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A B S T R A C T

This research examines the influence of service recovery transparency on customer forgiveness to retain cus-
tomers in the context of service recovery via social media. We propose that customer forgiveness mediates the 
effect of service recovery transparency on switchover intentions. We further posit that the effect of service re-
covery transparency on customer forgiveness is moderated by two additional recovery strategies, i.e., apology 
and explanation. The results of two studies, i.e., a survey and a scenario-based experiment, show that service 
recovery transparency acts to elicit customer forgiveness, which subsequently negatively affects switchover in-
tentions. Furthermore, both apology and explanation moderate the effect of service recovery transparency on 
customer forgiveness. The positive effect of service recovery transparency on customer forgiveness is attenuated 
when an apology/explanation is absent.   

1. Introduction

Service recovery is the effort that is made by service providers to
manage or resolve service failures (Tax et al., 1998; Van Vaerenbergh 
et al., 2019). With the rapid development of technology and the emer-
gence of social media, substantial customer complaint behaviors have 
shifted from offline to online contexts, particularly via social media. 
Accordingly, there is a demand for firms to be transparent and 
accountable when handling their customers’ complaints. 

A recent study surveying over 1000 social media users in the United 
States showed that 51% of consumers have complained via social media. 
Among these complainants, 52% of them intended to create awareness 
for other consumers (Moraes, 2019). The results of another study 
surveying 1000 U.S. consumers indicated the importance of handling 
customers’ complaints with transparency. Eighty-six percent of the 
consumers were likely to switch to a competitor because of a lack of 
brand transparency on social media, while 85% of consumers were more 
likely to give brands a second chance if the firm handled complaints 
transparently (Sprout Social, 2019). These industry reports indicate that 
a lack of transparency in social media recovery which causes challenges 
to customer retention. 

At the same time, academic research on social media recovery has 

received increasing attention from marketing scholars in the past few 
years (e.g., Hogreve et al., 2019; Ku et al., 2021; Schaefers and Scha-
mari, 2016; Wang et al., 2020). Service recovery transparency was 
shown to have a positive effect on customers who perceived firm 
remorse as a signal of the sincerity of the service provider (Wang et al., 
2020). Customers are more willing to forgive service providers when 
they are able to release their negative internal reactions (Tripp et al., 
2007; Xie and Peng, 2009; Zourrig et al., 2009) ultimately leading to 
customer retention (Chebat and Slusarczyk, 2005; DeWitt et al., 2008; 
Urueña and Hidalgo, 2016). However, despite the positive effect of 
service recovery transparency on social media recovery effectiveness, 
many firms still seem to ignore the importance of transparency in social 
media recovery (Customer Care Measurement and Consulting, 2020; 
Sprout Social, 2019). Providing a public response as a form of service 
recovery transparency is an online complaint handling strategy (Hog-
reve et al., 2019; Schaefers and Schamari, 2016), which enables other 
consumers access to complaints and allows them to view on social media 
any recovery processes that were offered by service providers. Thus, the 
first objective of this research aims to investigate the mechanism un-
derlying the effect of service recovery transparency (i.e., providing a 
public response) on switchover intention. Based on the social influence 
theory (Latane, 1981), this research proposes that customer forgiveness 
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mediates the effect of service recovery transparency on switchover 
intentions. 

Moreover, with the goal of creating a more impactful service re-
covery research program, researchers have investigated the interaction 
effects among organizational responses in handling complaint (Van 
Vaerenbergh et al., 2019). To this end, researchers have shown that 
emotional recovery is more effective in producing a higher level of 
customer forgiveness compared to economic recovery (Wei et al., 2020). 
Little is known about how emotional recovery strategies interact with 
transparency in social media recovery effectiveness. However, such 
service recovery strategies are not commonly seen in practice (Customer 
Care Measurement and Consulting, 2020). For example, 27% of cus-
tomers who participated in the survey expected an apology after a ser-
vice failure, yet only 11% of customers received it. Furthermore, 31% of 
customers expected an explanation related to a service failure, and yet 
only 7% of customers received it. These results indicated that service 
providers do not handle complaints properly. It is not clear whether and 
how an apology and explanation influences service recovery effective-
ness on social media. Hence, the second objective of this research is to 
investigate how these complaint handling strategies interact with ser-
vice recovery transparency on customer forgiveness. Specifically, this 
research examines the moderating roles of two emotional recovery 
strategies (i.e., apology, explanation) in the relationship between service 
recovery transparency and customer forgiveness. The findings of this 
research will advance our understanding of how an apology and 
explanation influence the effect of service recovery transparency on 
customer forgiveness on social media. 

In summary, this research intends to answer the following two 
research questions: 1. Does customer forgiveness play a mediating role 
in the relationship between service recovery transparency and switch-
over intention? 2. Do apology and explanation play moderating roles in 
the relationship between service recovery transparency and customer 
forgiveness? 

A survey study and an experimental study were conducted to address 
the research questions. Study 1 recruited respondents who had experi-
ence making complaints to service providers on social media, whereas 
Study 2 was carried out with different samples by presenting a service 
failure and recovery scenario to the participants. The results of Study 1 
and Study 2 remained consistent and showed that customer forgiveness 
plays a mediating role in the relationship between service recovery 
transparency and switchover intention. In addition, the moderating 
roles of apology and explanation on the relationship between service 
recovery transparency and customer forgiveness were confirmed. 

This research makes contributions to the service recovery literature 
in several ways. First, it demonstrated the importance of social media 
recovery transparency. The results provided additional evidence for the 
suitability of applying the social influence theory (Latane, 1981) to so-
cial media recovery. Second, this research responded to the call for an 
investigation into the role of customer psychological constructs, such as 
forgiveness, in service recovery contexts (Harrison-Walker, 2019; Ma 
et al., 2020; Muhammad and Gul-E-Rana, 2019, 2020). Unlike previous 
research that focused on the understanding of cognitive constructs (e.g., 
satisfaction, perceived service quality) (Hogreve et al., 2019; Schaefers 
and Schamari, 2016), this research extends the existing social media 
recovery literature with a focus on the impact of transparency on re-
covery effectiveness and empirically investigates whether and how 
service recovery transparency leads to customer forgiveness. The results 
demonstrate that customer forgiveness mediates the effect of service 
recovery transparency on switchover intentions. 

