al. (2020) show that customer 

responses to scarcity appeals (e.g., service scarcity due to “high demand” or “limited supply”) 

in online booking depend on their sense of power, such that demand-framed (vs. supply 

framed) scarcity appeals can elicit higher purchase intention among high-power customers, 

whereas such a difference is attenuated among their low-power counterparts. As the moderator 

power is a continuous variable, they utilise the floodlight analysis (also called the Johnson and 

Neyman’s technique) for the mediation test (Spiller et al., 2013) an advanced statistical 

approach that reports ranges of significance at each value of the continuous moderator. 

4.4 Shall We Run Between-Subjects or Within-Subjects Experiments When 

Measuring Tourist Experiences? 

To run the experiment, a researcher must also decide which experimental approach he/she will 

be using for this particular situation. Nearly every experiment involves either between-subjects 

design or within-subjects design, and there is no ultimate agreement among scholars on which 

approach is the most suitable. In a between-subjects design, participants are exposed to only 

one of the conditions, while in a within-subject design, the same participants are assigned to 

more than one condition of the experiment (Viglia & Dolnicar, 2020).  

The within-subjects design has advantages of more power, meaning that, it reduces errors 

associated with individual differences. In a between-subjects design, where participants are 

randomly exposed to the conditions, the possibility still exists that fundamental differences 

may be present between the groups that could affect the experiment's results. While, in a within-

subjects design, each individual serves as their own “control,” thus individual differences will 

not distort the results. The reduced variability in individuals directly increases power, often 

significantly. Within-subject design is also advantageous for those studies that test the change 

of an outcome over time (Seltman, 2018). 
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However, using within-subjects design in an experiment may lead to carryover effects. A 

carryover effect is an effect where the latter measures is adversely influenced by the earlier 

measures (Vercruyssen & Hendrick, 2011). Generally, the carryover effect could be dealt with 

by allowing a sufficient amount of time for the effect of the first study to “fade.” This approach 

could be effective in drug studies, for example. However, in some cases (i.e., experience 

studies), this approach may not be as effective because it will require a significant amount of 

time for the effects of the experience, to which individual subjects were exposed, to fade 

(Seltman, 2018). The carryover effect can often be overcome by using counterbalancing. 

Counterbalancing – testing different participants in different orders – is used to mitigate the 

carryover effects in experiments. The complete counterbalancing is considered the best option 

for within-subjects design. Complete counterbalancing assumes the equal number of 

participants exposed to each possible order of conditions (i.e., an experiment with three 

conditions (A, B, C)) would produce six different combinations (ABC, ACB, BAC, BCA, 

CAB, CBA) (Seltman, 2018). However, the complete counterbalancing is not always possible 

because as the number of conditions increases, the number of possible combinations will also 

increase (Vercruyssen & Hendrick, 2011).  

Moreover, the cost of data collection, as well as the risk of revealing the real purpose of an 

experiment using a within-subjects design, are relatively high. While, between-subjects design, 

in general, is conceptually more straightforward compared to within-subject design and 

requires less testing time per participant. Thus, it is one of the most used approaches in tourist 

experience studies. For example, Lunardo and Ponsignon (2019) have manipulated autonomy 

as a between-subjects factor assigning participants either to low or high autonomy conditions. 

The purpose was to see how the different levels of autonomy affect tourist immersion. Sarial-

Abi et al. (2020) across several studies have also implemented between-subjects design by 

randomly assigning participants to replica (vs. genuine) touristic experience condition. 

Likewise, Wang and Lyu (2019) assigned their participants to two different groups: awe 

condition and control condition to test whether the groups would differ with regards to the level 

of awe.   

4.5 Field and Online Experiments 

Depending on the focus of the research, the studies be done either in the field or online. If the 

main interest of the research is to study the actual consumption behaviour, then it is beneficial 

to run field experiments. Field experiments examine how the manipulation of at least one 
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independent variable leads to the changes in a dependent variable, in the context of natural 

settings. For example, Lunardo and Ponsignon (2019) tested how the levels of autonomy affect 

customers’ overall satisfaction. The authors ran a field experiment at the experience-centric 

wine museum where some visitors were given a map with specific routes to follow, while 

others were handed a map with no specified routes. Field experiments provide high external 

validity, however, the low levels of control over the external variables might cause bias in 

results and make it difficult to replicate studies, particularly when investigating the mechanisms 

behind the effect (Gneezy, 2017). Moreover, field experiments are more time-consuming, 

logistically difficult, and the cost is relatively high compared to laboratory experiments (Viglia 

& Dolnicar, 2020).  

On the contrary, if the focus of the research is tourists’ use of online booking platforms or the 

way they read online reviews, then it is most appropriate for these studies to be conducted in 

online settings. Conducting experimental studies online is actually similar to field experiments 

because the fundamental principles and components are the same: random assignments, 

independent variables manipulated between-subjects and/or within-subjects, response 

variables measuring attitudes, behavioural intentions, or real behaviours, and several 

theoretically relevant control variables to account for variance not explained by the treatments. 

Rather than observing participants who are physically present in a real tourism environment, 

online experiments often utilise a scenario-based approach where participants are instructed to 

imagine themselves in a hypothetical tourism situation the experimenters have written featuring 

either a service encounter experience (e.g., a tourist checking in at an airline, interacting with 

a service robot at a hotel) or a decision task (e.g., a tourist looking for a restaurant for dinner 

tonight, booking a local tour on an online platform). Therefore, online experiments may involve 

the following three important technical questions for data collection. 

Question 1: How do we set up an online survey to measure tourist experiences?  

There are many online survey platforms researchers can use to set up surveys such as Qualtrics, 

SurveySparrow, QuestionPro, and SurveyMonkey. Faculty and graduate students affiliated 

with a university usually have free access to one of the online survey tools for their research. 

Using Qualtrics as an example, researchers can put the survey components into different 

“blocks,” such as informed consent form, screening questions, experimental manipulations, 

survey questions. The experimental manipulations are the essential part of an experimental 

design study, and oftentimes involve random assignments. For example, Liu, Bogicevic and 
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Mattila (2018) studied how a circular vs. angular servicescape affects customer response to a 

fast service encounter pace. Their online experiment had a 2 (shape cue: circular vs angular) × 

2 (busyness cue: non-busy vs busy) between-subjects design. Accordingly, the researchers 

created four blocks on Qualtrics to store the four scenarios representing the experimental 

conditions (i.e., circular/busy, angular/busy, circular/non-busy, angular/non-busy). And then, 

they used the “randomiser” function in Survey Flow to randomly present one of the four blocks 

to a participant (they could also specify to randomly present two or more of the blocks if they 

experiment had a within-subjects design). They chose the “evenly present elements” function 

so that each experimental condition would end up with a similar number of participants. 

Question 2: How do we recruit and pay online participants? 

Some survey platforms (e.g., Qualtrics) have their own online panel for you to use, though they 

might be more expensive than using participants on crowdsourcing marketplaces such as 

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) or Prolific. Using MTurk as an example, researchers can 

set up their survey on Qualtrics and then post the Qualtrics survey link on MTurk (i.e., creating 

a Human Intelligence Task called “HIT”) with information on the estimated time spent and 

payment amount to recruit participants. Researchers can create criteria for eligibility, such as 

location and approval rate of the participants. Once a participant accepts the task, she/he will 

need to click the survey link to complete the questionnaire on Qualtrics, and then return to 

MTurk to confirm completion to receive payment. While it is not uncommon to provide as little 

as 50 cents for a 10-minute survey, research has shown that Mechanical Turk features a diverse 

nationwide pool of customers and provides high-quality data (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 

2011). Data collection is relatively fast on MTurk as long as a fair payment amount is provided 

based on the estimated length of the task. 

Question 3: How do we code and download the data on tourist experiences? 

Compared to the traditional paper-and-pen data collection method in field research, online 

experiment and data collection have its advantage in significantly shortening the time needed 

for data entry and coding. For example, Qualtrics survey responses can be directly exported 

into other programs such as SPSS, Excel, and Google Drive, etc. However, for online surveys 

with an experimental design setup (i.e., random assignments to experimental conditions), 

researchers should pay special attention to make sure the randomisation was reordered in the 

download. That is, researchers should go to the advanced option and choose “export viewing 

order data for randomised surveys” when downloading the survey data. In addition, researchers 
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may want to carefully check the coding of scales (by clicking “recode value” on the left side 

of each scale) used in the survey to ensure the numbers are correct, before attempting to 

download the data. Sometimes when a researcher adjusts the number of points in a scale (e.g., 

reducing a 7-point scale into 5-point), errors may occur in the coding of scale points (e.g., “1, 

3, 4, 5, 7” instead of “1, 2, 3, 4, 5”). Such coding issues can be fixed and adjusted any time 

before or even after data collection. In a similar vein, survey items that need to be reverse-

coded can be done before downloading the data (e.g., changing “1, 2, 3, 4, 5” into “5, 4, 3, 2, 

1”) to avoid the situation of forgetting to recode it during data analysis. Moreover, researchers 

can choose to download the data as numeric value or choice text, adding more flexibility to 

meet the needs of various research questions and data analysis methods. 

