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A B S T R A C T   

In the service encounter, the employee must often encourage customer self-disclosure (i.e., revealing of personal 
information) to be able to match the customer’s needs with what the firm has to offer. This study uses an 
experimental approach to manipulate employee encouragement of self-disclosure (low vs. high) to explore its 
impact on the customer. It was found that encouraging self-disclosure enhanced customer perceptions of cus-
tomization, employee effort, own effort, privacy concerns, and employee humanness, and that these responses 
influenced customer satisfaction. In addition, because many firms are beginning to replace human employees 
with various forms of virtual agents (and it has been argued that we humans may find it less threatening to self- 
disclose to such agents), the identity of the employee (virtual agent vs. human employee) was manipulated, too. 
The identity factor, however, did not influence customers’ responses.   

1. Introduction 

This study examines the service encounter from an information ex-
change point of view. Such an exchange is required if firms want to 
adapt their offers to the needs of the customers, and both parties in the 
encounter – the frontline employee and the customer – have to 
contribute to the exchange. That is to say, the employee must identify 
the customer’s needs, typically by asking questions to the customer, and 
the customer has to respond by providing information about his or her 
needs. This means that the service encounter resembles a therapy 
setting, in the sense that successful therapy is contingent on clients’ 
transfer of information about themselves to therapists (Chaikin and 
Derlega, 1974; Cozby, 1973; Lucas et al., 2014). 

Here, in the present study, the customer–employee exchange is 
examined through the lens of customer self-disclosure (i.e., the revealing 
of personal information to another person; Derlega and Chaikin, 1977; 
Mothersbaugh et al., 2012, Ruppel et al., 2016). Previous research on 
self-disclosure indicates that it may be a causally potent activity also in 
service encounters –particularly with respect to the customer’s overall 
evaluation of the encounter in terms of customer satisfaction. It has been 
shown, for example, that self-disclosure to an interaction partner can 
increase the discloser’s liking of the person who receives the 
self-disclosure (Berg and Archer, 1983). If this happens also in a service 
encounter, when the employee is the receiver of the customer’s 
self-disclosure, one would expect increased liking of the employee. 

Given that the employee typically is the company from the customer’s 
point of view in a service setting (Bitner et al., 1990), one would also 
expect that increased liking of the employee can boost overall customer 
satisfaction. Moreover, self-disclosure can enhance self-affirmation and 
sense of worth (Ho et al., 2018), and such positive outcomes may carry 
over to service encounter satisfaction in a valence-congruent way. 
However, self-disclosure can also be negatively charged. To 
self-disclose, it has been argued, can make the discloser feel vulnerable 
(Derlega and Chaikin, 1977), and it can be associated with perceptions 
of physical harm, material damage (Moon, 2000), risks of being 
victimized (Robinson, 2017), exploitation, and loss of independence 
(Derlega and Chaikin, 1977). These negative aspects indicate that 
encouraging the customer to self-disclose may have the potential to 
reduce customer satisfaction in a service encounter setting. 

Customer self-disclosure, then, appears to have the property of being 
needed for a match between the firm’s offer and the customer’s needs, at 
the same time as it may have both positive and a negative influences on 
overall customer satisfaction. In the light of this, and in a service 
encounter setting, the purpose of the present study is to (a) examine a set 
of potential consequences of employee-encouraged self-disclosure and 
(2) assess the impact of these consequences on customer satisfaction. 

The aim of the examination is to make several contributions. First, 
most existing studies of self-disclosure have focused on its antecedents 
(e.g., Li, 2012; Mothersbaugh et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2011; Wang 
et al., 2016; Ward et al., 2005), while what happens after disclosure has 
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been less frequently investigated (Im et al., 2008). The present study, 
then, expands the nomological net by examining a set of consequences 
stemming from self-disclosure. Second, several studies indicate that the 
employee’s adaption of offers to customers’ needs in service encounters 
has a satisfaction-boosting potential (Bitner et al., 1990). The present 
study contributes to this stream of research by examining influence 
mechanisms in terms of consequences of employee-encouraged self--
disclosure. Third, much research on self-disclosure has involved either 
the individual in romantic, intimate relationships (e.g., Adams and Shea, 
1981; Sprecher and Hendrick, 2004) or the individual in relation to 
various technologies that can be used to collect, process, and store 
customer data (e.g., Milne and Bahl, 2010). The present study, however, 
with its focus on service encounters, comprises the individual in his or 
her role as a customer who is involved in brief interactions with another 
party (who is the representative of a firm). This means that the present 
study is attempting to make a contribution to the self-disclosure litera-
ture by extending the situations in which self-disclosure can be made 
(and studied). Fourth, there is a rich literature comprising self-disclosure 
and various forms of computer usage, yet it has hitherto focused on what 
happens with self-disclosure when humans interact through computers 
versus on a face-to-face basis (Clark-Gordon et al., 2019; Ruppel et al., 
2016). The present study, however, is based on the observation that new 
technology is transforming service industries so that virtual agents 
powered by artificial intelligence (AI) will replace or complement 
human employees in many service encounters (Steinhoff et al., 2019). 
Since it has been suggested that we humans behave differently when we 
self-disclose to another human compared to a computer program (Lucas 
et al., 2014), the present study aims to contribute also to the discourse 
on human-machine interaction by explicitly examining the impact of the 
interaction party’s identity (virtual agent vs. human employee) in a 
self-disclosure context. 