Third, this research identified the moderating effects of apology and 
explanation on the relationship between service recovery transparency 
and customer forgiveness. Studies investigating the interaction effects 
among organizational responses in handling complaints are still quite 
limited (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2019). As such, this research examined 
how two emotional recovery strategies (i.e., apology, explanation) 
interact with transparency to influence customer forgiveness in social 

media recovery. The findings of this research enrich our understanding 
of the interactive effects of transparency and emotional recovery stra-
tegies and provide service providers much-needed guidance on devel-
oping effective social media recovery strategies. 

2. Literature review and hypothesis development

2.1. Transparency in social media recovery 

In today’s society, customers who are dissatisfied due to service 
failures tend to make their complaints via social media (Moraes, 2019). 
As such, other customers on social media can observe the interactions 
between the complainants and service providers in the recovery process 
(Schaefers and Schamari, 2016). The visibility of the recovery process is 
an important factor influencing customers’ experiences and evaluation 
of service recovery process (Colm et al., 2017). Due to the visibility of 
the complaints to the public and potential impact on the evaluation and 
sales of the service providers, service providers actively seek to reduce 
the negative impact of complaints on social media (Rosario et al., 2016). 

With the development of the internet and social media, the flow of 
information in cyberspace has also developed into the concept of 
transparency, which refers to the openness of information flows (Holz-
ner and Holzner, 2006; Piotrowski, 2007). Transparency is generally 
defined as the extent to which an organization discloses information 
related to decisions, procedures, and performance to its stakeholders 
(Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer, 2012). It involves factors, such as 
honesty, clarity, accuracy, and openness, that minimize the view that 
stakeholders are withholding of information (Yang, 2018). Trans-
parency also refers to the ability of stakeholders to obtain information 
related to them (Tapscott and Ticoll, 2003). 

In the social media recovery context, service recovery transparency 
refers to the extent to which a service recovery process can be seen by 
other consumers (Hogreve et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2013). It emphasizes 
the accessibility of other consumers to all complaints and service re-
covery responses on social media. Service providers maintain public 
records and provide space for other customers to observe and engage in 
online service recovery (Stevens et al., 2018). 

There are two main aspects of the service recovery transparency 
process on social media. The first aspect is the interaction between the 
service provider and complainant in public. The second aspect is the 
presence of other customers who can observe the interaction between 
the service provider and complainant. Therefore, this study defines 
service recovery transparency as the extent to which the responses of a 
service provider to its customers regarding their complaints can be seen 
by all viewers on the digital platform. As such, the correspondence is not 
only visible to the initial complainant, but also to others (Stevens et al., 
2018). This definition is in line with the social influence theory, where 
social presence influences affective reactions and individual behaviors 
in a situation (Latane, 1981). That is, the presence of others can drive an 
individual’s affective and/or behavioral responses. 

2.2. Customer forgiveness 

In the service recovery literature, most of prior research focused on 
customer satisfaction, trust, word of mouth, and behavioral intentions 
(e.g., Homburg et al., 2007; Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2018). Limited 
attention is still being paid to the concept of customer forgiveness as a 
positive response to service providers’ recovery efforts (Suri et al., 
2019). However, this concept has recently been widely discussed in the 
marketing literature (e.g., Babin et al., 2021; Balaji et al., 2020; Casidy 
and Shin, 2015; Chen et al., 2021; Harrison-Walker, 2019; Muhammad 
and Gul-E-Rana, 2019, 2020; Septianto et al., 2020; Tripathi, 2017; Wei 
et al., 2020; Wolter et al., 2019). 

Forgiveness refers to the process of changing an individual’s internal 
reaction to a more positive direction despite the fact that the individual 
has been harmed by others (McCullough et al., 2007). This internal 
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process begins when the individual starts to understand the incident, 
relieve negative emotions, and reduce her/his negative motivation to 
harm the perpetrator (Zourrig et al., 2009). Customer forgiveness is a 
constructive response to service failure that involves releasing anger, 
hatred, and destructive behavior toward service providers (Tripp et al., 
2007; Xie and Peng, 2009). The concept of customer forgiveness has two 
main criteria: (1) releasing negative thoughts and emotions and (2) 
forming constructive reactions. For the service providers, obtaining 
customer forgiveness is the first step in restoring their relationships with 
customers (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2011), even though forgiving the service 
providers is the customers’ choices (Enright, 2001; Luskin, 2003; Wor-
thington Jr., 2001). Thus, in service failure incidents, service providers 
attempt to gain customer forgiveness by responding to the complaints 
and taking service recovery initiatives to recover their relationships with 
the customers (Harrison-Walker, 2019). 

2.3. Service recovery transparency, customer forgiveness, and switchover 
intention 

Faced with service failures, customers are more likely to generate 
negative emotions. According to the social influence theory (Latane, 
1981), social presence influences an individual’s emotional reactions 
and behaviors. Researchers have showed that social presence during the 
complaint handling process can help reduce customers’ negative emo-
tions and negative cognitions (Chen et al., 2014) and enhance the effects 
of service recovery success (Schaefers and Schamari, 2016). Reduced 
customers’ negative internal reactions lead to the development of pos-
itive internal reactions, such as customer forgiveness, because customers 
tend to maintain positive impression in front of others to avoid negative 
social consequences (Newton et al., 1996). In addition, recent research 
has shown that perceived firm remorse is higher if the service provider 
handles complaints in public than in private and it generates emotional 
empathy toward the service provider (Wang et al., 2020). Customers can 
suppress and change their negative internal reactions to be more posi-
tive by forgiving the service providers. That is, service recovery trans-
parency is likely to positively influence customer forgiveness. 

However, previous research has perceived customer avoidance as a 
negative result in responding to service failures (e.g., Fetscherin and 
Sampedro, 2019; Hsu et al., 2019). It harms the service providers, as 
customers move away from them (Harmeling et al., 2015), which is an 
emotional outburst on the part of the customers (Ortiz et al., 2017) with 
feelings of being betrayed by the service providers (Gregoire et al., 
2009). Avoidance is tantamount to customers’ switchover intentions in 
which customers stop consuming services from the service providers due 
to service failures (Fetscherin and Sampedro, 2019). 