4.6 Study Participants. How Many and Why? 

As it has been mentioned before, researchers aim to run multiple, highly complementary 

studies. However, the number of studies and recruited participants mostly depend on budget 

and funding sources of this study. Researchers involved in tourist experience studies typically 

recruit participants from commercial platforms, such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, Prolific, 

etc., undergraduate/postgraduate student subject pools or sometimes they might hire market 

research companies to collect data on their behalf, e.g., Sarial-Abi et al. (2020), studies 1a and 

1b). The size of the sample is context-dependent. Common practice shows that studies involved 

in tourist experiences have at least 30 participants per cell. However, the sample size depends 

on two factors: i) the treatment effect – which is the causal effect of a given treatment on an 

outcome variable; ii) the variance within the same condition (standard deviation) (Viglia & 

Dolnicar, 2020).  In other words, the higher the treatment effect, the smaller the sample size 

required. On the contrary, the higher the variability within the condition, the larger the sample 

size that is needed. Therefore, to identify initial parameter estimates for a sample size 

calculation, such as a standard deviation or the treatment effect, researchers should run a pilot 

study. By running a pilot, one could see what the tendency is for the effect and the variability 

within the condition and design the experiment with a sufficient number of participants. There 

is no universal number of participants for all experiments. However, the importance lies in 

justifying and explaining the advantages and disadvantages of the chosen sampling approach. 

For instance, Wang and Lyu have identified the number of their participants by using Cochran’s 

(1963) sample size calculation formula and considering the total amount of items measured in 

the study based on Hair et al.’s (2010) recommendation. The total number of participants for 
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the study should be fully disclosed, including those responses that were dropped due to specific 

reasons. Moreover, researchers should also report whether they have used any participant 

screenings, as well as provide a demographic description of the final sample. To ensure the 

quality of the responses, researchers often use attention check questions (Oppenheimer et al., 

2009). For example, Lunardo and Ponsignon (2019) used the following statement to test 

participant’s attention: “If you read this, please check “strongly disagree.” The responses of the 

participants that did not pass the attention check questions are not included in the statistical 

analysis.  In the case of the prevalence of inattentive participants, the study is usually redone.  

For the higher transparency and reproducibility of experiments, researchers are usually 

required to provide all the stimuli materials that have been used in their studies (e.g., 

manipulations, instructions, study setups, etc.). For example, Lunardo and Ponsignon (2020) 

briefly discussed the study settings, scenarios and manipulations within the text, and provided 

maps and scenarios of the zoo in appendices. Similarly, Wang and Lyu (2019) provided photos 

that they used to manipulate awe and a full description of scales used in that study.  

Finally, almost all tourism researchers who are interested in online experiments would want to 

know answers to the following question: How can we enhance data quality in online 

experiments dealing with tourist experiences? Here we would like to provide a few tips that 

have worked very well for us. 

Tip 1: Provide simple and clear instructions in the online survey. 

To ensure high-quality data, researchers need to provide clear instructions in the online survey. 

It is important to make it clear to participants that they are supposed to carefully read the 

scenario and imagine themselves in the situation so that they pay sufficient attention to the 

experimental manipulations. Some researchers set a timer on the page with the experimental 

manipulations, which can be an effective way to ensure participants do not click through the 

pages too quickly. It is also necessary to tell participants they need to respond to the survey 

questions based on the hypothetical scenario they have viewed. While it is a good idea to bold 

or highlight important instructions, keep it simple and straightforward to avoid too much 

distraction. The focus should be on the manipulations of treatment variables. 

Tip 2: Try to have consistency in the scales and formats. 

Imagine an online survey with different scale points—some 5-point, some 7-point, some 11-

point, and they are all mixed up together—how confusing! In most cases, it is better to use the 
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same number of points consistently across an online survey, unless there is a good reason a 

scale has to have more or less scale points. In addition, sometimes text labels and scale points 

(shown as little circles in a semantic differential scale on Qualtrics) are not perfectly aligned 

when the survey is shown on electronic devices, reducing the readability of the survey 

questions. In general, a survey question with more than nine points might create challenges in 

web presentation, and the researcher might want to consider alternative scale formats (e.g., 

slider, numeric entry, rank order). Moreover, researchers should pay attention to the 

consistency of scale anchoring points across questions. For example, using “1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree” in one question whereas putting “1 = disagree, 7 = agree” in 

another question might create confusion or affect the accuracy of measurement if participants 

did not see the wording differences. 

Tip 3: Use attention check and recall questions. 

Online survey participants do not always read and follow instructions as researchers have 

hoped. For this reason, it is important to put attention and recall questions in the survey to 

gauge to what extent the participant is diligent in completing the survey. Attention check 

questions are those irrelevant to the experiment itself and merely serve to gauge whether the 

participant is reading instructors. For example, researchers can state in one question: “Please 

click on the little blue circle at the bottom of the screen. Do not click on the scale items that 

are labelled from 1 to 9. This is just to screen out random clicking”, and those click on the scale 

items can be identified as participants who are not paying sufficient attention to instructions 

(Oppenheimer et al., 2009). In addition, researchers can ask a few simple recall questions 

regarding the experimental scenarios. For example, if the scenarios are about receiving a room 

upgrade when checking in at a hotel, researchers can ask participants to recall whether the 

scenarios were about “receiving an upgrade at the airport (True/False)”.  

Tip 4: Ask participants to evaluate their own efforts. 

Moreover, researchers can ask participants to self-report effort put into the study. This involves 

explaining why we ask this question (e.g., “We recognize that participants in a study may 

sometimes be tired or distracted, or find the topic completely uninteresting, and so are unable 

to give it a reasonable effort. We would like to know, from your perspective, how you would 

characterize your participation in this study?”) and encouraging participants to provide an 

honest answer (e.g., “Your honest response to this question will help us ensure quality data 

collection for our research”). Researchers can provide several options for participants to choose 
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from, for instance: (a) I put reasonable effort into the study; use my data. (b) I put low effort 

into the study; ignore my data. (c) other, please specify___________. 

Tip 5: Check duplicated IPs, check suspicion probe, and check time spent. 

In most cases, we do not want a participant to take part in the survey multiple times. This is 

because participants are supposed to be randomly assigned to only one experimental condition 

and seeing more than one condition might prompt carryover effects, hypotheses guessing, and 

demand artefacts. Therefore, researchers should explicitly state that participants can take this 

survey only once. In addition, they should check for duplicated IP addresses of the respondents. 

They should also include suspicion probe questions (e.g., What do you think is the purpose of 

this study?) to see if any participant has figured out the hypotheses and real purposes of the 

experiment. Furthermore, researchers can check on the total time a participant has spent on the 

survey. When the time spent is unreasonably short (e.g., 30 seconds for a 10-minute survey), 

the data quality of this respondent would be questionable. On the other hand, there might also 

be issues when the time spent is unreasonably long (e.g., 2 hours for a 10-minute survey). 

Especially when the treatment involves priming a concept or motivation, which is supposed to 

last for only a short period of time, the response variables would not be able to capture such 

treatment effects if they are measured long after the priming manipulation. 

4.7 Conclusion  

An experimental design is the most powerful method for inferring causal relationships between 

variables. This is particularly important when measuring tourist experiences. Specifically, as 

experiences are intangible and unmeasurable, it is essential to quantify the importance of 

experience in generating outcomes, such as tourist satisfaction, engagement, revenues. A well-

designed experiment can eliminate the limitations of other methods, such as surveys or self-

reported diaries, by controlling for the influence of extraneous factors that might account for 

the change in an outcome. However, sometimes due to the strict control, an experiment may 

produce unreal situations which will not normally occur in natural settings. Thus, researchers 

involved in tourism experiences should ensure that their methods and results are fully reported 

and transparent, thus are reproducible. By replicating experiments, researchers can improve the 

external validity of the study. High external validity increases the generalizability and 

managerial implications of the studies, which are valuable for tourism research.  
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Researchers do not have to restrict their studies to either field or online experiments. For 

example, some experimental papers discussed in this chapter complement field studies with 

online experiments (e.g., Sarial-abi et al., 2020; Lunardo & Ponsignon, 2019), while others 

were conducted purely online (Huang et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2020). However, the choice of 

the design of experiments in all these studies is well justified and produces meaningful and 

defensible evidence. 
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5.1 Introduction 

The engagement and cocreation research streams have proliferated in the marketing literature. 

While both concepts initially concentrated on consumers (e.g. for engagement Jaakkola and 

Alexander, 2014; Jonas et al., 2018; and for cocreation Hoyer et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2007; 

Leung et al., 2020), a broadened focus including a variety of stakeholders beyond consumers 

occurred only recently revealing similar patterns in such a paradigm shift. Indeed, only a few 

studies have addressed the nature of engagement among actors within service ecosystems 

(Maslowska et al., 2016; Hollebeek et al., 2021; Storbacka et al., 2016).  To date, engagement 

is being treated as a “multidimensional” concept, broadly comprising behavioral, cognitive, 

and emotional dimensions (Brodie et al., 2011). However, research needs to explore such 

dimensions with a multistakeholder perspective by investigating what underpins and drives the 

interactive nature of cocreation for stakeholders in service ecosystems (Conduit and Chen, 

2017).  

Despite or maybe because of the ample and often inflated use of the term cocreation in different 

contexts and in relation to a variety of different foci of cocreation (e.g., value, meaning, brand, 

identity, etc.), the theoretical meaning and foundations underlying this concept remain blurred 

in the literature. Specifically, as stressed by Ranjan and Read (2014), the conceptualizations of 

value cocreation are, at best, quite equivocal.       