2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

Self-disclosure has been defined as the voluntary revealing of per-
sonal information to another party (Derlega and Chaikin, 1977; Meeks 
et al., 1998; Mothersbaugh et al., 2012; Sprecher and Hendrick, 2004), 
and such information may comprise personal facts as well as feelings, 
opinions, attitudes, judgments, and experiences (Barak and Gluck-Ofri, 
2007; Hassan et al., 2016; Sprecher and Hendrick, 2004). 
Self-disclosure can occur both spontaneously and as a response to 
another party’s encouragement (such as by asking questions), and it is 
the latter type of self-disclosure that this study comprises. The point of 
departure, then, is employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure. 
It is hypothesized that (1) this employee activity in a service encounter 
enhances perceptions of customization, employee effort, the customer’s 
own effort, privacy concerns, and employee humanness, and (2) each of 
these responses influences customer satisfaction. 

2.1. Perceived customization 

Customization of the firm’s offer has to do with satisfying as many 
needs as possible of each individual customer (Coelho and Henseler, 
2012), which typically requires individual input from each customer – in 
terms of self-disclosure. Given the dramatic proliferation of customized 
products in the marketplace (Sundar and Marathe, 2010), and given that 
customers are increasingly asked to provide personal information in 
exchange for individually tailored offerings (Norberg and Dholakia, 
2004), it can be expected that most customers are familiar with 
self-disclosure as a required activity in processes that are supposed to 
generate a customized outcome. It is assumed here this provides a basis 
for priming mechanisms to influence the customer (cf. Janiszewski and 
Wyer, 2014). More specifically, it is assumed that employee encour-
agement of customer self-disclosure in one particular service encounter 
primes the customer so that memories of experiences in the past, when 
self-disclosure was indeed related to the customization of an offer, are 

activated. It is also assumed that this activation “informs” the customer 
that customization is underway in the present encounter, too. Hence the 
following is hypothesized: 

H1a. Employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure has a pos-
itive impact on the perceived customization of an offer 

Given that most individuals believe that they have a high level of 
self-uniqueness (Longoni et al., 2019), it is assumed that perceived 
customization is positively associated with the customer’s beliefs that 
his or her specific needs can be satisfied by the offer. In addition, a high 
as opposed to a low level of customization is assumed to make an offer 
more valuable for the customer (Martin and Murphy, 2017; White, 
2004) as well as more relevant (Martin and Murphy, 2017; Zhu and 
Chang, 2016) in the sense that it is seen as more instrumental for 
achieving his or her personal goal (Zhu and Chang, 2016). Moreover, the 
act of participating in producing a customized offer can foster a sense of 
agency, which is positively charged (Sundar and Marathe, 2010), and 
this can carry over to satisfaction. It is therefore expected that perceived 
customization is positively associated with customer satisfaction. In 
empirical terms, this result has been obtained in several studies (e.g., 
Bitner et al., 1990; Bressolles et al., 2007; Coelho and Henseler, 2012). 
Thus the following is expected in a service encounter context when it is 
the employee who provides customization of an offer: 

H1b. Perceived customization of an offer has a positive impact on 
customer satisfaction 

2.2. Perceived employee effort 

Perceived employee effort has been defined as the customer’s per-
ceptions of the effort expended by the employee with whom the 
customer interacts (Mohr and Bitner, 1995; S€oderlund and Sagfossen, 
2017), and it is assumed here that people in general are attentive to how 
much effort their exchange partners expend (S€oderlund and Sagfossen, 
2017). More specifically, it has been shown that the time it takes to 
produce an offer is positively associated with perceived supplier effort 
(Kruger et al., 2004; Morales, 2005), so it is expected here that the time 
an employee spends with a customer in a service encounter would be 
positively associated with perceptions of employee effort. Given that a 
high as opposed to a low level of employee encouragement of customer 
self-disclosure requires that more questions are asked to the customer, 
which makes the service encounter longer and thus more time is spent 
by the employee in interacting with the customer, the following is 
hypothesized: 

H2a. Employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure has a pos-
itive impact on perceived employee effort 

Such effort perceptions can influence the perceived quality of an 
offer, because supplier-related effort signals supplier confidence, 
commitment, and motivation (Kirmani and Wright, 1989; Modig et al., 
2014; Mohr and Bitner, 1995). Moreover, perceived quality is typically 
positively associated with customer satisfaction (Cronin and Taylor, 
1992). Therefore, it is expected that high perceived supplier-related 
effort would boost customer satisfaction. Empirical evidence for this 
has been produced by Mohr and Bitner (1995) and S€oderlund and 
Sagfossen (2017). The following, then, is hypothesized in a service 
encounter context: 

H2b. Perceived employee effort has a positive impact on customer 
satisfaction 

2.3. The customer’s own effort 

A high level of employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure, 
however, requires more effort also by the customer, particularly 
cognitive effort, because more questions about oneself has to be 
answered. Moreover, there are many possible negative consequences of 
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self-disclosing (Derlega and Chaikin, 1977; Moon, 2000; Robinson, 
2017), so the customer needs to carefully consider such consequences, 
and balance them against the consequences of not disclosing (Inman and 
Nikolova, 2017; Li, 2012; Smith et al., 2011), which adds cognitive 
effort to the self-disclosing task. Further effort is added also when it is 
acknowledged that self-disclosure is likely to activate issues regarding 
how to present oneself to others (Norberg and Dholakia, 2004). There-
fore, the following is hypothesized: 

H3a. Employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure has a pos-
itive impact on the customer’s perceived own effort 