The presence of customer forgiveness indicates that the customers 
has decided to let go of her/his negative behavior toward the service 
providers (Muhammad and Gul-E-Rana, 2020). Although forgiveness 
does not always mean reconciliation with the service providers (Tsar-
enko et al., 2019; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2012), the presence of forgiveness 
implies a reduction in negative customer emotions (Tripp et al., 2007; 
Xie and Peng, 2009; Zourrig et al., 2009). Specifically, forgiveness 
negatively affects switching behaviors (Fetscherin and Sampedro, 2019; 
Tsarenko and Tojib, 2012). That is, the presence of customer forgiveness 
is likely to lessen customers’ motivations to switch to other service 
providers. Therefore, it is expected that service recovery transparency 
leads to customer forgiveness and, subsequently, negatively affects 
switchover intention. In other words, forgiveness mediates the rela-
tionship between service recovery transparency and switchover inten-
tion. This research proposes the following hypothesis: 

H1. Customer forgiveness will mediate the effect of service recovery 
transparency on switchover intention. 

2.4. The moderating effects of apology and explanation 

Service recovery can be categorized into two types: economic re-
covery and emotional recovery. Economic recovery, also called tangible 
recovery, refers to solving problems in the form of giving redresses, such 
as discounts, refunds, or replacements (Zhou et al., 2013). Emotional 
recovery, also called psychological recovery, refers to intangible 
compensation, such as apologies and explanations (Wei et al., 2020). 

Researchers have shown that emotional recovery is more effective in 
producing a higher level of customer forgiveness compared to economic 
recovery (Wei et al., 2020). When customers post their complaints via 
social media, service providers need to promptly respond in order to 
yield customer satisfaction (Istanbulluoglu, 2017). Responding to cus-
tomers’ complaints by offering apologies or explanations is effective for 
emotional recovery after the occurrence of a service failure (Tang et al., 
2018) and increases the propensity of customers to forgive service 
providers (Yagil and Luria, 2016). Therefore, this study focuses on the 
moderating effect of emotional recovery, such as apologies and expla-
nations, on the relationship between service recovery transparency and 
customer forgiveness. 

2.4.1. Apology 
Apology is considered a recovery strategy used to restore a rela-

tionship that has been damaged due to an occurrence of bad incident 
(Leary, 2010). Service providers may respond to customers by apolo-
gizing as a form of symbolic recovery when a service failure occurs (You 
et al., 2020). Apology is an emotional recovery strategy because it serves 
as psychological compensation (Davidow, 2000; Gelbrich and Roschk, 
2011). In addition, apology refers to an acknowledgment of re-
sponsibility and expression of remorse on the part of the service provider 
for an incident that harmed the customer (Davidow, 2003; DiFonzo 
et al., 2020; Fehr and Gelfand, 2010; Lewis et al., 2015; Roschk and 
Kaiser, 2013). It is a form of politeness, attention, and effort on the part 
of the service provider that indicates that they take the customer’s 
problems seriously (Goodman et al., 1987). In addition, offering an 
apology is seen as an impression management tactic that allows the 
service provider to avoid retaliation from the customer by seeking 
forgiveness and promising future good deeds (Radu et al., 2019). 

Prior research has revealed that apology is effective in regard to 
triggering positive customer responses, such as customer forgiveness. 
For example, customers reduce their anger and reproach if the service 
provider apologized (Fehr and Gelfand, 2010; Hodgins and Liebeskind, 
2003; Ohbuchi et al., 1989). That is, apology is a more effective strategy 
than money compensation to gain customer empathy and customer 
forgiveness (Wei et al., 2020). Previous research has also examined the 
effect of apology at different levels of service recovery transparency on 
customer response in regard to handling social media complaints. A 
public apology (high transparency) offered by a service provider resul-
ted in a similar level of perceived firm remorse to that of a private 
apology (low transparency) when it is issued in immediate and long 
response time (Wang et al., 2020). It seems that when customers receive 
an apology from service providers in a timely manner, the effect of 
service recovery transparency on perceived firm remorse is limited. In a 
similar vein, it is expected that the effect of service recovery trans-
parency on customer forgiveness will not increase when an apology is 
present. However, when an apology is absent, the effect of service re-
covery transparency should be observed. Without the presence of an 
apology, customers cannot perceive the goodwill and sincerity of the 
service provider and, therefore, it is less likely that the customers would 
forgive the service provider. Thus, this study proposes the following 
hypothesis. 

H2. Apology will moderate the effect of service recovery transparency 
on customer forgiveness. The positive effect of service recovery trans-
parency on customer forgiveness is attenuated when apology is present 
(vs. absent). 
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2.4.2. Explanation 
Explanation is a management strategy used to avoid outrage from 

various stakeholders in the context of organizational management 
(Bettman and Weitz, 1983; Bies, 1987). In the context of complaint 
handling, explanation is a form of emotional recovery. It refers to the 
service provider’s action to provide a reason or cause for an incident that 
is not immediately clear or fully known (Shaw et al., 2003). Customers 
who experience service failures are curious about the source of the 
problem(s). They expect some clarity about what happened. The service 
provider’s response with open communication related to the service 
failure can neutralize the negative feelings of the customers toward the 
service provider because customers may think that an explanation is an 
important form of information and a means by which to understand the 
service failure incident in depth, so that they can control themselves in 
an ambiguous and detrimental situation (Liao, 2007). The information 
offered from the service provider helps customers evaluate their per-
ceptions of fairness (Bies, 1987; Bies and Shapiro, 1987; Liao, 2007). 