In addition, aside from a scant number of studies on how consumer engagement contributes to 

the processes of value cocreation (e.g., Bolton, 2011; Brodie and Hollebeek, 2011; Brodie et 

al., 2011;  Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014), a more severe lack of understanding can be detected 

in relation to the impact that SE has on stakeholder value creation. The purpose of this paper, 

therefore, is to explore the engagement concept as a foundation of cocreation and define 

boundaries of cocreation from a multistakeholder ecosystem perspective. Specifically, the 

study provides further understanding of how SE affects stakeholder value cocreation in a 

multistakeholder ecosystem and how cocreation stands out from the constructs of cooperation 

and collaboration. By taking this perspective in the stakeholder realm forward, the study 

considers stakeholder engagement as a creative opportunity and not only a process led by a 

focal organization in addressing and managing specific issues to resolve conflicts. 

Understanding stakeholder’s perceived value of cocreation from a managerial lens sheds light 

on how to trigger the creative resources of different interest groups.  
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To find empirical evidence for these distinct types of interactions, i.e., cooperation, 

collaboration and cocreation, the Universal Expositions 2015, hosted in Milan, Italy, and 2020, 

hosted in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, were selected as a case study because of their complex 

social and economic interactions that characterize their stakeholder networks (Merz et al., 

2009). This dynamic collection of stakeholders can be considered a service ecosystem (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2011; Akaka, Vargo and Lusch, 2013), in that the engagement occurs through self-

adjusting and service-exchange relationships. Therefore, contrarily to the vast majority of 

engagement literature that stems from consumer cocreation, this work unpacks the three 

dimensions of stakeholder engagement (i.e., behavioral, cognitive, and emotional) and 

investigates how they relate to stakeholder cocreation on. By unearthing the interplay between 

SE and its prevailing relational consequences (i.e., cooperation, collaboration, and cocreation), 

this study offers novel theoretical knowledge and actionable managerial insight. 

  

5.2 Theoretical underpinning 

5.2.1 Foundations of SE engagement  

Engagement studies within the marketing context have stressed an individual customer’s 

interactive and experiential relationships with brands, firms, products, and brand communities 

(Morgan-Thomas et al., 2020; Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014). The notion of engagement has 

been perceived as multidimensional, involving behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 

dimensions (Morgan-Thomas et al., 2020; Hollebeek, 2011; Gupta et al., 2018; Viglia et al., 

2018).  The cognitive dimension refers to the customers’ degree of awareness or a personal 

state of mind with regards to a specific object (e.g., firm or brand) (Luthans and Peterson, 2002; 

Hollebeek, 2011; Vivek et al., 2012). The emotional dimension highlights customers’ feelings 

towards that object (Hollebeek, 2011; Luthans and Peterson, 2002). Finally, the behavioral 

dimension of engagement focuses on an iterative and sustained process in interacting with or 

influencing the behavior of the object in question (Hollebeek, 2011; Jonas et al., 2018).  

Recent studies have agreed that engagement occurs within and between ecosystems, involving 

more groups of actors other than “just” customers (Maslowska et al., 2016; Storbacka et al., 

2016; Viglia et al., 2018). Actor engagement has been conceptualized as the microfoundation 

of value cocreation in service ecosystems manifested in observable activities, such as behavior 

(Storbacka et al., 2016). This approach shifts the perspective from the single organization to 

the service ecosystem (Jonas et al., 2018). The new perspective allows switching the focus 
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from dyadic transactions on the micro-level to resource integrations among multiple actors 

within the service ecosystem (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012; Vargo et al., 2015). In this regard, 

the service ecosystem is defined as a “complex, self-adjusting system of resource integrating 

actors connected by shared institutional arrangements and mutual value creation” (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2016, p. 18). This approach connects engagement to earlier studies on network groups 

(e.g., Kowalkowski et al., 2016), highlighting how the ecosystem is established and how actors 

are embedded within its structure (Vargo et al., 2015; Jonas et al., 2018; Scott et al., 2021). 

This is in line with the argument that actor’s level of engagement is significantly influenced by 

relational and temporal connections surrounding their experience (Chandler and Lusch, 2015). 

Therefore, when considering engagement from the perspective of a service ecosystem, all 

engaged actors are seen as part of a broader mechanism that can either increase or decrease 

engagement between them. In this sense, actors become stakeholders within the ecosystem as 

they engage in a specific course of action, and stakeholder engagement is “determined by its 

present-day connections in the service ecosystem and the social and institutional roles assigned 

to it” (Storbacka et al.,2016, p. 6). In comparison, Brodie et al. (2011) and O’Riordan and 

Fairbrass (2014) have defined stakeholder engagement as a psychological state that occurs as 

a result of stakeholder interactions within a service ecosystem. 

However, the notion of engagement in service ecosystems has mainly been studied from the 

customers’ perspective, specifically, customers’ dyadic interactions with the specific focal 

object (Alexander et al., 2018; Griffith and Lee, 2016, Viglia et al., 2018). While the 

engagement in a broader context of service ecosystems within which actors operate and interact 

is still understudied. Moreover, research in service ecosystems primarily highlights the 

importance of customer and employee engagement, whilst the role of other stakeholders has 

gained little attention (Sharma, 2020; Jonas et al., 2018).  

Several research streams address the engagement of external actors in collaborative processes 

(Jonas et al., 2018; Evers et al., 2012; Kujala et al., 2022). Although the marketing literature 

frequently uses the terms cooperation, collaboration, and cocreation, little effort has been made 

to theoretically distinguish these three concepts (Getz and Jamal, 1994). In some cases, these 

concepts appear to be overlapping (Cabiddu et al., 2013; FitzPatrick et al., 2013). Although 

engagement is more closely linked to value cocreation (Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014), serving 

as its microfoundation (Storbacka et al., 2016), the clear boundaries between cooperation, 

collaboration, and cocreation within the multistakeholder engagement context should also be 

drawn.  
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 5.2.3 Cooperation and collaboration 

The linguistic niceties of cooperation, collaboration, and cocreation need to be clarified before 

moving into the analyses of the processes. A definition helps to set the limits and the 

boundaries within which a term is correctly and properly employed. It does so by clarifying 

the general context within which the term is to be used, as well as by setting down the specific 

differences that separate it from cognate terms within the genus (Gotz, 1981).  

The term cooperation derives from the Latin word cooperationem “working together”, from 

com- “with” + opera “effort”. The contrary is competition. When cooperating, people perform 

together while working on selfish yet common goals. Most definitions of cooperation focus on 

the process by which individuals, groups, and organizations come together, interact, and form 

psychological relationships for one’s gain or benefit. Since Ring and Van de Ven (1994), the 

majority of studies focuses on cooperation between organizations, and concludes that the 

general structure of cooperation is in the form of a hierarchy (e.g., Ring and Van de Ven, 1994; 

Smith, Carroll and Ashford, 1995), where central managers coordinate stakeholder issues 

imparting what is necessary (Driessen et al., 2013). 

The term collaboration derives from the Latin word collaborare “work with,” from com- 

“with” + laborare “to work”. The contrary is working alone. When collaborating, people work 

together on a single shared goal, sharing beliefs and values. Collaboration is a process in which 

autonomous or semi-autonomous actors interact through jointly creating structures governing 

their relationships and ways to act or decide on the issues that brought them together to get 

mutually beneficial interaction. Collaborative arrangements distinguish from relationships that 

are cooperative, as in collaboration there is no identified vertical structure (Thomson et al., 

2007). To make clear this absence of hierarchy, the authors describe it as a buzzword, ‘working 

smarter’ and ‘cost-effective’. 

A tentative clarification between the collaboration and cooperation construct in the marketing 

domain comes from Weinberg et al. (2013). They observed that, while both in cooperation and 

in collaboration, parties work together to resolve problems and achieve goals, cooperation 

assumes individual interests among each party, and collaboration assumes a shared interest 

among all participants. 

More specifically, to initiate and facilitate the process, there is the need for a convener, but 

while in the case of cooperation the structure is quite rigid and goals are determined based on 
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the goals of the convener, collaboration is an integrated approach that requires participation 

and interaction to realize horizontal and vertical structure (Hall and McArthur, 1998). 

 5.2.4 Anatomy of cocreation 

The term creation derives from the Latin word creationem “creating”. It refers to bring forth, 

produce, beget. It relates to crescere “arise, grow”. Such is the meaning, too, of the associated 

to generate, to give birth. The meaning conveyed is one of physical activity, or activity having 

physical, observable result, where concretization is a “making”. It would seem reasonable, 

therefore, to identify creativity with a process of making or of concretization. By adopting the 

term “creation” within the process of value cocreation, the explanatory power of cocreation 

resides in the generation of original, innovative outcomes, being creative by definition. The 

standard definition of creativity is bipartite (Runco and Jaeger, 2012): creativity requires both 

originality and effectiveness. Originality is undoubtedly required. If something is not novel and 

unique, it is not original, and therefore not creative. Originality is vital for creativity but is not 

sufficient. Ideas and products that are merely original might very well be useless. Effectiveness 

may take the form of value, something able to solve a problem or be useful in some way. Taking 

the creative concept forward and using it as a pillar for the understanding of value cocreation 

means acknowledging the generative process of original ideas that have value in context.  