People in general are effort-aversive with respect to their own effort 
that needs to be expended (S€oderlund and Sagfossen, 2017), which is 
mirrored in commercial contexts by researchers who assume that cus-
tomers typically want to minimize effort (e.g., Huppertz and Mower, 
1992). This indicates that a high level of the customer’s own effort is 
negatively charged, so one would expect a negative association between 
the customer’s own effort in relation to an offer and the satisfaction that 
this offer provides. Such findings have been obtained by S€oderlund and 
Sagfossen (2017). Thus the following is hypothesized in a service 
encounter setting: 

H3b. The customer’s perceived own effort has a negative impact on 
customer satisfaction 

2.4. Privacy concerns 

Privacy is usually referred to in terms such as “a fundamental human 
right to be left alone” and “freedom from being observed and disturbed 
by other people” (Martin and Murphy, 2017; Solove, 2008). In a mar-
keting context, and from the customer’s point of view, privacy concerns 
comprise the customer’s uneasiness over collection of data from him or 
her and the use of these data for marketing purposes (Mothersbaugh 
et al., 2012), particularly in terms of who has access to the data and what 
is done with it (Eastlick et al., 2006; Martin and Murphy, 2017; White, 
2004). A high level of such concerns are sometimes labelled privacy 
invasion, which represents the perception that one’s personal life is 
monitored against one’s wishes (Derlega and Chaikin, 1977). 

In any event, several studies have examined privacy concerns as a 
potential antecedent to willingness to disclose information (e.g., Moth-
ersbaugh et al., 2012), but in the present study the focus is on employee 
encouragement to self-disclose as a possible antecedent to privacy 
concerns. Given that there are increasing concerns among consumers 
regarding how firms collect and use consumer data (Lutz et al., 2018; 
Martin et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2016), and increasing concerns that 
their private information may be misused (Inman and Nikolova, 2017), 
it is expected that the employee’s encouragement of self-disclosure in a 
service encounter – such as by asking personal questions to the customer 
– can prime the customer so that vulnerability issues become salient in 
the customer’s mind. Vulnerability has been shown to positively influ-
ence privacy concerns (Dinev and Hart, 2004), so it is assumed here that 
collecting personal data from the customer can make him or her feel 
vulnerable (Martin et al., 2017). Moreover, service employees are under 
increasing pressure not only to provide service but also to sell in service 
encounters (S€oderlund, 2013), and this can make customers interpret 
personal questions asked by the employee as attempts to build material 
for unwelcome sales attempts. Therefore, the following is hypothesized: 

H4a. Employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure is posi-
tively associated with privacy concerns 

Privacy concerns generally have a negative charge, and it is therefore 
expected that practices that raise such concerns would elicit negative 
evaluations and avoidance behavior (Martin et al., 2017). Such reactions 
have indeed been identified in previous research. For example, privacy 
concerns in relation to a firm are negatively associated with trust in the 
firm (Eastlick et al., 2006; Inman and Nikolova, 2017; Malhotra et al., 

2004), intent to purchase from the firm (Eastlick et al., 2006; Inman and 
Nikolova, 2017), actual purchases (Luo, 2002), and loyalty (Inman and 
Nikolova, 2017). Given that trust, purchase intent, actual purchases, and 
loyalty are typically positively associated with customer satisfaction, a 
negative association is expected for the privacy concern–satisfaction 
relationship. This has also been reported by Inman and Nikolova (2017), 
while Bressolles et al. (2007) found a positive association between 
perceptions that privacy is indeed protected by a vendor and customer 
satisfaction with the vendor. Hence the following is hypothesized in a 
service encounter context: 

H4b. Privacy concerns have a negative impact on customer 
satisfaction 

2.5. Perceived humanness 

Humanness has to do with the extent to which an individual is 
perceived to have characteristics that are typical for humans (Haslam, 
2006; Haslam et al., 2008). This means that one specific individual may 
be seen as having “more” of humanness than another individual (Epley 
et al., 2008), and existing research in this area has identified several 
capabilities of an individual that seem to contribute to a high level of 
perceived humanness with respect to this individual. Here, in the pre-
sent study, it is assumed that employee encouragement of 
self-disclosure, particularly by asking questions to a customer, is likely 
to enhance perceptions of such capabilities – and that they would boost 
perceptions of overall employee humanness. 

More specifically, it is assumed that asking questions to a customer 
signals that the employee has agency, which is a capability that can 
enhance humanness perceptions (Haslam et al., 2008). Moreover, if the 
employee listens to the answers after questions have been asked, and 
uses the answers for new questions, this is likely to signal that the 
employee is able to understand that the customer has agency, too. In 
other words, being recognized as an agent by another person indicates 
that this person has the capability of theory of mind – which is another 
capability that is likely to boost humanness perceptions (Epley, 2018; 
Gray et al., 2012). This, then, is hypothesized in a service encounter 
context: 

H5a. Employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure has a pos-
itive impact on perceived employee humanness 

Perceived humanness of an individual is expected to have a positive 
influence on the overall evaluation of this individual. One main reason is 
person positivity bias. That is to say, for us humans, other humans 
typically have a positive rather than a negative charge (Sears, 1983), 
because other humans offer social connection, belongingness, and in-
timacy, which are positively valued aspects of life for most humans 
(S€oderlund, 2016). Moreover, we humans need other humans for both 
practical and existential issues (Epley et al., 2008), so from an evolu-
tionary point of view it makes sense to equip us humans with an innate 
liking for other humans. Every other human, however, is not liked to the 
same extent, and we do dislike some others, so it is assumed here that 
perceptions of another person’s humanness aids in fine-tuning our 
liking. Results in support for this, in a commercial context, can be found 
in several studies suggesting that the more human-like an object is, the 
more we tend to like it (Aggarwal and McGill, 2007; Delbaere et al., 
2011; Rauschnabel and Ahuvia, 2014). Hence the following is hypoth-
esized with respect to a service encounter context: 