Prior research has suggested that explaining the reasons for a service 
failure has a positive impact on customers’ perceptions of service re-
covery (Mattila, 2006). Offering explanations generates informative 
justice (Liao, 2007), which makes customers feel satisfied and consider 
the service provider credible (Tarofder et al., 2016). This information 
can generate positive reactions to the service provider and cause cus-
tomers to re-evaluate service failures (Tax et al., 1998). Good explana-
tions are expected to reduce customer dissatisfaction and anger (Casado 
et al., 2011). That is, receiving an explanation either in public or private 
allows customers to perceive that service providers are carrying out their 
responsibilities to provide clarification of the occurred incidents so that 
the customers can understand the situations, thus increasing their sense 
of fairness (Liao, 2007; Mattila, 2006). Customers will perceive expla-
nations as the service providers’ good intentions to solve the problems 
and, thus, provide sufficient reasons for the customers to reduce their 
anger and forgive the service providers. Therefore, similar to what we 
theorize in H2, we expect that the presence of an explanation might not 
have an additive effect to the effect of service recovery transparency on 
customer forgiveness. However, the effect would be weakened if an 
explanation is absent. Thus, this study proposes the following 
hypothesis. 

H3. Explanation will moderate the effect of service recovery trans-
parency on customer forgiveness. The positive effect of service recovery 
transparency on customer forgiveness is attenuated when explanation is 
present (vs. absent). 

This research for this paper was carried out via two studies used to 
test the proposed hypotheses. Study 1 was conducted using a survey 
based on past service failures experienced by the respondents. Study 2 
conducted an experiment replicating Study 1 to verify the moderating 
roles of apology and explanation in the relationship between service 

recovery transparency and customer forgiveness. Fig. 1 below shows the 
conceptual model. 

3. Study 1

3.1. Method 

3.1.1. Data collection and sample 
This study recruited respondents who had filed a complaint to a 

service provider via social media in Indonesia in the last two months. We 
identified and created a list of 1500 potential respondents based on their 
complaint histories to service providers via social media (e.g., Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter). Then, we sent an invitation with a link to an online 
survey to these potential respondents through a direct message on social 
media. In the survey, a screening question inquired as to whether the 
respondent had filed a complaint to a service provider in the past two 
months. If a respondent qualified for the screening question, s/he was 
asked to enter the name of the service provider and proceed to answer all 
of the items in the survey according to her/his complaint experience. 
Four hundred and eight surveys were returned (27.2% response rate). Of 
the 408 returned surveys, 339 were valid, while 69 were incomplete. As 
shown in Table 1, the majority of the respondents were women (64.0%) 
and 60.8% of the respondents were between the ages of 18 and 25, while 
34.2% were between 26 and 35. The age group of the sample represent 
the Indonesian social media users which are dominated by the age group 

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.  

Table 1 
Respondents’ demographic profiles.  

Variables Study 1 (Survey) Study 2 (Experiment) 

Frequencies Percentage Frequencies Percentage 

Gender  
Female 217 64.0% 73 49.0% 
Male 122 36.0% 76 51.0% 
Age     
<18 years old 8 2.3% 2 1.3% 
18–25 years old 206 60.8% 101 67.8% 
26–35 years old 116 34.2% 41 27.5% 
36–45 years old 7 2.1% 4 2.7% 
>45 years old 2 0.6% 1 0.7% 
Education Background     
High school and below 112 33.0% 66 44.3% 
Undergraduate degree 211 62.2% 80 53.7% 
Graduate degree 16 4.8% 3 2.0% 
Relationship with Firm     
3 months–6 months 55 16.2% - - 
>6 months - 1 year 64 18.9% - - 
>1 year - 2 years 74 21.8% - - 
>2 years 146 43.1% - -  
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between ages 18 and 35 (Kemp, 2021) and social media is a popular 
channel for complaints among individuals between the ages of 18 and 35 
(Doyle, 2019). In addition, of the respondents, 62.2% had bachelor’s 
degrees and 43.1% had a relationship of more than two years with the 
service provider to whom s/he complained. 

3.1.2. Measurement 
This study adapted previously validated measurement items for all of 

the constructs and used a 7-point Likert scale (1 for “strongly disagree” 
and 7 for “strongly agree”) (see Appendix A). The measurement items 
were modified to fit the research context. This study adapted four items 
from Venkatesh et al. (2016) and three items from Schnebelen and 
Bruhn (2018) to measure service recovery transparency and customer 
forgiveness, respectively. Three measurement items related to switch-
over intention were adapted from Kim et al. (2019), while three items 
from Davidow (2000) and Liao (2007) were used to measure apology 
and explanation, respectively. 

3.1.3. Common method bias (CMB) 
This study adapted both prevention and post-detection procedures to 

avoid CMB. For the prevention procedure, this study asked the re-
spondents to complete the survey anonymously, randomized the se-
quences of the measurement items, and concealed the construct name to 
reduce the respondents’ concerns (Podsakoff et al., 2003). For the 
post-detection procedure, this study adapted the Harman single factor 
test with an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to check the CMB (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2003). The results showed that the first factor explained 
45.85% of the variance. In addition, the common latent factor (CLF) 
method was also performed (Eichhorn, 2014). The results showed that 
the factor loading for CLF was 0.555 and the square of the factor loading 
was 0.308 with 30.80% of the variance. Both results indicated that CMB 
was not a concern in this study. 

3.2. Results 

3.2.1. Measurement model 
This study used the version 25.0 of AMOS software with the 

maximum likelihood method to conduct the confirmatory factor anal-
ysis (CFA) to assess the reflective measurement model. The CFA model 
fit was adequate (Hair Jr. et al., 2014) (χ2 = 157.385, DF = 89, χ2/DF =
1.768, Good Fit Index (GFI) = 0.945, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) =
0.984, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.979, Incremental Fit Index (IFI) =
0.984, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.048). In 
addition, this study checked the factor loadings of each measurement 
item and the composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted 
(AVE) of each construct to confirm the convergent validity and reli-
ability of all of the measurement items and constructs. The results 
showed that all of the factor loadings were at the recommended level 
(>0.5) and the CR and AVE of each construct exceeded 0.7 and 0.5, the 
confirming internal consistency between the measurement items 
(Table 2). Moreover, the square root of the AVE for each construct was 
greater than the inter-correlations between this construct and other 
constructs. Thus, discriminant validity was also confirmed (Table 3). 