Fuelled by Vargo and Lusch’s (2004) influential study on a cocreative service-dominant logic 

of marketing, research interest in value cocreation has grown in recent years. However, such 

rapid growth and dissemination of the service-dominant logic have facilitated the risk of what 

has been named a “black-boxization” of the cocreation concept itself (Leroy et al., 2013). Also, 

according to Ranjan and Read (2014), the conflicting findings in the cocreation literature may 

stem from an inconsistent theoretical formulation of the value cocreation construct. Active 

participation (e.g., Droge et al., 2010); engagement (Auh et al., 2007; Storbacka et al., 2016), 

collaboration, cooperation (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012), co-production (Arvidsson, 2011), 

interaction (Grönroos, 2011) are all activities that are covered by the overarching construct of 

cocreation.    

The scholarly debate on value cocreation has concentrated on consumer value cocreation (e.g., 

Etgar, 2007; Füller, 2010; Füller et al., 2007; Grönroos, 2011; Payne et al., 2007; Van Oerle et 

al., 2018). Nonetheless, recent conceptualizations of the shift from a consumer to a wider 

stakeholder approach can be captured, for example, in the following definition of value 

cocreation; “Value cocreation occurs through (social and economic) actors, involved in 
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resource integration and service exchange, enabled and constrained by institutions and 

institutional arrangements, establishing nested and interlocking service ecosystems of value 

cocreation, which serve as the context for further value cocreation activities” (Lusch et al., 

2016, p. 2958).  

This stance is indicative of the twenty-first century thinking about the importance of 

stakeholder-oriented marketing management (Hult et al., 2011; Sen, 2006; Smith et al., 2010; 

Kazadi et al., 2016; Hillebrand et al., 2015). The study of value creation needs a shift from a 

pure consumer perspective (Sanchez et al., 2006) to a stakeholder perspective (O’Cass and 

Sok, 2015; Dong and Siu, 2013).  

On the other hand, the difficulty lies in finding contexts where multiple stakeholders work 

together because of the complexity of the relationships of diverse public and private 

stakeholders (Buhalis, 2000). In such a fragmented scenario, a big event acts as a tertius 

iungens of previously unconnected stakeholders (Garriga, 2009). 

Cocreation here is viewed as a creative association of stakeholders’ resources, where novel and 

effective outcomes arise from the creative integration of different resources. This process does 

not always occur; resources can simply interface, with no proper creative process taking place 

at all. Peters (2016) philosophical distinction between homeopathic versus heteropathic 

resource integration within value cocreation ecosystems enables an understanding of the clear 

creative nature of cocreation. The former (homeopathic resource integration) is an aggregative 

or summative effect in which the joint effect of several causes is simply the sum of their 

separate effects. The latter (heteropathic resource integration) means that the joint action of 

multiple causes is not merely the sum of effects of the relevant causes. Cocreation to occur 

requires heteropathic resource integration. Pels et al. (2009, p. 328) have interpreted resources 

as ‘becoming’, not ‘being’”, highlighting their transformation quality. Merely adding up the 

component parts is meaningless compared with the “part-whole” relationship. Emergence 

refers to the arising of novel and coherent structures, patterns, and properties during the process 

of self-organization in complex systems. 

Value cocreation occurs within the ecosystem through interactions, which integrate and utilize 

all actors’ resources (Vargo and Lusch, 2011). However, following Peters (2016), interaction 

alone provides an insufficient conceptual foundation for understanding resource integration. 

While interaction represents a necessary condition for resource integration processes, it may 

simply lead to cooperation or collaboration. Cocreation results from the creative enactment of 
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integrative resources among multiple stakeholders, and as such there are many perspectives of 

value. The beneficiary is always an active participant in the value creation process, that is, a 

cocreator of value (Vargo and Lusch, 2007). 

The literature explored demonstrates that resource integration is a key process for cocreation, 

which takes place under certain conditions and goes beyond cooperation and collaboration.  

Despite the growing importance of stakeholder integration in practice, academic discussion of 

stakeholder integration remains at its infancy (Driessen et al., 2013; Hillebrand et al., 2015). 

Recent attention has shifted towards a more holistic appreciation of the role played by all actors 

involved (from suppliers to employees, and society at large) in value creation. Such a broader 

role is defined as a stakeholder ecosystem (Gyrd-Jones and Kornum, 2013; Akaka et al., 2013). 

Knowledge is scarce on how multiple stakeholders engage to cocreate (Merz et al., 2009; 

Vallaster and von Wallpach, 2013), thus evoking the need for research to investigate the 

processes at the base of multistakeholder cocreation, and on the outcome of them. Such 

outcome is interpreted as the value cocreated by multistakeholders and perceived by them.  

To put together the two research streams we extend a recent study from Hollebeek et al. (2022) 

which investigates how at the base of stakeholder engagement behaviors, depending on the 

influencee's level of acceptance of the influencer’s exerted influence, SE behaviors may 

manifest attitudes of conformity, defined as “the act of matching attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviors to group norms or politics” (Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004), compliance, when an 

influencee might alter his/her behavior, as requested by the influencer, (s)he may privately 

disagree with the exerted pressure (Adam et al., 2020; Aronson et al., 2010; Kasabov and 

Warlow, 2010). For example, though employees may do as they are told by their manager (e.g., 

by exposing themselves to physical risk at work), they may resent the exerted pressure in 

private. Finally, reactance, when the influencee will tend to adopt a view contrary to that, which 

(s)he is being pressured to accept (Lee and Lee, 2009). The authors propose stakeholder 

engagement behavior conformity, -compliance, and -reactance to yield processes of 

cooperation, coopetition, or competition.       

Figure 5.1 summarises the conceptual framework. When the behavioral dimension of SE 

prevails, manifesting compliance, the process that is activated is cooperation, (2) when the 

cognitive dimension of SE is also present, manifesting conformity, the process that is activated 

is collaboration, (3) when the emotional dimension of SE integrates the behavioral and 
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cognitive ones the process that is activated is cocreation. Cocreation is the deepest form of 

interaction, where stakeholders creatively integrate resources with the goal of value creation.  

  

  

  

Figure 5.1 Conceptual framework 

  

5.3 The empirical context: Expo the World Fair  

Expo is one of the most important international events that aims to educate the public, share 

innovation, promote progress, and foster cooperation. The host county extends invites to 

countries worldwide and provides platforms to facilitate their innovative initiatives and 

collaborations. As mirrors of their time, Expos have always reflected evolving priorities and 

worldviews, all while anticipating a future shaped by technological progress. From their 

earliest manifestations as a showcase of industrial prowess to their modern incarnation as 

platforms for cross-border collaboration, Expos have transformed cities, shaped debates on 

crucial issues, and provided unforgettable experiences to hundreds of millions of visitors (BIE, 

2021). Due to its multistakeholder nature, Expos set a good example of stakeholder engagement 

processes in creating and delivering a successful mega-event. Expo’s website acknowledges 

the centrality of stakeholders for Expo, declaring that: 

  

Working together, but with different methods and objectives, all stakeholders are 

called upon to interpret and make a real contribution to the theme of the Expo, 

Feeding the Planet, Energy for Life. [Expo Milano, 2015] 
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Due to the complexity of interactions among stakeholders, Expos start their journey by 

designing cooperative relationships built on institutional norms and formal contracts that had, 

as the claim above states, different methods and objectives. Stakeholders are independent and 

autonomous actors agreeing to share operand and operant resources (information, tasks, and 

ideas). At the same time, the second relevant aspect from the above claim is the high 

engagement towards the mega-event. From the beginning, Expo’s efforts in creating and 

communicating a strong positive vision and offering a value proposition based on integration, 

innovation, and sustainability had the clear aim to pull onboard stakeholders and public 

opinion.  This study has decided to focus on the cooperative dynamics in a stakeholder 

ecosystem instead of the competitive ones in which stakeholders have different goals (Clark et 

al. 2020).  Interdependent stakeholders rely on one another to some extent (Litz, 1996; Scheer 

et al., 2015). That is, a stakeholder's actions are expected to impact not only him/herself but 

also others in the social environment (Thibaut and Kelley, 1959; Yang and Ghose, 2010).  

  

5.3.1 Methodology 

The study opted for a case study design adopting a multi-method approach to explore the nature 

of multistakeholder engagements and value cocreation processes. The research relied on a 

criterion-based theoretical sampling approach and initially defined screening parameters to 

identify and select suitable cases (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). The study collected data 

through in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted both within the focal organization 

(Technology, Social Media, Partner, Communication, Marketing, Digital Directors and 

different managers) and with a selection of primary stakeholders (e.g., Commercial Partners, 

Government, Business Associations). To give more robustness to the findings we collected 

data between April 2015 and August 2021, covering the periods before, during, and after 

Expo2015 and the period antecedent Expo2020. In total, 47 in-depth interviews with senior 

top-level executives,  commercial partners, residents, academia representatives, government, 

civil society, and business associations were collected. 

In addition, direct observations were made of interactions among the different stakeholders, 

thanks to the participation of one researcher in meetings and debates. Internal documentation, 

examples of deliverables, reports (internal reports, municipal archives, official and World Expo 

documentation), and previous media interviews integrated the study to avoid subsequent 

rationalization and retrospective interpretation to obtain a fuller and more precise perception 
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of the context and to enhance the reliability of the research (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; 

Yin, 2014).  

