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Abstract

Purpose

Uncertainty persists regarding the effectiveness of chatbot-led service failure recovery (SFR)
in achieving a satisfactory online customer experience. Prior studies have not explored how
chatbot-led SFR processes influence customers' actual experiences. This gap in the literature
may exist because current understanding of chatbot—customer interactions obscure how

individuals’ adoption of chatbot-led SFR shape their experiences.
Design/methodology/approach

Drawing on frustration—aggression theory and signaling theory, and building on a social
constructivist philosophical paradigm, we interpret participants’ narratives on chatbot-led
interactions and online experiences. Empirical data were generated from 52 in-depth

interviews with participants from the USA, France, Italy, and the UK.
Findings

Through thematic analysis of interview data, our study presents two key contributions. First,
we elucidate the dynamics unfolding between customers and chatbots in a service recovery
journey, encompassing customers' priorities and expectations. Second, we delineate three
customer typologies based on their interactions with chatbots during chatbot-led SFR,



including their emotional responses. These interactions could either positively or negatively
signal future patronage of chatbots. The identified three customer types can assist managers
to reshape their strategies to effectively turn negative customer experiences into
opportunities for enriching online customer experiences. This could involve providing

multiple touchpoints, including human-led and chatbot-led interactions in the SFR process.
Originality/value

This study proposes that chatbots serve not merely as technological tools aiding customers
during challenging situations and linking them to the brand, but also as signals themselves,

evoking responses that directly shape the customer experience

Keywords: Chatbots, service failure recovery, artificial intelligence, online customer

experience, frustration—aggression theory, signaling theory, qualitative research

1. Introduction
Conversational artificial intelligence (Al) agents and chatbots are transforming customer—
brand relationships and customer experience (Verhoef et al., 2021). Chatbots, a form of Al,
are computer programs designed to simulate human conversation; they enable humans to
interact with digital devices through text or voice. Chatbots are used for various purposes,
including customer service, information retrieval, and task automation (Lteif & Valenzuela,
2022; Chen et al., 2023). Technological advances are poised to redefine the dynamics of
interaction between customers and brands within the service delivery process (White et al.,
2020). Recent studies suggest a significant uptick in consumers’ acceptance of, and
engagement with, Al-powered chatbots; this is attributed to consumers’ perceptions of the
convenience and efficiency of chatbots (Brown & White, 2020; Jones et al., 2020). For

example, a recent study (Chui et al., 2023) indicated a shift in consumer preference toward



self-service channels facilitated by chatbots and suggested a substantial portion of customer—

brand interactions being automated by 2025.

Sindhu and Bharti (2024) explored the influence of chatbots on purchase intention in social
commerce and found that effective chatbot interactions can significantly enhance purchase
intentions. This highlights the potential of chatbots to drive consumer behavior in online
shopping environments. Similarly, Yunho et al. (2024) found that the mode of interaction
(speaking or writing) with conversational agents significantly aids consumers’ decision-
making processes and increases choice satisfaction which underscores the importance of
understanding the nuances of chatbot interactions. Schindler et al. (2024) emphasized the
importance of interaction modes; they also found that the mode of interaction with
conversational agents significantly influences consumers' choice and choice satisfaction.
These findings suggest that the way chatbots communicate can have a profound impact on

consumer decisions and satisfaction levels.

The exponential growth in the use of Al-powered chatbots underscores their increasing
prevalence in automated customer inquiries and support processes. Recent forecasts
anticipate that the conversational Al market will reach a valuation of 14 billion USD by
2025; this highlights industries’ growing confidence and investment in these technologies
(Jones et al., 2020; White et al., 2020). A McKinsey & Company report published in 2022
stated that the fashion industry is actively working toward integrating Al technologies with
the aim of enhancing customer experience; it reported the prediction that the fashion industry
will double its investment in technologies from 1.7% of revenues in 2021 to 3.25% in 2030
(Amed et al., 2022). These findings underscore the profound impact of Al-powered chatbots
on customer—brand interactions and customer experience across various industries, which has

implications for businesses and consumers alike.