3.2.2. Hypothesis testing 
PROCESS Model 4 was used to test the mediating role of customer 

forgiveness in the relationship between service recovery transparency 
and switchover intention (H1). Demographics (e.g., age, education, 
gender) and length of relationship with the service provider were 
included in the model as the control variables. Table 4 showed that 
service recovery transparency positively affected customer forgiveness 
(β = 0.353, p < 0.001; CI = (0.261, 0.444)), which subsequently had a 
significant and positive effect on switchover intention (β = − 0.382, p <
0.001; CI = (− 0.500, − 0.263)). 

The indirect effect of service recovery transparency on switchover 
intention through customer forgiveness was significant (β = 0.353 x 

(− 0.382) = − 0.135; CI = (− 0.196, − 0.079)), which confirmed that 
customer forgiveness had a mediating effect on the relationship between 
service recovery transparency and switchover intention, supporting H1. 
The direct effect of service recovery transparency on switchover inten-
tion was not significant (β = − 0.058, p > 0.05; CI = (− 0.167, 0.051)). 
The results showed that customer forgiveness fully mediated the effect 
of service recovery transparency on switchover intention. 

Among the control variables, only the length of relationship with the 
service provider had a significant and negative effect on switchover 
intention (p < 0.001) and none of the control variables had a significant 
effect on customer forgiveness. 

The moderating effects of apology and explanation on the relation-
ship between service recovery transparency and customer forgiveness 
were tested by using PROCESS model 1.1 The results showed that service 
recovery transparency and apology had a significant and negative 
interaction effect (β = − 0.047, p < 0.05). The Johnson-Neyman tech-
nique probed the interaction between servicer recovery transparency 
and apology, examining the conditional effects of the moderator at 
different levels (Bauer and Curran, 2005). The cut-off value was 0.80 (β 
= 0.089, p = 0.05, 63.13% of the sample). The results indicated that all 
values of apology below 0.80 had a significant and positive effect of 
service recovery transparency on customer forgiveness, but not for value 
above 0.80. Thus, H2 was supported. Apology negatively moderated the 
positive effect of service recovery transparency on customer forgiveness. 
That is, the positive effect of service recovery transparency on customer 
forgiveness was significant at a lower level of apology and this effect 
became insignificant at a higher level of apology. 

Moreover, the results indicated that service recovery transparency 
and explanation had a significant and negative interaction effect (β =
− 0.044, p < 0.05). Using the Johnson-Neyman technique, the cut-off 
value was 1.33 (β = 0.113, p = 0.05, 69.03% of the sample). The re-
sults indicated that all values of explanation below 1.33 had a significant 
and positive effect of service recovery transparency on customer 
forgiveness, but not for value above 1.33. Thus, H3 was supported. 
Explanation negatively moderated the positive effect of service recovery 
transparency on customer forgiveness. That is, the positive effect of 
service recovery transparency was significant at a lower level of expla-
nation. This effect became insignificant at a higher level of explanation. 

3.3. Discussion 

The findings revealed that service recovery transparency positively 
influenced customer forgiveness, which subsequently led to customer 
retention. The higher the level of service recovery transparency is, the 
higher the level of customer forgiveness a service provider will obtain. 
Additionally, when customers forgive service providers, they are not 
likely to engage in destructive behavior, such as switching to other 
service providers. 

Moreover, the findings revealed the moderating role of the emotional 
recovery strategy (i.e., apology, explanation) on the relationship be-
tween service recovery transparency and customer forgiveness. Specif-
ically, if customers receive apologies/explanations, then they are likely 
to forgive the service providers after the occurrence of service failures 
regardless of the levels of the service recovery transparency. On the 
contrary, if the service providers do not offer apologies/explanations, 
then higher levels of service recovery transparency will be important in 
regard to generating customer forgiveness. 

These findings present initial evidence for the moderating roles of 
apology and explanation on customers’ responses to service recovery 
transparency. However, measuring apology and explanation would be 
weak to establish the causal relationship. Therefore, Study 2 was carried 
out to show the robustness of the findings on a different sample using an 

1 To minimize the potential multicollinearity problems, the mean-centering 
procedure was performed (Shieh, 2011). 
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experimental study. 

4. Study 2

4.1. Method 

As a follow-up to Study 1, an experimental study was conducted in 
which service recovery transparency, apology, and explanation were 
manipulated. The participants were recruited on social media by 
randomly targeting the followers of the official accounts of the top four 
Indonesian mobile payment service providers (i.e., Dana, Gopay, Link-
Aja, OVO). A total of 149 individuals participated in this study (51.0% 
were male, 67.8% were between 18- and 25-years-old, 53.7% had 
bachelor’s degrees). They were randomly assigned to one of the condi-
tions and were asked to read an e-wallet app service failure scenario and 
imagine that they wanted to arrange bill payments by using an e-wallet 
app provided by an XYZ firm. After opening the app, they noticed that 
the current balance in the app was less than the previous balance, even 
though they had not used it. With great disappointment, they tweeted a 
complaint to the firm’s official Twitter account. 

Then the participants were told that the firm responded publicly by 
replying to their complaints (directly reply to their tweets) or privately 
(respond to their complaints via direct message), with an apology (vs. 
absence) and an explanation (vs. absence). Detailed scenarios are shown 
in Appendix B. Then, they responded to measures assessing customer 
forgiveness and switchover intention. The measurement items in Study 1 
were used to assess customer forgiveness (α = 0.78) and switchover 
intention (α = 0.80). Manipulation check measures were asked using a 
four-item transparency scale (α = 0.94), three-item apology scale (α =
0.84), and three-item explanation scale (α = 0.96), which were all 
adapted from Study 1. The demographic information was collected at 
the end of the survey. 

Table 2 
Measurement items, loading score, reliability and validity constructs.  