  

Table 5.1 Stakeholder group composition of in-depth interviews 

Stakeholder group Expo2015 Milan Expo2020 Dubai 

1.Expo Directors/Managers 10 7 

2. Commercial Partners 5 3 

3. Residents  3 4 

4. Academia 1 1 

5. Government 3 3 

6. Civil Society 2 1 

7. Business Associations 3 1 

Total Informants 27 20 

  

The empirical study investigated the processes of cooperation, collaboration, and value 

cocreation, analyzing the pillars of each construct. The key research questions were 

operationalized for the interviews, and singularly adapted, depending on the type of stakeholder 

interviewed. The questions individually phrased addressed items such as “In which way do 

stakeholders contribute? What value do they generate? Which other stakeholders are they 

cocreating with? What kind of relation/interaction occurs between stakeholders? Which kind 

of initiatives did Expo2015-20’s organization offer to integrate content and knowledge? What 

kind of interaction occurred with Expo2015-20?” (See Appendix 1 for detailed research 

protocol).  

  

5.3.2 Qualitative data analysis 

Two investigators analyzed the data from the interviews to increase the study’s internal validity 

and reliability. By having different sources of evidence, the data triangulation improves the 

construct validity. A general analytic framework (Yin, 2014) was used to analyze and interpret 
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the data. This analytic framework encompasses three stages: i) analysis of individual 

interviews and transcripts, ii) identification of shared themes and, iii) analysis of the shared 

themes. Constant comparison method was adopted, where, interview texts are analyzed line-

by-line, provisional themes noted, and subsequently compared with other transcripts in order 

to ensure consistency (Goulding, 2005). 

Analysis of individual interviews and transcripts.  

This stage entailed within-case analysis, initial coding and categorization (Creswell, 2013). 

Each transcript was analyzed separately as a unit of analysis to understand the experience of 

those individuals and identify the emerging themes (within-case analysis). The coding scheme 

was open, unrestricted, imaginative, and was not content-specific (Miles et al., 2014). The first 

author undertook initial coding: however, the coding scheme was useful for both researchers 

to reflect on the categories developed without restricting the scope for other codes to emerge 

progressively. 

Analysis of shared themes.  

This stage involved categorical aggregation and the search for patterns. The data were 

organized into increasingly more abstract units of information by building categories and 

patterns inductively so that meaning could be extracted and theory developed. The data was 

revisited to search for relationships between the shared themes and the different concepts that 

had emerged. Potential patterns and relationships within and between the shared themes and 

the core theme of “stakeholder value cocreation” were examined to determine how exactly they 

influenced the shared aspects of the informants “lived experience”. Consequently, the search 

for meaning was a search for patterns and consistency within certain conditions (Yin, 2014). 

Cooperation and collaboration 

The data show that when the behavioral dimension of SE prevails the process is cooperative. 

Stakeholders perceive a top-down approach to generate solutions and comply with what is 

asked from them. Stakeholders are considered as actors that contribute by solving a problem, 

while the focal organization’s role is to diagnose a problem and map and coordinate the 

required skills. Encounter mapping activities, the touchpoints between the focal organization 

and stakeholders, form the key enablers. This occurs by providing an effective mechanism to 

identify and organize “micro-specialized competencies into complex services” (Lusch et al., 

2007, p. 8). Successful participation in value cocreation has required both Expos to establish 
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and strategically manage a portfolio of resources as put forward by a Director of Expo2015 

[TEx] “We needed to map the needs and required resources and create a very complex Tetris. 

It is a huge jigsaw where it is all about compatibility”. This proactive role of the formal 

organization confirms the role proposed by Breidbach and Maglio (2016), according to whom 

a proactive role requires to independently decide, select, and allocate tasks to stakeholders who 

perform what is asked.  

The focal organization informs stakeholders of what is expected and delegates sub-tasks to 

carry out, channelling the entire process and being its conductor. The task is therefore triggered 

by the focal organization, which becomes a task allocator. “We worked with the organization 

taking charge of a specific theme (chocolate) of the event. We did our part and everything 

worked out despite we would have preferred more collaboration” [DTu]. The value offered by 

the focal organization is to assemble stakeholders’ resources, coordinating the process. 

Cooperation pertains to participation in which self-interest is the prevalent modus operandi, 

where stakeholders are tied together by formal agreements, within a shared purpose context, 

Expos’ realization. The data confirm Weinberg et al. (2013) in that one cooperates with another 

just to solve his or her problem. In order to achieve this result, actors adhere to the commitment 

with the focal organization in a compliant manner, as explained by a stakeholder “we just had 

to do things as we were expected” [DTu] more than because of a deep engagement. Cooperation 

tends to occur in a context of a pre-established problem, where the desired process is 

predictable and expected. When the problem is well structured, all parts are specified. Parts are 

reliably, expertly put together in a predetermined, specific order. As such,  

P1: When the behavioral dimension of SE prevails, cooperation is the compliant process 

which starts from a well-structured problem and finishes with a predictable and reliable 

solution.  

The value offered by stakeholders’ cooperative mechanisms stems from homeopathic resource 

aggregation. Conversely, the value offered by the focal organization resides in the coordination 

of the process, starting by defining the required resources and finishing with an efficient 

assembling of all the parts in a whole. 

When the behavioral dimension is supported by sharing beliefs, opinions, we detect a process 

of collaboration. Results confirm that a shared interest among all participants is the key 

distinguishing element, unveiling how at the base of this process participants conform to a 

shared final goal, as pointed out by a representative of the Chamber of Commerce “Working 
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for a common purpose was key. The countdown to the event meant that we were all more united 

as we all had to fight failure and attacks from the media and public opinion” [CC1]. A 

collectivistic attitude emerges where success is interpreted as a joint effort to be achieved 

together. “Without sharing a common purpose no effort by Expo2015 in providing 

opportunities to connect would have been successful. With our partners, we worked day and 

night calling, texting, and meeting. If I had an idea, I would call who I believed could be useful 

for the development of it, and start working on it straight away. There was so much energy! So 

many people contributing in very effective but at times unexpected ways” [EdMI]. The 

collaboration took place through a process where the focal organization was not always present. 

Face-to-face or virtual meetings were described as encounter moments where stakeholders 

independently worked towards a common goal. The value offered by the focal organization is 

to align stakeholders and stimulate synergies. The role of the focal organization, both Expos, 

lies in strengthening stakeholders’ understanding of the initial value proposition, making an 

effort in facilitating interactions among stakeholders, and finally engaging them towards a 

common purpose. Expo2015 and Expo2020 become the engagers in aligning stakeholders and 

nurturing the environment for collaboration to occur. Collaboration has a higher degree of 

resources’ integration than cooperation. 

P2: When the behavioral dimension of SE is supported by the cognitive dimension, in terms 

of a sharing of beliefs, values and common goal, collaboration is the confirmative process 

which starts from an ill-defined problem and finishes with a joint solution.  

The value offered by stakeholders’ collaborative mechanisms stems from homeopathic 

resource aggregation. Conversely, the value offered by the focal organization resides in the 

coordination of the process, aligning stakeholders towards a shared purpose. 

Within the collaboration, coordination takes a cultural and relational characteristic and includes 

the management of the needs and expectations of stakeholders. “There was a lot of 

psychological understanding of stakeholders’ contexts!” [Expo 2020’s Director]. Managing 

stakeholders encounter value-creating processes includes, as stated by an Expo2015’s Director 

“setting goals for stakeholders and Expo2015, and evaluating whether current moments are 

achieving these goals”. This enables the work to offer the following proposition: 

P3: While for Cooperation, coordination focuses on the mechanisms of bringing together 

stakeholders’ contribution, for collaboration it resides in aligning stakeholders towards 

shared purposes and goals taking in consideration cultural and relational issues. 
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Cocreation 

The findings show that when the emotional dimension of SE integrates the behavioral and 

cognitive ones, the creative process that is activated is cocreation.  

Passion, proudness, joy, but also agony where emotions that stakeholders felt, as pointed out 

by a volunteer working for Expo2020: “I am both excited and proud to work at Women’s 

Pavilion. Highlighting the impact women of all cultures have had across time, focusing on both 

known and lesser-known achievements, the Women’s Pavilion weaves a strong inspiration for 

generations to come.”  

 Multistakeholders generate processes of value cocreation. Value has been interpreted as the 

perception of worth of Expos. Value is always uniquely and phenomenologically (evaluated or 

assessed) determined by the beneficiary in a certain context (Vargo and Lusch, 2007) since 

every beneficiary’s unique context moderates the access to other potential resources, and the 

ability and willingness to integrate them. Value is an overall personalized meaning/assessment 

of the utility that Expo built in a multi directional process. While value resides in cooperation 

and collaboration, it also assumes distinct and unique characteristics when it is cocreated. In 

specific three dimensions of value emerge as transformative in nature. 

(1) Social value 

As shared by an informant, “Different partners independently from Expo2015 have launched 

events that helped to create a real collective effervescence. A super example is the social world 

football cup, where 64 teams played for 45 days” (CC2). This initiative was self-generated by 

a small group of employees from different pavilions. In the end, over 1200 representatives 

belonging to the participant countries, civil society, partners, etc. transformed operant (Expo’s 

space is transformed creatively) and operand resources becoming football players and giving 

new meanings to professional relationships. Professional relationships are transformed 

creatively into social ones. As shared by an employee “the goals, the emotions, the support, the 

friendship, the competition were possible because so many of us took the field: this is what 

Expo means to me” (NapE). The goal of the project is to “unify all the world under the same 

flag, the football one. The claim: Expo 2015: feeding the planet, energy for life is represented 

by a healthy life-style of who practices sport”. Stakeholders, by launching self-generated social 

events, were able to build Expo2015’s core identity.  
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As shown by several studies (e.g., Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Füller, 2010; Pera and Viglia, 

2015; Cuomo et al., 2020), social support, friendship and intimacy developed through social 

relationships are at the core of consumer cocreation. Multistakeholders’ cocreation, instead, is 

not surprisingly more strategically task-oriented (Altinay et al., 2016). An example from 

Expo2020 shows that social value can also be created through the meaningful and substantive 

collaboration of private sectors, civil societies and committed individuals. For instance, 

Expo2020 Dubai is the first Expo in history, dedicating a space for millions of visitors to learn 

about women’s crucial roles. “We definitely had a chance to do something radically different” 

[volunteer in Women’s Pavilion]. 