H5b. Perceived humanness of the employee has a positive impact on 
customer satisfaction 

2.6. Mediation and moderation issues 

Given that the employee’s encouragement of self-disclosure in the 
service encounter boosts perceptions of customization, employee effort, 
the customer’s own effort, privacy concerns, and humanness (i.e., H1a- 
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H5a), and given also that each of these responses has an impact on 
customer satisfaction (i.e., H1b-H5b), employee encouragement of self- 
disclosure can be seen as influencing customer satisfaction in a mediated 
way. To assess this explicitly, the following is hypothesized: 

H6. The impact of employee encouragement of customer self- 
disclosure on customer satisfaction is mediated by customer percep-
tions of customization, employee effort, own effort, privacy concerns, 
and humanness 

As for moderation aspects, the point of departure in the present study 
is that various types of virtual agents (i.e., computer programs) are ex-
pected to become more prevalent as firm representatives in service en-
counters (Steinhoff et al., 2019). The distinction between employees as 
humans or computer programs is indeed relevant from a self-disclosure 
perspective, because we humans appear to have a higher willingness to 
self-disclose, and have less fear of self-disclosing, when we are inter-
acting with a computer program compared to another human (Lucas 
et al., 2014). It has been shown, for example, that individuals report 
higher levels of stigmatized behaviors when they interact with a com-
puter interviewer as opposed to a human interviewer (Newman et al., 
2002). Computer programs have also been shown to elicit less negative 
responses than humans in an interview situation (Hasler et al., 2013). 
Possible reasons for this is that the computer program reduces evalua-
tion anxiety, the need for impression management, and feelings of 
vulnerability (Lucas et al., 2014; Weisband and Kiesler, 1996), while it 
may also increase a sense of anonymity (Lucas et al., 2014) and 
perceived privacy (Hasler et al., 2013). Given that the typical contem-
porary virtual agent is encountered online, it is also possible that the 
online setting itself may contribute to more self-disclosure to a virtual 
agent, because communication online – by its anonymity, neutralization 
of status, and lack of eye-contact – is likely to foster disinhibition in 
communication (Barak and Gluck-Ofri, 2007). It may be expected, 
therefore, that the identity of the interaction partner as a computer 
program (as opposed to a human) can boost both self-disclosure per se 
and the effects it has on downstream variables. 

However, the opposite can also be argued: disclosers who interact 
with a virtual agent, and who know that this is the case, are likely to 
believe that a computer program cannot really understand them on a 
deep level. This would lead them to disclose less compared to what they 
do when they interact with a human, and it may result in less influence 
on downstream variables (Ho et al., 2018). 

In any event, given that the identity of the interaction party can in-
fluence the level of the individual’s self-disclosure and its impact on 
downstream variables, it is assumed here that interaction party identity 
can influence also the impact of attempts to encourage self-disclosure. 
More specifically, it is assumed that interaction party identity would 
moderate the hypothesized influence of encouraging customer self- 
disclosure on downstream responses (i.e., H1a-H5a. Given that it is 
unclear from previous research if a human or a computer program would 
have the greatest impact, this would have to be settled in empirical 
terms. The following, then, is hypothesized in a service encounter: 

H7. The impact of employee encouragement of customer self- 
disclosure on customer perceptions of customization, employee effort, 
own effort, privacy concerns, and humanness is moderated by employee 
identity (virtual agent vs. human) 

3. Research method 

Hypotheses 1–7 were tested with a between-subjects experiment in 
which employee encouragement of self-disclosure (low vs. high) and the 
identity of the employee (virtual agent vs. human) were the two 
manipulated factors. 

3.1. Stimulus development, procedure and participants 

It was decided that the focal offer should be a service that allows the 
customer to find a movie that would fit with his or her specific needs. 
Moreover, to be able to manipulate the two factors in a service 
encounter context, a role-play scenario approach with four versions of 
the same service encounter was used. Each version described a customer 
who interacts with a service employee, called Alex, for the purpose of 
obtaining recommendations of a movie to watch. The participants were 
asked to imagine that they were the customer in the scenario. Scenarios 
of this type have been used frequently in service-related research (e.g., 
Bitner, 1990; Karande et al., 2007; S€oderlund and Rosengren, 2008) and 
in research on self-disclosure (e.g., Chaikin and Derlega, 1974). 

To manipulate the employee encouragement of self-disclosure (low 
vs. high), one version of the scenario comprised an employee who asked 
a relatively low number of questions to the customer. The other version 
comprised an employee who asked a relatively high number of ques-
tions. The identity factor (virtual agent vs. human employee) was 
manipulated by varying the scenario descriptions of the customer’s 
interaction partner (see the Appendix for the four scenario versions). 

The data were collected online in such a way that the participants 
were randomly allocated to one of the four scenario versions. After this 
they were asked to respond to questionnaire items regarding the vari-
ables in the hypotheses. Three hundred forty individuals were invited 
from the UK-based Prolific panel. Two of them were excluded from the 
analysis because they failed to pass attention check items, which 
resulted in a sample of 338 participants (Mage ¼ 38.48; 91 men and 247 
women) for the tests of the hypotheses. 