Construct Item Factor Loading Measurement Error SMC CR AVE 

Service recovery transparency SRT1 0.825 0.319 0.681 0.840 0.570 
SRT2 0.811 0.342 0.658  
SRT3 0.703 0.506 0.494  
SRT4 0.668 0.554 0.446  

Customer forgiveness FGV1 0.857 0.266 0.734 0.842 0.641 
FGV2 0.807 0.349 0.651  
FGV3 0.733 0.463 0.537  

Switchover intention SI1 0.726 0.473 0.527 0.913 0.780 
SI2 0.989 0.022 0.978  
SI3 0.913 0.166 0.834  

Apology APO1 0.890 0.208 0.792 0.924 0.803 
APO2 0.895 0.199 0.801  
APO3 0.903 0.185 0.815  

Explanation EXPL1 0.970 0.059 0.941 0.966 0.905 
EXPL2 0.942 0.113 0.887  
EXPL3 0.941 0.115 0.885   

Table 3 
Means, standard deviation, and correlation among each construct.  

Construct Mean Std. Deviation SRT FGV SI APO EXPL 

SRT 4.67 1.37 0.755     
FGV 4.97 1.26 0.383** 0.801    
SI 4.45 1.41 − 0.187** − 0.369** 0.883   
APO 5.10 1.38 0.387** 0.672** − 0.363** 0.896  
EXPL 4.58 1.71 0.395** 0.541** − 0.412** 0.664** 0.951 

Notes: 1. SRT = Service recovery transparency, FGV = Customer forgiveness, SI = Switchover intention, APO = Apology, EXPL = Explanation. 
2. Bold numbers indicate square root of AVEs.
3. Pearson correlation are shown below the bold numbers.
**p < 0.01. 

Table 4 
PROCESS Model 4 results.  

Direct Effects β t 95% CI 

Service Recovery Transparency → 
Customer Forgiveness 

0.353 7.594*** (0.261, 
0.444) 

Service Recovery Transparency → 
Switchover Intention 

− 0.058 − 1.052ns (-0.167, 
0.051) 

Customer Forgiveness → 
Switchover Intention 

− 0.382 − 6.330*** (-0.500, 
− 0.263) 

Gender → Customer Forgiveness − 0.053 0.392ns (-0.213, 
0.319) 

Gender → Switchover Intention 0.040 0.268ns (-0.333, 
0.253) 

Age → Customer Forgiveness − 0.109 − 0.936ns (-0.338, 
0.120) 

Age → Switchover Intention 0.093 0.727ns (-0.159; 
0.346) 

Education → Customer Forgiveness − 0.119 − 0.958ns (-0.363, 
0.125) 

Education → Switchover Intention 0.086 0.625ns (-0.184, 
0.355) 

Relation → Customer Forgiveness 0.029 0.499ns (-0.086, 
0.145) 

Relation → Switchover Intention − 0.279 − 4.324*** (-0.406, 
− 0.152) 

Indirect Effect β SE 95% CI 
Service Recovery Transparency → 

Customer Forgiveness → 
Switchover Intention 

− 0.135 0.030 (-0.196, 
− 0.079) 

Note: ns = not significant, ***p < 0.001. 
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4.2. Results 

The results of the manipulation checks were as expected with the 
participants in the high level of service recovery transparency condition 
(receiving a direct reply to the tweet) rated service recovery trans-
parency higher than the participants in the low level of service recovery 
transparency (receiving a direct message) (Mhigh = 5.70 vs. Mlow = 3.89; 
F1, 148 = 47.70, p < 0.001). The participants who received an apology 
perceived that the service provider’s apology was higher than the par-
ticipants who did not receive an apology (Mpresence = 5.65 vs. Mabsence =

4.52; F1, 148 = 24.45, p < 0.001). In addition, the participants who 
received an explanation perceived that the service provider offered more 
information about the problems they faced than the participants who 
did not receive an explanation (Mpresence = 5.26 vs. Mabsence = 2.89; F1, 

148 = 81.39, p < 0.001). 
The results of the one-way ANOVA showed that the high level of 

service recovery transparency generated higher customer forgiveness 
than the low level of service recovery transparency (Mhigh = 5.34 vs. 
Mlow = 4.86; F1, 148 = 6.53, p < 0.05). A mediation analysis using 
PROCESS Model 4 was performed. H1 was supported as forgiveness 
mediated the effect of service recovery transparency on switchover 
intention (indirect = − 0.100, SE = 0.057, CI = (− 0.218, − 0.003)). 

ANOVA test were conducted to analyze the interaction effects be-
tween service recovery transparency, apology, and explanation on 
customer forgiveness.2 The results of a two-way ANOVA revealed a 
significant interaction between service recovery transparency and 
apology on customer forgiveness (F1,145 = 5.81, p < 0.05) as well as 
significant main effects of service recovery transparency (F1, 145 = 9.02, 
p < 0.01) and apology (F1,145 = 8.63, p < 0.01) on forgiveness. This 
study further examined the contrast effects under each service recovery 
transparency condition. As shown in Fig. 2, when an apology was not 
offered, the participants who perceived a high level of service recovery 
transparency were more willing to forgive the service provider than 
those participants who received a low level of service recovery trans-
parency (Mhigh = 5.29 vs. Mlow = 4.31; F1,66 = 10.76, p < 0.01). When an 
apology was offered, no significant difference existed in the level of 
customer forgiveness between the participants who perceived high and 
low levels of service recovery transparency (Mhigh = 5.38 vs. Mlow =

5.28; F1,79 < 1.00). As such, the results supported H2. 
Then, the results of another two-way ANOVA revealed a significant 

interaction between service recovery transparency and explanation on 
customer forgiveness (F1,145 = 5.34, p < 0.05) as well as significant main 
effects of service recovery transparency (F1,145 = 7.70, p < 0.05) and 
explanation (F1,145 = 8.62, p < 0.01) on forgiveness. This study further 
examined the contrast effects under each service recovery transparency 
condition. As shown in Fig. 3, when an explanation was not provided, 
the participants who perceived a high level of service recovery trans-
parency were more willing to forgive the service provider than those 
participants who perceived a low level of service recovery transparency 
(Mhigh = 5.28 vs. Mlow = 4.36; F1,68 = 9.04, p < 0.01). When an 
explanation was provided, no significant difference existed in the level 
of customer forgiveness between the participants who perceived high 
and low levels of service recovery transparency (Mhigh = 5.39 vs. Mlow =

5.31; F1,77 < 1.00). As such, the results supported H3. 