This leads to offer the following proposition: 

P4: multistakeholders cocreate social value by creatively transforming stakeholders’ 

heteropathic resources into social value. Conversely, connections and social encounter 

moments are the value offered by the focal organization. 

(2) Innovation value 

Expo2015’s stakeholders believe they were able to generate innovation value that had a proper 

concretization as an outcome; “Many innovative solutions are ideated, generated, developed, 

and promoted thanks to Expo2015. They are opportunities to be pioneers in a specific sector” 

[TEx].  

A multilateral learning and generating process is represented by the President of a Regional 

Fashion District; “With the exposition ‘Food scraps and ecology for denim & co’, six fashion 

companies from the Abruzzo Region with very different DNAs have realized new products by 

integrating their experience and experimenting new treatments with denim and leather that 

recycle the olive and grapes production scraps” [CGModa]. Different resources from distant 

semantic and business categories are associated, transferred, adapted, and transformed to the 

problem under investigation. The unusual connection “food-fashion” meant that each sector 

learned a new process “The oil and grapes treatment has given a new and different print to the 

leather highlighting pinkish shades typical of the Region. This was something that we never 

experimented with and that will need further trials beyond Expo as we normally produce denim. 

By proposing a new but vintage outfit that takes inspiration from the hard work of the grape 

picker, the traditional profession of the Abruzzo Region, our company learned new ways to 

treat denim and use leather and grapes scraps”  [ENfashion]. 
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Expo is a dialogue platform for progress and collaboration. Resource integration and the 

collaboration between the stakeholders and technology helps to create one of the most 

connected events. Inspired by Stephen Hawking’s Breakthrough Listen and Breakthrough 

Message initiatives, an artist Es Devlin with the Avantgarde brand agency, worked together to 

deliver the project called “Collective Message – web-based interface” with Google’s Art and 

Culture lab supporting the algorithm. To bring the Collective Message to life, visitors will be 

invited to donate a word that describes humanity. AI will generate poetic couplets from these 

words, which will be combined to build one unified collective message. “Computer-generated 

poetry has a long history. However, what makes this project so unique is the collaboration 

between a large number of developers and poetry experts working over an extended period to 

iteratively refine the output, as well as the number of contributors expected to donate their 

words to the Collective Message itself.” [Director General].  

From the literature and the qualitative data, the study presents the following proposition: 

P5: multistakeholders cocreate Expo2015’s innovation value by generating, developing and 

promoting new products and services based on the transformation of heterophatic resources. 

Conversely, Expo2015 offers value by facilitating cross-pollination among stakeholders 

through encounter moments. 

 (3) Cultural value 

Culture is a set of values, ideas, meanings and symbols that help individuals communicate, 

interpret, and evaluate as members of a society and give a sense of identity and understanding 

of acceptable behavior in that society (Davis, 1984). Expos form, share and transform host 

cities cultural identities through multistakeholders cocreation. As stated by the Head of the 

future-focused start-up ecosystem, “We have witnessed a noticeable shift in the Emirati mind-

set in recent years. With the worldwide influence that programmes like the Dubai Future 

Accelerators create, we have seen a more daring and ambitious attitude from young, 

enterprising Emiratis keen to include solving tomorrow’s issues into their nation’s cultural 

fabric. Expo 2020 will provide an opportunity to demonstrate this transformation in cultural 

ideas and objectives.”  

As every mega-event needs a story to tell, Expo2015 provided a platform for creative 

storytelling, which results in a collective narrative.  As stated by an Expo2015’s Director; “Our 

job was to give them all the necessary tools to do it properly” [GEx]. In a two-step flow 

communication, key stakeholders were able to narrate Expo2015 and persuade other actors to 
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take part in the project. As explained by an Expo Director, “Stakeholders created a story. We 

had no idea what kind of story that would be. Thanks to their resources and their narrative 

abilities, we were able to create a vision and engage other partners. They have been the true 

ambassadors. I believe the most important issue has been the positive message towards other 

stakeholders” [PEx]. Expo2015 is a “weave of storytelling, which is built upon in-house stories, 

stories in partnership and third parties stories” Internal document. Social Media, more than 

traditional media, have the goal to spread the stories as much as possible. Through a multi-

vocal narrative, stakeholders have generated something totally unexpected, where the outcome 

is more than the sum of each contribution. Within this conceptualization, stakeholders’ 

narratives, based on expectations, experiences, and resources reimagine, reformulate, and re-

establish Expo2015’s value proposition, without any kind of interaction with the focal 

organization. 

The ad-hoc social media platform facilitated by the focal organization represents an important 

touchpoint, as supported by a civilian informant [C2] “The Expo2015 organization has been 

effective in animating an external narration of the event, mainly through social media”. 

Stakeholders’s perception of the value generated by the external use of social media is high. 

Social media facilitate the construction of a collective meaning through the combination of 

stakeholders’ narratives that are characterized by different cultural meanings, at times 

oppositional.  

Evidence of how the transformation of stakeholders’ heteropathic resource integration has 

cocreated cultural value comes from the general manager of a well-established luxury writing 

instruments brand [MB] “We can tell the story of the evolution of humankind only thanks to 

our ability to record our memories through painting, and writing. We have then helped to 

develop a book on poetry (Le Opere dell’Uomo, i Frutti della Terra). Poetry teaches us to value 

and enjoy beauty, which is also the mission of our brand”. The notion of beauty is, therefore, 

creatively transferred from the semantic area of writing to the one of food, infusing an aesthetic 

meaning to it. 

In line with the evidence, the study proposes the following proposition: 

 P6: multistakeholders cocreate cultural value by infusing meanings and symbols in a new 

narrative able to create and disseminate a vision and engage other actors. Conversely, the 

focal organization offers the tools for stakeholders to be able to generate multi-vocal 

narratives. 
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Expo2015 and Expo 2020 are a landscape for stakeholder engagement. The realization of the 

mega-event requires all three processes: cooperation and collaboration for the deployment of 

designed projects and activities under the focal organization’s coordination. Such coordination 

is necessary for an efficient involvement and engagement of stakeholders. In the former 

process, the coordination is direct, and the hierarchy is strong - in the latter inter-organization 

collaboration adopts more flexible coordination, and the hierarchy is looser.  

In cooperation, actor engagement occurs through rigid constraints that are outlined and 

managed by the focal organization.  As the data show, in cooperation, the focal organization 

recognizes the required homeopathic resources that stakeholders individually and separately 

need to integrate. The process is organization-centric. The value of such resources lies in their 

“being” rather than in their “becoming”. The focal organization assembles the partial results 

into a final outcome, framing the constraints and influencing the entire process in a top-down 

fashion. The value that is produced is the result of a summative resource aggregation. 

Regarding collaboration, despite sharing a common purpose, despite the energy and passion 

among stakeholders, it may not necessarily generate anything unexpected and novel. In 

collaboration, stakeholders work together, solving a problem often through a stakeholder-to-

stakeholder interaction (with little interaction with the focal organization). The value that is 

produced is the result of summative resource integration. What is absent is the creative aspect. 

In cocreation heterophatic resources are creatively integrated. Unpredictable, novel, original 

and open solutions are the result of the association and manipulation of heterophatic resources. 

Stakeholders integrate and exploit ecosystems’ resources through dynamic interaction. Taking 

a Gestalt perspective, the value that is cocreated is more than the sum of its single 

contributions, containing transformative elements. The process is self-organized by 

stakeholders. The study highlights how at the extreme polar of the spectrum cocreation occurs 

across the borders of the ecosystem and takes place without direct collaboration among 

stakeholders. The novel and useful value that is cocreated in such fashion follow stakeholders’ 

claim: “Expo2015 belongs to whom wants to take it”. Expo is an open service ecosystem where 

whoever may find what they are looking for. Through a more independent process, value is 

cocreated sharing a broader vision of innovation and progress (contained in Expo2015’s value 

proposition) rather than the specific purpose (i.e., creation of Expo2015) (Figure 5.2).  
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Figure 5.2. The impact of SE (i.e., behavioral, cognitive, and emotional) on 

Cooperation, Collaboration, and Cocreation  
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Table 5.2 summarises the qualitative findings showing how transformative creative elements 

build cocreation’s DNA 

Table 5.2 Cocreation DNA 

Compliance:   

“Devide and conquer” 

Conformity:  

“Together we achieve” 

Creativity: 

“Creation out of 

transformation” 

Focal organization: the 

Conductor 

 

Organization centric 

creativity: Bilateral 

 

Different goals – 

individualistic approach 

 

Delegation of sub-tasks 

 

Predictable solution and 

process 

 

Homeopathic resource 

integration 

 

Value is “IN” stakeholder’s 

resource 

 

 

Focal organization: the 

Engager 

 

Organization led creativity: 

Multilateral interaction 

 

Shared purpose and goals – 

collectivistic approach 

 

Stakeholders work together 

 

Expected but “messy” 

problem-outcome 

 

Homeopathic resource 

integration 

 

Value is jointly generated 

 

Focal organisation: the 

Facilitator 

 

Multi-stakeholder led 

creativity: Open interaction 

 

Shared vision – I’ll define 

goals – indiv/collectivistic 

approach 

 

Stakeholders work 

independently from 

organization 

 

Open and unpredictable 

process 

 

Heteropathic resource 

transformation 

 

Value becomes “creative 

transformation of stakeholder’s 

resource” 

  

5.4 Discussion 

This study contributes to the current marketing debate by defining the boundaries of cocreation 

from a multistakeholder perspective. The paper unpacks the underspecified creative facet of 

value cocreation disentangling it from the construct of cooperation and collaboration. 