3.2. Measures 

Perceptions of customization were measured with the items “The 
movie recommendation was tailor-made for my needs”, “The movie 
recommendation recognized the uniqueness of my preferences”, “The 
movie recommendation was adapted to my personal preferences”, “The 
movie recommendation was made with full attention to my specific 
needs”, and “The movie recommendation was indeed based on my 
specifications”. These items were scored on a 10-point scale (1 ¼ do not 
agree at all, 10 ¼ agree completely; Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .94). Similar 
items have been use by, for example, Bressolles et al. (2007) and 
Mothersbaugh et al. (2012). 

For employee effort, the following items were used (it should be 
recalled that the employee’s name was Alex in the human employee 
conditions and in the virtual agent conditions): 

“Alex put a lot of effort into helping me”, “Alex tried hard to find a 
suitable movie for me”, “Alex expended much energy to assist me”, and 
“Alex had to work hard to help me”. They were scored on a 10-point 
scale (1 ¼ do not agree at all, 10 ¼ agree completely; alpha ¼ .89). 
Similar items have been used by, for example, Mohr and Bitner (1995) 
and Morales (2005). 

The customer’s own effort was assessed with the question “To answer 
Alex’s questions about me was …”, which was followed by the adjective 
pairs “not effortful at all-very effortful”, “easy-difficult”, and “not 
demanding-demanding”. They were scored on a 10-point scale 
(alpha ¼ .89). S€oderlund and Sagfossen (2017) have used similar items. 

Privacy concerns were measured with the statements “The informa-
tion I provided about myself in the interaction with Alex made me 
concerned about my privacy”, “I felt that too much personal information 
about me was collected”, “It bothered me to give the requested infor-
mation to the firm”, “I am concerned that the information I provided 
about myself could be misused”, “It felt embarrassing to reveal what I 
did reveal about myself”, and “To reveal what I did in the interaction 
with Alex could make others evaluate me negatively”. A 10-point 
response format was provided (1 ¼ do not agree at all, 10 ¼ agree 
completely; alpha ¼ .97). Similar items have been used by Dinev and 
Hart (2004), Malhotra et al. (2004), Mothersbaugh et al. (2012), and 

M. S€oderlund                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 53 (2020) 102001

5

White (2004). 
Humanness was measured with the following adjective pairs in 

relation to Alex: “computer-like–human-like”, “acted as a machine-
–acted as a human being”, and “behaved as a non-person–behaved as a 
person”. They were scored on a 10-point scale (alpha ¼ .96). Items of 
this type appear, for example, in Aggarwal and McGill (2007) and 
Thompson et al. (2011). 

Customer satisfaction was measured with three items used in several 
national satisfaction barometers (Anderson et al., 1994; Fornell, 1992), 
which were adapted to the present setting (i.e., a movie recommenda-
tion service): “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the movie 
recommendation service?” (1 ¼ very dissatisfied, 10 ¼ very satisfied), 
“To what extent does this service meet your expectations?” (1 ¼ not at 
all, 10 ¼ totally), and “Imagine a movie recommendation service that is 
perfect in every respect. How near or far from this ideal do you find this 
movie recommendation service?” (1 ¼ very far from, 10 ¼ cannot get 
any closer; alpha ¼ .92). 

To check the manipulation of the employee encouragement of self- 
disclosure, this question was used: “In total, the volume of informa-
tion that I was asked to provide about myself in the interaction with Alex 
was …”, which was followed by the adjective pair “small-large” (scored 
on a 10-point scale as 1 ¼ small and 10 ¼ large). In addition, as an 
attempt to measure also the direct consequence of being encouraged to 
self-disclose, namely perceived self-disclosure per se, the following 
items were used: “In the interaction with Alex, I provided personal in-
formation about myself”, “In the interaction with Alex, I provided pri-
vate information”, and “In the interaction with Alex, I provided 
information closely related to who I am” (scored as 1 ¼ do not agree at 
all, 10 ¼ agree completely; alpha ¼ .91). 

As for the manipulation of the employee identity (i.e., virtual agent 
vs. human employee), this check item was used: “In the text, Alex was 
described as …”, followed by the adjective pair “an artificial 
intelligence–a human being. It was scored on a 10-point scale (1 ¼ an 
artificial intelligence, 10 ¼ a human being). 

4. Analysis and results 

4.1. Manipulation checks 

A 2 X 2 ANOVA with the employee encouragement of self-disclosure 
factor (low vs. high) and the identity factor (virtual agent vs. human 
employee) showed that the employee encouragement factor had a sig-
nificant impact on the perceptions of the volume of information that was 
provided (F ¼ 122. 21, p < .01). The perceived volume was lower in the 
low encouragement conditions (M ¼ 5.94) than in the high encourage-
ment conditions (M ¼ 8.02). Moreover, in a 2 X 2 ANOVA with the same 
factors as above, but now with perceived self-disclosure as the depen-
dent variable, the encouragement factor had a significant impact on 
perceived self-disclosure (F ¼ 333.63, p < .01). Perceived self-disclosure 
reached a lower level in the low encouragement conditions (M ¼ 4.16) 
than in the high encouragement conditions (M ¼ 7.97). 

As for the identity factor, a 2 X 2 ANOVA, again with the employee 
encouragement and the identity factors, but with perceived identity of 
the employee as the dependent variable (scored as 1 ¼ artificial intelli-
gence and 10 ¼ human), the identity factor had a significant impact on 
perceptions of the employee’s identity (F ¼ 298.16, p < .01). The 
employee was perceived less as a human in the virtual agent conditions 
(M ¼ 2.62) than in the human employee conditions (M ¼ 7.84). Taken 
together, then, these outcomes suggest that the manipulations per-
formed as intended. 