4.3. Discussion 

The findings of Study 2 replicated the findings of Study 1 by exam-
ining the proposed relationships using a scenario-based experiment. A 
higher level of service recovery transparency generated a higher level of 
customer forgiveness, which subsequently decreased the participants’ 

switchover intentions. The findings of the moderating effect of apology 
showed that, in the absence of an apology, the participants in the high 
service recovery transparency condition, compared to those in the low 
service recovery transparency condition, were more likely to forgive the 
service providers after the occurrence of service failures. However, in 
the presence of an apology no significant differences existed between the 
high and low levels of service recovery transparency in regard to 
generating customer forgiveness. The findings of the moderating effect 
of explanation showed that, in the absence of an explanation, the par-
ticipants who perceived high service recovery transparency were more 
likely to forgive the service providers than those who perceived low 
service recovery transparency. However, in the presence of an expla-
nation, the level of customer forgiveness did not vary at different levels 
of service recovery transparency. Thus, all of the purposed hypotheses 
were supported. 

5. General discussion and implication

This research investigated the influence of service recovery trans-
parency on customer forgiveness and behavioral outcomes in social 
media recovery. Drawing on the social influence theory, the results 
indicated that service recovery transparency had a significant and pos-
itive effect on customer forgiveness. The findings are consistent with 
prior research findings (Chen et al., 2014; Hogreve et al., 2019; Newton 
et al., 1996). Providing transparent service recovery by handling com-
plaints in the presence of others helps generate customer forgiveness, 
which, subsequently, reduces switchover intentions. The results indi-
cated that customer forgiveness mediated the effects of service recovery 
transparency on switchover intention. The results are in line with prior 
studies’ views that forgiveness tends to depress customers’ destructive 
behavior and generate constructive behavior (e.g., Fetscherin and 
Sampedro, 2019; Harrison-Walker, 2019; Muhammad and Gul-E-Rana, 
2019; Tsarenko and Tojib, 2012). 

Further, the findings showed that apology moderated the effect of 
service recovery transparency on customer forgiveness. The positive 
effect of service recovery transparency on customer forgiveness dimin-
ished when the service provider provides an apology. That is, when an 
apology was present, customer forgiveness was not different regardless 
of the channels that the service providers used to respond to their 
complaints. However, the positive effect of service recovery trans-
parency on customer forgiveness increased when an apology was absent. 
Similar effects were observed when explanations were used for social 
media recovery. These results support the view that emotional recovery 
strategies are a strong determinant for obtaining customer forgiveness 
after a service failure (Wei et al., 2020). However, it was noted that these 
strategies did not boost the positive effect of transparency on customer 
forgiveness. It is likely that a celling effect occurred when service re-
covery transparency is used with emotional recovery strategies on 
customer forgiveness. 

Researchers have shown that, when a response to a complaint is is-
sued in public, customers perceive the service provider’s remorse, 
resulting in emotional empathy. When these customers have positive 
emotions-emotional empathy for the service provider, then they are less 
likely to take revenge on the service provider (Wang et al., 2020). As 
such, it is likely that customers become less sensitive to service recovery 
transparency when service providers provide emotional recovery ini-
tiatives (e.g., apology, explanation). Future research may want to 
investigate whether other emotional recovery initiatives have similar 
effects. In addition, future research is encouraged to examine whether 
economic recovery initiatives have additive effects on the positive effect 
of service recovery transparency. 

5.1. Theoretical implications 

This research contributed to the service recovery literature in several 
ways. First, this research provided additional support for applying the 

2 We also examined the three-way interaction of service recovery trans-
parency, apology, and explanation on customer forgiveness by using three-way 
ANOVA. The result was not significant (F1,141 < 1.00). 
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social influence theory (Latane, 1981) to social media recovery (Qiu 
et al., 2018; Schaefers and Schamari, 2016). Based on this theory, this 
research showed that making the service recovery process transparent (i. 
e., visible to the complainant and other viewers on social media) 
effectively reduced customers’ switchover intentions, which was 
consistent with prior research findings (Schaefers and Schamari, 2016). 

Second, the findings of this research demonstrated the role of 
customer forgiveness in online service recovery. Due to a lack of 
knowledge about customer forgiveness, recent studies have shown the 
need to explore the mediating role of customer forgiveness in the service 
recovery literature (Harrison-Walker, 2019; Ma et al., 2020; Muhammad 
and Gul-E-Rana, 2019, 2020). Most of previous research focused more 
on how traditional complaint handling strategies can lead to customer 
forgiveness, especially in the offline context (Babin et al., 2021; Casidy 
and Shin, 2015; Harrison-Walker, 2019; Ma et al., 2020; Muhammad 
and Gul-E-Rana, 2019, 2020). Recent research that has examined the 
role of service recovery transparency has not explored its effect on 
customers’ psychological constructs, such as forgiveness (e.g., Schaefers 
and Schamari, 2016; Sengupta et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2020). As such, 
this research fills these gaps by revealing the importance of service 

recovery transparency in regard to handling complaints on social media 
and extends recent studies in offline service recovery to social media 
recovery by showing the mediating role of customer forgiveness in 
reducing switchover intentions. The findings advance our knowledge 
related to the consequences of customer forgiveness. 

Third, few studies have investigated interaction effects among ser-
vice providers’ responses in service recovery (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 
2019). This research contributed to the literature relating to the inter-
action effect of service recovery transparency and traditional recovery 
strategies, particular emotional recovery (i.e., apology, explanation) on 
obtaining customer forgiveness. Recent research has considered the ef-
fect of recovery strategies (apology) and perceptions of justice from 
corporate recovery efforts (interactional justice) on customer forgive-
ness (Harrison-Walker, 2019; Muhammad and Gul-E-Rana, 2020), but 
not the effect of social influence (Zhou et al., 2013). Given the prevalent 
virtual presence of others on social media, this research filled this 
research gap by examining online and traditional recovery strategies 
and showed that service recovery transparency and emotional recovery 
strategies (i.e., apology, explanation) jointly affected customer 
forgiveness in the social media recovery context. When service recovery 

Fig. 2. Interaction effect of service recovery transparency and apology on customer forgiveness (Study 2).  