Despite many contributions on consumer cocreation, there is little understanding within the 

existing literature of the kind of value that can be cocreated by multistakeholders. Simply put, 

cooperation occurs when individual interests prevail among each party. Collaboration assumes 

a shared interest/focus among all participants (i.e., community members work together on a 

shared problem). Cocreation has done the above in a creative manner, leading to social, 

innovation and cultural value. The result is more than the sum of each resource integration, 

containing transformative elements. Collaboration is, therefore, a condition to cocreation, 

while cooperation is an aggregative process, based on self-centred interest.  
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We define multistakeholder value cocreation as an open process of collective creativity where 

actors generate innovative outputs by reciprocally transforming the contributions of each input 

in the system. Despite sharing a common vision, the process is characterized by ill-defined 

goals, which lead to an open process that generates unpredictable outcomes. Cocreation builds 

upon collaborative, interdependent, and self-organized behaviors where responsibilities are 

distributed and shared among stakeholders and where the focal organization has no pre-set 

notion of the problem and solution in mind. The focal organization’s role resides in facilitating 

a shared vision and providing tools, such as open encounter communication moments, which 

will allow self-organization within constraints. Cocreation often stems from a non-intentional 

design process, where the role of the focal organization resides in designing open platforms as 

a potentially creative environment. Creativity is not only a transformative resource integration 

process to solve existing problems. Creativity is the trigger that allows a new problem 

definition/setting by stakeholders, who independently from the focal organization are able to 

frame and define new problems/opportunities which may benefit from the generation of new 

services.  

Research limitations 

Whilst important aspects of this research could be transferred to, and have relevance for, other 

multistakeholders ecosystems, a case study research design limits the generalizability of its 

findings. Further empirical research is needed to explore more deeply the value that is 

generated by the three constructs, corroborating or contradicting the differences and 

similarities among the concepts. Especially, the hierarchies among the concepts, their possible 

overlapping and evolution from one to the other require further study. We hope that the 

findings of this research will contribute in providing a conceptual framework from which new 

empirical works can be carried out. 

Despite the value derived by multistakeholders in an ecosystem is moderated by monetary 

factors, where cocreation is fuelled by the desire to have a positive economic impact, the paper 

has investigated the softer aspects of value cocreation that, however, often have a final goal of 

achieving an economic result. Therefore, the economic value cocreated by multistakeholders 

could be a further area of research. 

Finally, a network analysis of how stakeholders dialogue with each own ecosystem could 

broaden the understanding of how cocreation occurs and how it affects stakeholders’ specific 
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micro ecosystem. Like a fractal, an ecosystem contains other ecosystems, which could be an 

interesting endeavour of research. 

Managerial implications  

The study supports that the role of the manager changes from that of instigator to facilitator of 

multiple stakeholder interactions, without actively interfering in the value cocreative process 

but ensuring a full interaction among stakeholders, both through physical and digital encounter 

moments. The richness and diversity of stakeholders’ contribution call for open dialogue, open 

platforms, and open data, which appears to be a sine qua non condition for the process of 

multistakeholder ecosystem’s cocreation. 

More specifically, managers should select the most powerful and productive stakeholders 

according to their capacity to cooperate, collaborate, and cocreate setting goals for both 

stakeholders and the focal organization, and evaluating whether current encounters and 

coordination activities are achieving these goals. At the same time firms should be able to pay 

attention to what happens at a broader level as cocreation may occur among stakeholders, 

without interacting with the focal organization. Managers should develop vigilant learning 

skills (Day, 2011) and foster innovation (Tiago et al., 2015), learning how to design open 

platforms from which creativity is able to thrive.   
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 Appendix 1 

Gather an initial picture of the role and activities covered by the informant. Specific projects, 

specific projects’ goals, specific projects’ obstacles, projects’ risk, specific project’s value for 

Expo and stakeholders. 

1. What are your organizations’ motives to participate in Expo? What are the expected 

benefits?  

2. What does your organization offer Expo? What kind of resources do you offer? 

3. How does Expo engage stakeholders to cocreate? What is the role of Expo organization 

in shaping stakeholders engagement? Which services have been offered by Expo 

(meetings, workshops, committees)?  

4. Can you tell me about positive interactions with Expo2020 or with other partners? Did 

you encounter negative interactions as well? If so, how did the organizations deal with 

such conflicting engagement?  

  

Behavioral engagement (in our framework BE is based on compliance, conformity and 

leads to cooperation). Behavioral engagement implies (1) actions that support the 

engagement object (e.g., product, brand), and (2) actions that influence other actors' 

perceptions or behaviors toward the engagement object, such as through word of mouth 

(Brodie et al., 2013; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Kumar et al., 2010; Sharma & 

Conduit, 2016). FROM Kleinaltenkamp, et al. 2019 (IMM) 

5. Can you tell me about how tasks/actions/behaviours during the project occurred?  

6. How did Expo align partners to carry out specific tasks?  

  

Cognitive engagement (in our framework CE is based on belief and opinion 

convergence and interiorization - collaboration). Cognitive engagement refers to the 

degree of absorption in or concentration on an engagement object, reflecting the degree 

of interest the actor has in interacting with it (Brodie et al., 2011; Vivek et al., 2014) 

and is based on opinions/beliefs/values sharing. FROM Kleinaltenkamp, et al. 2019 

(IMM) 

7. In which way did this project absorb you?  
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8. In which way do you share the values and beliefs carried by Expo2020? 

9. How did Expo2020 align partners in sharing the same vision and values?  

  

Emotional engagement (in our framework EE is based on positive emotions such as 

enthusiasm which lead to cocreation - which needs Behavioral Engagement and 

Cognitive Engagement as well). Emotional engagement relates to the feelings, 

enthusiasm, and dedication invoked by the engagement object (Brodie, Ilić, Jurić, & 

Hollebeek, 2013; Vivek et al., 2014).  FROM Kleinaltenkamp, et al. 2019 (IMM) 

10. What kind of emotions did you feel during this time?  

11. How did Expo (and other partners) affect your emotions most? In which way?  

12. How did your emotions affect your actions? 

13. Has Expo been an opportunity to innovate? Can you tell me about something new you 

did? How did this happen? How did you work with other partners? What kind of 

interactions did you have?  (in our framework creativity is key for cocreation and we 

should bear this in mind) 

  

  

Longitudinal influence 

Were you part of Expo2015?  

How did your engagement change over time?  

How did participating at the previous Expo influence your: 1. beliefs - 2. emotions and 

3. actions in respect to the present Expo2020? 
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Chapter 6.  General Discussion 
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6.1 Introduction  

decision-making, both from customers’ and stakeholders’ perspectives, is a concern for 

practitioners’ in a service industry (Berry et al., 2018). Contrary to goods, services are more 

difficult to assess before consumption due to their intangible nature. Therefore, making a 

decision in the context of service interactions entails high levels of uncertainty, affecting the 

effectiveness of decisions. The moment of final truth for a marketer is when a customer decides 

to buy or reject the service. However, the decisions made during and/or after the consumption 

have immense importance in retaining the customer (Berry et al., 2018). It indicates whether 

the company’s strategy is insightful and effective (e.g., methods to enhance tip size). As a 

result, practitioners are interested in the customer decision-making process. For example, why 

a customer decides to tip and how s/he evaluates the appropriate amount of tip. 

Moreover, as service is an interaction between the customer and employee, decision-making 

beyond customers perspectives is also an essential element of services marketing (Hollebeek 

et al., 2021). Stakeholders decisions may directly affect customers’ experiences and 

satisfaction. For example, decisions to engage in cocreation for mega-events directly affect the 

final event experience delivered to the customers (Gundogdu et al., 2017). 

Decisions to engage with services depend on dispositional and situational factors. While 

previous research has mainly focused on observable motives behind customers’ decisions, the 

current thesis broadens existing research on customer behaviour by determining psychological 

mechanisms that enhance or inhibit their willingness to engage with a business (B2C level). 

Moreover, this thesis investigates decision-making among stakeholders (B2B level), and thus, 

it contributes to a deeper understanding of how different levels of engagement foster cocreation 

among stakeholders.  