4.2. Hypothesis testing 

A set of 2 X 2 ANOVAs with employee encouragement of self- 
disclosure (low vs. high) and employee identity (virtual agent vs. 
human employee) as the factors, and with perceptions of customization, 

employee effort, own effort, privacy concerns, and humanness as the 
dependent variables, was used to test H1a-H5a. In each such ANOVA, 
there was a significant main effect of the employee encouragement 
factor (each of the five p < .01), no significant main effect of the identity 
factor, and no significant interaction effect. Moreover, and for each 
dependent variable, the level was higher under the high encouragement 
of self-disclosure conditions compared to the low encouragement of self- 
disclosure conditions (see Table 1). This means that H1a-H5a were 
supported. 

To test H1b-H5b, the zero-order correlation was computed between 
each of the variables and customer satisfaction. The outcome is pre-
sented in Table 2, which reveals that (a) each coefficient was significant 
(p < .01), (b) the correlation was positive for perceived customization 
(r ¼ 0.65), perceived employee effort (r ¼ 0.41), and perceived human-
ness (r ¼ 0.51), while (c) it was negative for perceived own effort 
(r ¼ � 0.39) and privacy concerns (r ¼ � 0.28). This, then, provides 
support for H1b-H5b. 

H6, the mediation hypothesis, was tested with the Hayes (2012) 
approach. More specifically, for each proposed mediator, Hayes’ Model 
4 was used. The independent variable was employee encouragement of 
self-disclosure (scored as 1 ¼ low and 2 ¼ high, depending on which 
condition a participant was exposed to) and customer satisfaction was 
the dependent variable. Table 2 shows that there was a significant in-
direct effect for each proposed mediator, which provides support for H6. 
For each mediator variable, however, there was also a significant direct 
effect, which means that mediation in the present data should be seen as 
complementary (cf. Zhao et al., 2010). 

It should be noted that the outcomes with respect to the influence on 
customer satisfaction indicate that opposing forces are set in motion by 
the encouragement of self-disclosure (i.e., some variables in Table 2 are 
positively associated with customer satisfaction, while the association is 
negative for other variables). Indeed, in the present data, an ANOVA 
with the two manipulated factors, encouragement of self-disclosure (low 
vs. high) and identity of the interaction party (virtual agent vs. human 
employee), and with customer satisfaction as the dependent variable, 
produced no significant main effect for encouragement of self-disclosure 
(the impact of the identity factor and the interaction were non- 
significant, too). This indicates that the opposing negative and posi-
tive influences on satisfaction were equal to each other in force and that 
they have cancelled each other out. 

Finally, with respect to H7, the moderation hypothesis, the already 
mentioned absence of a significant interaction effect in each of the 
ANOVAs to test H1a-H5a indicates that there was no support for the 
identity factor as a moderating variable. Thus H7 must be rejected: the 
identity of the interaction party in the service encounter (virtual agent 
vs. human employee) did not affect the impact of encouraging self- 
disclosure on the hypothesized responses. This is basically the same 
outcome as in Ho et al. (2018), who concluded that the identity of the 
interaction partner (in their case: chatbot vs. human) affected neither 
self-disclosure per se nor the downstream variables. 

Table 1 
The impact of encouragement of self-disclosure. on the dependent variables.  

Dependent 
variable 

Main effect of 
employee 
encouragement of 
self-disclosure 

Mean for the low 
encouragement of 
self-disclosure 
conditions 

Mean for the high 
encouragement of 
self-disclosure 
conditions 

Customization F ¼ 16.43 ** 7.31 8.01 
Employee 

effort 
F ¼ 21.56 ** 6.87 7.81 

Own effort F ¼ 40.34 ** 4.09 5.55 
Privacy 

concerns 
F ¼ 272.83 ** 2.89 6.76 

Humanness F ¼ 8.33 ** 6.10 6.85 

**p < .01. 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1. Summary of main results 

The main findings in the present study were that (1) employee 
encouragement of customer self-disclosure in the service encounter 
enhances customer perceptions of customization, employee effort, own 
effort, privacy concerns, and employee humanness, (2) these responses 
influence customer satisfaction, (3) the responses mediate the influence 
of employee encouragement of self-disclosure on satisfaction, and (4) 
the employee’s identity (virtual agent vs. human) did not moderate the 
impact of employee encouragement of self-disclosure on the responses. 

5.2. Discussion 

In psychology, self-disclosure is recognized as an important activity 
for interpersonal communication and relationship formation (Berg and 
Archer, 1983), while marketing scholars typically acknowledge that 
customer self-disclosure is crucial for satisfying the firm’s information 
needs (e.g., Joinson, 2001) and for facilitating the making of an offer 
that matches the customer’s needs (Li, 2012). Most existing studies in 
marketing settings, however, comprise antecedents to self-disclosure, 
while the present study has been an attempt to examine its 
consequences. 