Fig. 3. Interaction effect of service recovery transparency and explanation on customer forgiveness (Study 2).  
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transparency is high, apology/explanation does not enhance customer 
forgiveness. However, when service recovery transparency is low, 
apology/explanation attenuates the positive effect of service recovery 
transparency on customer forgiveness. Thus, the findings of this study 
provided additional support for the perspective that recovery strategies 
are contingent on the context (e.g., Sengupta et al., 2018; Wang et al., 
2020). 

5.2. Managerial implications 

In terms of managerial implications, this study provided practical 
insights for service providers in regard to managing customer com-
plaints on social media. First, the findings suggested the importance of 
transparency in social media recovery. Using public messages to handle 
online complaints gives service providers an advantage toward obtain-
ing customer forgiveness. Service providers should avoid shifting 
channels (from public message to direct message) in the social media 
recovery process. Responding to complaints transparently sends a signal 
to customers that service providers are trustworthy and remorseful of 
the service failure incidence (Hogreve et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2020). 
The more transparent the handling of the complaints, the more likely 
customers are to forgive the service providers. Moreover, customer 
forgiveness is very important to obtain because it can effectively 
decrease switchover intentions after the occurrence of a service failure. 

Second, when developing social media strategies, service providers 
should be aware of the interaction effects between apology/explanation 
and service recovery transparency. Our findings are consistent with 
previous research that has suggested that apology and explanation are 
effective in recovering service failures. Customers are more likely to 
forgive the service providers who offer apologies or explanations. 
Although high service recovery transparency does not boost the level of 
customer forgiveness when the service provider provides an apology or 
explanation, when an apology or explanation is absent, customer 
forgiveness improves only if the service provider offers high service 
recovery transparency. Various conditions might exist in which service 
providers do not respond to complaints with apologies/explanations, 

such as when the problems are not caused by the service providers 
themselves, but by external factors, such as third party delivery services. 
Sometimes, service providers also use chatbots to generate generic re-
sponses (e.g., automated reply messages, template messages) to cus-
tomers’ messages, which may not contain apologies. Additionally, 
sometimes, service providers may need to collect details about the 
problems from which the complaints stem before they can provide ex-
planations and find appropriate solutions. On such occasions, it is sug-
gested that service providers provide their responses in public settings. 
Failing to provide high service recovery transparency will negatively 
affect customer forgiveness, resulting in high switchover intentions. 

6. Limitations and future research

Although this research provides insights to social media recovery, it
still has some limitations that may be resolved by future research. First, 
regarding the generalizability of the findings, this research only inves-
tigated consumers in Indonesia without specifying the category of ser-
vice providers. Future research should test the proposed model in other 
countries and across various service categories (e.g., banking, commu-
nications, healthcare, logistics) and see if the results can be replicated. 
Second, this research did not measure the degree of service failure 
severity. Previous research has shown that service failure severity im-
pacts the level of customer forgiveness (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2012, 
2015). The more severe the failure, the more difficult it is for the 
customer to forgive the service provider. Future research should 
consider service failure severity in the research context. Third, this 
research investigated the moderating effect of apology on the relation-
ship between service recovery transparency and customer forgiveness. 
An apology is an accommodative response. However, service providers 
can also respond to complaints transparently in front of other observing 
customers with a defensive response (e.g., denying the issue, providing 
an excuse) (Tsarenko and Tojib, 2015). One interesting question arises: 
If the service provider engages in a defensive response, will service re-
covery transparency still generate forgiveness? Future research should 
take the response content (e.g., defensive response) into consideration.  

Appendix A 

Measurement items.   

Construct/item 

Service Recovery Transparency (adapted from Venkatesh et al., 2016). 
1. The service recovery process of this service provider was transparent. 
2. This service provider provided feedback on public messages. 
3. Other customers can access this service provider’s response to why my problem occurred. 
4. Other customers can access this service provider’s recovery to my problem. 
Customer Forgiveness (adapted from Schnebelen and Bruhn, 2018) 
1. I am willing to forgive this service provider for failures. 
2. I am willing to be forbearing towards the failure of this service provider. 
3. Even though this service provider made a mistake, I am willing to give it an opportunity to make it up to me. 
Switchover Intention (adapted from Kim et al., 2019) 
1. I am considering switching from this service provider. 
2. The likelihood of me switching to another service provider is high. 
3. I am determined to switch to another service. 
Apology (adapted from Davidow, 2000) 
1. I received a sincere “I’m/We’re sorry” from this service provider. 
2. This service provider gave me a genuine apology. 
3. I received an apology from this service provider. 
Explanation (adapted from Liao, 2007) 
1. This service provider’s staff explained why the service problem might have happened. 
2. This service provider’s staff explained what might have gone wrong. 
3. This service provider’s staff explained what factors might have caused the problem.
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Appendix B 

Study 2 Scenario.   

Introduction Imagine that you want to arrange bill payments using the mobile app provided by a company (let’s call the company “XYZ”). When you open the app, you notice 
that the credit balance in your app is less than the previous balance, even though you have not used it. With great disappointment, you tweet your complaint to the 
service provider’s official Twitter customer service via public message. 

Transparency Low High 
Service providers try to divert the conversation by not responding to your 
complaint via public messages, but respond through private messages, so that 
other users cannot see the conversations between you and the service provider. 

The service provider openly responds to your complaint directly via online 
public messages, so that other users can see the conversations between you 
and the service provider. 

Service 
provider’s 
reply 

Explanation 
Yes No 

Apology Yes Hi there, we extremely sorry for the inconvenience caused. We are aware of this 
issue. It occurred due to the routine maintenance of our system. Our engineers 
are working hard to fix this issue now. You may resum normal use of our service 
soon. Thank you. 

Hi there, we extremely sorry or the inconvenience caused. You may use our 
service as usual soon. Thank you. 

No Hi there, we are aware of this issue. It occurred due to routine maintenance of our 
system. Our engineers are working hard to fix this issue now. You may resume 
normal use of our service soon. Thank you. 

Hi there, regarding the issue you are experiencing, you will soon be able to use 
our service again as usual. Thank you.  
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