6.2. Theoretical contributions  

The current set of studies contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First, it extends 

the literature on customers’ decisions to complain online. Specifically, it identifies 

psychological mechanisms that inhibit their complaints. According to Chang and Chin (2011), 

factors that affect a customer’s complaint decisions differ in online and offline environmental 

settings. Particularly, this research explains why customers avoid complaining when their 

identities are disclosed on online platforms. Moreover, Bazarova and Choi (2014) noted that 

decisions about one’s self-disclosure should be studied with regard to dispositional traits and 

the level of situational risks. The current study addresses this stream of research by analyzing 
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the effect of a dispositional trait (i.e., locus of control) and vulnerability on customer complaint 

decisions showing that customers with an external locus of control are less likely to express 

dissatisfaction. It also contributes to the body of research on customer vulnerability. The 

research proposes and finds evidence that vulnerability is the mechanism that inhibits 

customers from complaining. Most of the existing literature in marketing and customer 

decision-making classifies customer vulnerability through sociodemographic information such 

as disability, age, gender or low income (Laufer & Gillespie, 2004; Pavia & Mason, 2014; 

Commuri & Ekici, 2008). However, consistently with Baker et al. (2005), the research finds 

evidence that vulnerability is a contextual phenomenon and not a permanent state. Therefore, 

the current thesis extends the literature by proposing a customer-driven definition of 

vulnerability, not based on individual characteristics but instead related to situational contexts.  

Second, the present research extends our knowledge about the psychological mechanisms that 

underlie server-customer interactions and how such dynamics affect decisions about tip size. 

The study findings propose (and empirically support) a novel conceptual path showing that an 

explicit request, contrary to general wisdom, reduces tip size. This is due to increased social 

pressure, which reduces customers’ perceived control. Prior research on tipping decisions has 

mainly focused on observable determinants of tip size such as the server’s interaction with the 

customer (e.g., Jacob & Guéguen, 2012; Lynn & Mynier, 1993), the use of gratuity guidelines 

(e.g., Seiter, 2011), and default tip options and recommendations (e.g., Chandar et al., 2019; 

Haggag & Paci, 2014; Zarrabian, 2019). Therefore, this study enriches the current research on 

tipping decisions by introducing a new contingency factor, i.e., an explicit tipping request. 

Specifically, we do so by applying the theory of psychological reactance (Brehm, 1966) to the 

context of tipping. This theory suggests that the lower the level of perceived control, the lower 

the customer’s intention to engage in an action, in that case, to leave tips (Brehm and Brehm, 

2013; Haggag & Paci, 2014; Zarrabian, 2019). Han and Kim (2010) propose that perceived 

control has a direct effect on customers’ decisions. Accordingly, our findings show that when 

perceived control is hampered by social pressure, the tip size decreases. This finding is in line 

with previous research suggesting that perceived control is an important antecedent of tip size 

(Haggag & Paci, 2014; Zarrabian, 2019). The research further provides insight into physical 

proximity during service encounters. The findings provide additional evidence on how physical 

presence affects customers’ tipping decisions. For instance, previous literature highlights that 

close proximity, while taking orders, may result in greater tipping (Jacob & Guéguen, 2012; 

Lynn & Mynier, 1993). Conversely, the findings of this thesis indicate that the physical 
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presence of the server during the payment process increases the tip size only when paired with 

an explicit request. However, close proximity alone negatively affects customers’ decisions to 

tip. 

Third, the research provides methodological contributions to designing experiments to measure 

customer experiences in a service context. Here, the research offers a rich explanation of the 

main elements of experimental design, such as independent and dependent variables, 

moderators and mediators. Further, it explains the foundations of field and online experiments, 

highlighting the features, advantages and disadvantages of both. Unlike most of the previous 

guidelines on experimental design, the current research is novel in that it proposes a simplified 

conceptualization of participant sampling instead of statistical sampling.  

Finally, this study contributes to the current marketing debate by defining the boundaries of 

cocreation from a multistakeholder perspective. The research explores decision-making in the 

B2C context with the aim to unpack the different facet of value cocreation, disentangling it 

from the construct of cooperation and collaboration. Despite many contributions to customer 

cocreation, there is little understanding within the existing literature of the kind of value that 

can be cocreated by multistakeholders. Simply put, cooperation occurs when individual 

interests prevail among each party. Collaboration is, therefore, a condition to cocreation, while 

cooperation is an aggregative process, based on self-centred interest. Cocreation builds upon 

collaborative, interdependent, and self-organized behaviors where responsibilities are 

distributed and shared among stakeholders and where the focal organization has no pre-set 

notion of the problem and solution. The focal organization’s role resides in facilitating a shared 

vision and providing tools, such as open encounter communication moments, which will allow 

self-organization within constraints.  

6.3 Practical implications 

Apart from theoretical contributions, the current thesis has several practical contributions for 

hospitality practice and for general service industries. First, the findings are relevant for 

hospitality players that are primarily affected by customers’ decisions and behaviors. Online 

travel agencies (OTAs), for instance, mediate the conversation between hotels and customers. 

Given that customers are greatly concerned about their vulnerability online, OTAs should 

guarantee mechanisms such as anonymity or the use of a nickname without personal 

information being required. This will protect reviewers and increase their willingness to leave 

a review after a negative experience. There are actionable ways to enhance anonymity without 
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affecting the authenticity of reviews. For instance, whereas this piece of information will not 

appear online, the IP address would allow tracking of the sender of the review 

(Ananthakrishnan et al., 2018; Byng, 2015). Also, these results hold at different levels of locus 

of control, which implies that vulnerability online is a common issue and privacy should be 

guaranteed. In this sense, GDPR legislation in Europe improves customer rights and provides 

them with greater control over the personal information that they disclose (European 

Commission, 2018). Moreover, in order to obtain accurate feedback on the motives that 

attenuate complaint behavior, hoteliers could hold in-depth interviews or focus groups with 

key informants to avoid common pitfalls and increase the perceived quality of the service. The 

problem of non-reporting negative reviews has clear financial implications. There is a body of 

research showing that eWOM has an impact on hotel performance. In particular, RevPar and 

occupancy are the two financial measures that are mostly affected by reviews (Viglia et al., 

2016; Yang et al., 2018). Online reviews bias also affects the contractual power of hotels in 

corporate agreements, such as online group bookings (Li et al., 2015). 

Second, in light of the findings of this research, service providers should revisit their strategies 

to increase tips. Specifically, servers may consider distancing themselves from the customer 

during the payment process which would release social pressure and enhance perceived 

freedom over the situation. Eliminating explicit requests and related social pressure might also 

lead to positive outcomes in the long run. Service encounters signalling perceived control are 

important for customer retention (Noone et al., 2012). To achieve this, frontline employees 

need to be properly trained to avoid adding social pressure during the payment process.  

Finally, the study shows that focal organizations’ role as a facilitator encourages stakeholders’ 

decisions to engage with the event. Stakeholders’ interaction via open dialogue, open 

platforms, and open data is the key for the multistakeholder ecosystem’s cocreation. More 

specifically, to facilitate the cocreation, managers should decide who are the most powerful 

and productive stakeholders based on their capacity to cooperate, collaborate, and cocreate.  At 

the same time, firms should be able to pay attention to what happens on a broader level as 

cocreation may occur among stakeholders without interacting with the focal organization. 

Managers should develop vigilant learning skills (Day, 2011) and learn how to design open 

platforms from which creativity is able to thrive.   
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6.4 Future research agenda 

The thesis establishes a number of avenues for future research. Customers’ decisions to 

complain may be contingent on different factors (e.g., the level of the price paid for the service). 

Therefore, future studies should test whether different price levels affect the effect of 

vulnerability on customers’ decisions to complain. Both decisions about whether to complain 

or not and about the tip size are certainly affected by cultural norms and geographical 

boundaries. Such norms influence customers’ attitudes and behavior, including expectations 

and motivation for tipping and complaining (Ferguson et al., 2017). In contrast to the majority 

of studies conducted in the US, the current study offers an understanding of tipping dynamics 

in the UK, where the culture of tipping is less strong, and tips are not expected. With regards 

to complaining decisions, the previous studies show that collectivist countries are less likely to 

complain compared to individualistic countries. Therefore, the culture may act as another 

boundary condition. Thus, future studies should test the effect of explicit requests and online 

self-disclosure across cultures. Finally, important aspects of this research could be transferred 

to, and have relevance for, other multistakeholder ecosystems. It should be noted that the use 

of a case study research design limits the generalizability of its findings, and therefore, further 

empirical research is needed to explore more deeply the value that is generated by the three 

constructs, corroborating or contradicting the differences and similarities among the concepts. 

Especially, the hierarchies among the concepts, their possible overlapping and evolution from 

one to the other require further study. Moreover, even this research provides rich insights into 

customers’ perspectives, research on decision-making at the level of stakeholders is limited. 

Therefore, future studies should investigate employees' decisions regarding the service 

interactions provided in the study, for example, the decisions about the optimal proximity 

between him/her and the customer. In that sense, emotional intelligence is an important factor 

that should be considered because it helps draw a connection between the customer and 

employee (rather than the company) who interacts with the customer. 

6.5 Contribution to co-authored papers 

In all co-authored papers, I was the lead researcher, undertaking the majority of the 

management and writing: including the literature review, data collection and analysis. 

However, I would like to acknowledge the invaluable role of my co-authors, who have 

contributed to four papers included here. In paper 1, the other authors contributed to the 

introduction and conclusion. Co-authors of paper 2 have contributed their expertise by 
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providing support in designing the online experiment and also contributed to the introduction 

and conclusion of the paper. In paper 3, S. Lui has contributed her expertise in online 

experimental design and undertook writing the answers to three important technical questions 

for online data collection. Finally, in paper 4, Pera contributed her expertise in methodology 

and undertook twelve out of forty-seven interviews. In each of these co-authored papers, my 

co-authors were involved in discussions of theoretical positioning and structure and helped me 

to review papers before submission and in each round of following reviews.  
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