Moreover, most studies in marketing on the customer self-disclosure 
construct comprise a digital technology context, presumably because it 
facilitates the collection and analysis of vast amounts of customer data. 
It seems to have been forgotten, however, that the main share of all 
consumers’ transactions with firms still occur offline (Turow, 2017). 
Such transactions are typically carried out in interactions with em-
ployees of firms – and they do collect data from consumers. These data 
are not only used to match offers with customers’ needs in the service 
encounter; it is not uncommon to also collect data for later use. This is 
the case, for example, when the cash desk operator asks about the cus-
tomer’s postal code and when the employee at the money exchange 
office at the airport asks to which country the customer will be travel-
ling. Presumably, given that “data is the new oil”, as The Economist has 
expressed it, more such collection activities can be expected. The service 
encounter is thus far from obsolete in the contemporary marketplace, 
yet it has been a neglected medium when academic researchers examine 
exchange of information between customers and firms – and this is also a 
main reason why the present study has focused on a service encounter 
setting. 

From the individual’s point of view, and in general, self-disclosure 
may be viewed as a balancing act (Culnan and Bies, 2003; Milne and 
Bahl, 2010). Too little self-disclosure is likely to harm interpersonal 
communication (Berg and Archer, 1983; Derlega, 1988; Robinson, 2017; 
Ruppel et al., 2016). Too much self-disclosure, however, may result in a 
sense of no freedom to have private thoughts, loss of individuality 
(Cozby, 1973), and vulnerability to exploitation (Derlega, 1988). The 

findings in the present study indicate that a balancing act is present also 
in the specific situation when the individual is a customer in a service 
encounter, in the sense that encouragement to self-disclose had a 
negative influence on some responses and it had a positive influence on 
other responses. This finding is consonant with the view that customers 
are aware of pros and cons stemming from disclosing personal infor-
mation, and that they engage in a “privacy calculus” regarding costs and 
benefits (Inman and Nikolova, 2017; Li, 2012; White, 2004; Smith et al., 
2011). Indeed, the benefit part of this calculus may explain why people 
frequently disclose personal information even though they do have 
concerns about doing so (Hallam and Zanella, 2017; Smith et al., 2011). 
In any event, several previous studies have examined the calculus in 
terms of a trade-off between privacy concerns and the benefits of cus-
tomization (e.g., Sundar and Marathe, 2010), and the present study 
contributes to this stream of research by providing additional factors to 
the calculus (such as own effort and humanness). 

As for the employee’s identity issue (virtual agent vs. human), the 
impact of employee encouragement of self-disclosure was not moder-
ated by employee identity. That is to say, there was no significant 
interaction between the identity factor and the encouragement of self- 
disclosure factor. It can be added that there were also no significant 
main effects of the identity factor on perceived customization, employee 
effort, own effort, privacy concerns, and humanness (and perceived self- 
disclosure per se). It may appear odd that the identity factor did not 
influence the perceived humanness of the employee, yet this is consis-
tent with the idea that both humans and machines can vary in terms of 
humanness (Epley, 2018; Haslam, 2006) and with the observation that 
human service employees can appear in a “robotic” way in service en-
counters (Leidner, 1993). Be that as it may, the non-significant main 
effects of the identity factor in the present study are consonant with the 
assumption that people are likely to react to computer programs as if 
they were social actors, given that the programs exhibit social cues (Nass 
et al., 1994; Nass and Moon, 2000; Shank, 2012). In other words, 
humans are very liberal in assigning humanity to an artificial stimulus as 
long as it has at least minimal human features (Lee and Nass, 2003). One 
main reason is that we humans are equipped with evolution-based social 
responses that are applied more or less automatically in interaction 
situations resembling the situations in which they were originally 
developed (Nowak and Biocca, 2003; Shank, 2013). In empirical terms, 
several studies – in which participants are involved in a conversation 
with either a human or a computer program – show that different 
identities do not produce significantly different response levels for 
variables related to the interaction party, such as perceived friendliness 
(Appel et al., 2012), competence and trustworthiness (Patel and Mac-
Dorman, 2015), and perceived expertise (Aharoni and Fridlund, 2007). 
A similar result has been obtained also for self-disclosure by Ho et al. 
(2018), so the present study adds further evidence with respect to this 
particular variable. 

5.3. Managerial implications 

Collecting data from customers is a main dimension of the firm’s 
market orientation, which in turn is positively associated with business 
performance (Jaworski and Kohli, 1993). Seen at a lower level of 
abstraction, and in terms of the service encounter, the individual 
employee with whom the customer interacts contributes to the collec-
tion of data (and the employee can in many cases react to these data 
immediately by providing a match between what the data reveals about 
the customer’s needs and what the firm has to offer). The present study 
shows that employee data collection activities involving the encour-
agement of customer self-disclosure can influence responses that are 
positively associated with customer satisfaction (customization, 
employee effort, and humanness). So far, then, and given that customer 
satisfaction would enhance business performance (Fornell, 1992), there 
is no conflict with the market orientation paradigm – and the implica-
tion would be that managers should motivate employees to encourage 

Table 2 
Consequences of encouragement of self-disclosure and associations with 
customer satisfaction.  

Variable Association 
with customer 
satisfaction (r) 

Indirect effect of 
encouragement of 
self-disclosure on 
customer satisfaction 

Direct effect of 
encouragement of 
self-disclosure on 
customer satisfaction 

Customization .65 ** .59 * -.68 ** 
Employee 

effort 
.41** .43 * -.53 ** 

Own effort -.40** -.55 * .46 * 
Privacy 

concerns 
-.28 ** � 1.29 * 1.19 ** 

Humanness .51** .32 * -.42 * 

*p < .05, **p < .01. 
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customer self-disclosure in the service encounter. 
However, since other consequences of encouraging self-disclosure 

are negatively associated with customer satisfaction (the customer’s 
own effort and privacy concerns), there is indeed a conflict. This implies 
that managers should identify what may mitigate the negative conse-
quences. As for customer effort, attempts should be made to find ways of 
asking questions that are not perceived as effortful by the customer. 
With respect to privacy concerns, the existing literature provides several 
models of its antecedents, and such models can be used for interventions 
to attenuate privacy concerns. For example, it has been shown that trust 
(Krasnova et al., 2010), perceived control (Krasnova et al., 2010; Wang 
et al., 2016), value perceptions (Inman and Nikolova, 2017), and 
perceived relevance (Zhu and Chang, 2016) are negatively associated 
with privacy concerns, so interventions targeted at boosting these var-
iables may reduce customers’ privacy concerns. It should be noted that 
previous research has identified that customers with privacy concerns 
may react by providing incomplete information about themselves 
(Sheehan and Hoy, 1999), which in turn is likely to obstruct the em-
ployee’s matching of customers’ needs with the firms offerings – and this 
represents another way in which customer satisfaction can be attenu-
ated. Privacy concerns, then, call for particular attention from managers 
who are interested in customer satisfaction. 

5.4. Limitations and suggestions for further research 

The present study examined the impact of employee encouragement 
of customer self-disclosure only for one particular service (movie rec-
ommendations), so further research on other services is needed. More-
over, both employee encouragement of customer self-disclosure (in 
terms of questions asked by the employee) and self-disclosure (in terms 
of the customer’s answers to the questions) were manipulated variables 
in the present study. An alternative approach would be to capitalize on 
customers’ own experience by using a critical incident approach (cf. 
Bitner et al., 1990) in which participants are instructed to (a) think 
about one particular service encounter in which they were subject to 
encouragements to self-disclosure and (b) answer questions about the 
responses to this encounter. It should also be noted that the focus in the 
present study was on customer self-disclosure as a direct response to 
encouragements to self-disclose. Self-disclosure, however, may also 
happen spontaneously. Both types indeed provide the employee with 
customer data, but they may be perceived as qualitatively different by 
the customer (and may therefore impact other variables differently). 
This, then, is an additional issue that deserves to be examined in further 
studies. 

Moreover, the present study comprised five responses proposed as 
direct responses to encouragements to self-disclose (perceptions of 
customization, employee effort, the customer’s own effort, privacy 
concerns, and employee humanness). Some of them, however, can be 
considered to be multi-faceted, so further precision would be obtained if 
they are conceptualized – and operationalized – as having several facets. 
Employee effort, for example, may manifest itself not only by asking 
questions but also by listening to the answers. Comer and Drollinger 
(1999) have developed a model of active empathetic listening with 
several dimensions (and each of them require employee effort), which 
may be useful for further examinations. Similarly, privacy concerns can 
be evoked not only by data collection activities; unauthorized use of the 
data, improper access to the data, and errors in protecting the data may 
also be subject of concerns (Martin and Murphy, 2017). It is possible, for 
example, that the customer has few concerns about the employee asking 
questions, and about the usage of the answers for producing an offer, but 
indeed has concerns about what may happen later with the disclosed 
data. To address this, then, privacy concerns should be captured on a 
level of analysis that allows for such concerns to refer to other activities 
than the collection of data per se. 

As for moderation issues, it seems likely that individual traits related 
to self-disclosure may influence customer’s responses when they are 

encouraged to self-disclose in a service encounter. General self-esteem, 
for example, can be positively associated with self-disclosure, while 
social anxiety may be negatively associated with self-disclosure 
(Sprecher and Hendrick, 2004). Moreover, and with respect to the 
employee identity issue, those who are more socially anxious may be 
more willing to self-disclose when they interact with a virtual human 
than a real human (Kang and Gratch, 2010). Similarly, previous research 
shows that privacy concerns can be seen as trait variable, in the sense 
that consumers have varying levels of such concerns in relation to 
marketing in general (Milne and Bahl, 2010). Further research is 
therefore needed to examine if such trait variables may moderate the 
impact of employee encouragement of self-disclosure on the customer’s 
responses. In addition, it should be noted that the scenario setting in the 
present study (implicitly) depicted the employee/the virtual agent as a 
stranger in relation to the participants. However, the extent to which 
people in exchange situation are familiar with each other when they 
self-disclose can affect how appropriate self-disclosure is perceived to 
be. For example, disclosure to a stranger has been found to be perceived 
as less appropriate than self-disclosure to a friend (Chaikin and Derlega, 
1974). Given that the appropriateness of self-disclosure is likely to be 
affectively charged (i.e., it is expected that inappropriate disclosure is 
negatively charged and appropriate disclosure is positively charged), 
which in turn may influence satisfaction in a valence-congruent way, 
further research should examine the hypotheses in the present study also 
under the condition of high familiarity between the customer and his or 
her exchange partner in a service encounter. 

Finally, the dependent variable in the present study was customer 
satisfaction, which is typically assumed to affects several customer be-
haviors after a specific transaction, such as word-of-mouth and 
repurchases (Anderson et al., 1994; Fornell, 1992). Presumably, how-
ever, customer satisfaction begins to form already during a specific ser-
vice encounter and can influence behavior already in that encounter. It 
seems likely, for example, that emerging satisfaction in the encounter 
would be able to predict if and what the customer actually purchases 
within the frame of the encounter itself. Therefore, further studies of 
employee encouragement of self-disclosure in service encounters should 
make attempts to measure also customer behavior within the same 
encounter. 

Appendix A. Supplementary data 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi. 
org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2019.102001. 
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