The relationship between customers and chatbots appears to be intricate and complex. One of
the primary reasons for customers’ adoption of conversational agents is their familiarity with
technology (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Verhoef et al., 2021). Some scholars have observed
that customers” initial trust in chatbots can alleviate their concerns about the risks they
perceive to be associated with online interactions and service delivery processes (Chen et al.,
2023; Wang et al., 2023). However, other studies have indicated that privacy concerns and
consumer traits, such as technology anxiety, frustration, and the desire for human interaction,
can lead to customers perceiving their interactions with chatbots as "creepy,” thus negatively
impacting their experience (Brown & White, 2020; Smith & Bolton, 2002). Matosas-L0opez’s
(2024) examination of Al-based conversational voice assistance services identified the
importance of managing customers’ brand credibility and loyalty alongside ensuring the Al-
based conversational voice assistance reflected system quality and information quality.
Similarly, Le et al. (2024) emphasized the importance of service quality, emotional
intelligence, and personalization in enhancing the application of chatbots within customer
service experience. Whereas Le et al. (2024) focused on emotional and personalized aspects,
Matosas-LOpez (2024) underscored the role of brand credibility and loyalty, thereby showing

the multifaceted nature of customer experience with Al technologies.

In relation to customer experience, a few studies have started to explore how the
characteristics of both customers and chatbots, when matched during interactions, may
positively or negatively influence online customer experiences and, consequently, satisfaction

or dissatisfaction (Verhoef et al., 2017; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

There is limited research addressing online customers’ experiences Of chatbot-led service
failures and recoveries. Unsatisfactory encounters and interactions with chatbots, particularly

following a service failure, may profoundly affect customers' relationship with the company



offering recovery services because they can elicit negative emotions (Smith & Bolton, 2002).
Furthermore, other studies, although not specifically focused on service failure recovery
(SFR), have indicated that customers’ evaluations of chatbot adoption and usage are
influenced by their mental states and dispositions (e.g., uncertainty, stress, anxiety) at the
time of interaction (Verhoef et al., 2021; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Research has also shown
that customer satisfaction decreases if customers in an angry emotional state engage with a

chatbot during a service interaction (Smith & Brown, 2019).

Scholars and practitioners have predominantly concentrated on evaluating and comparing
customers' interactions with chatbots to their interactions with human employees (Jones et al.,
2020; Smith & Brown, 2019). Consumers who self-achieve SFR through interacting with a
chatbot perceive greater functional value and lower privacy risk than consumers who use
human employee-led SFR (Taylor et al., 2021). When frustrated customers interact with a
chatbot and experience a negative outcome, they are more likely to attribute blame to the
company than to the chatbot because they perceive chatbots as lacking intentions or control,

thus absolving them of responsibility for poor service performance (Green et al., 2018).

Drawing on frustration—aggression theory and signaling theory, the current study aims to
understand the dynamics unfolding between customers and chatbots in a service recovery
process by interviewing luxury fashion purchasers who have experienced chatbot-led SFR.
Specifically, the study seeks to address the following research question: How do chatbot-led
interactions improve or impair customer experience during a SFR process? Given the
relatively nascent stage of research on chatbot-led interactions in the SFR process, this study
contributes significantly to the literature and offers insights for marketing practice. Previous
research on chatbots emphasized their instrumental value, but the next generation of chatbots

possesses humanlike interactional competences and provides interactional experiences



alongside instrumental value (White et al., 2020). In addition, chatbot adoption and usage
vary across service tasks, for example, customers prefer human agents for high-complexity
tasks and chatbots for functional attributes rather than emotional ones (Brown & Jones, 2021;

Lteif & Valenzuela, 2022; Chen et al., 2023).

Prior studies have not explored how chatbot-led SFR processes influence customers' actual
experiences. This gap in the literature may exist because current understanding of chatbot—
customer interactions obscure how individuals’ adoption of chatbot-led SFR shape their
experiences. Therefore, it is relevant to investigate to what extent chatbot-led SFR affects
online customer experiences. This study is among the first to link chatbot-led SFR with
customer experiences, and it has the potential to reveal significant practical implications for
managers. In this regard, the current study contributes to service failure theory and
significantly enriches understanding of various facets of online customer experiences. It
extends the focus of chatbot-led interactions during SFR to include the social and emotional

aspects that affect customer experience.

2. Literature review
In today's highly competitive business landscape, delivering exceptional customer experience
has become imperative for sustaining long-term success (Verhoef et al., 2021; Lemon &
Verhoef, 2016). Service failures, however, are inevitable and can have detrimental effects on
customer satisfaction and engagement if not addressed promptly and effectively (Smith &
Bolton, 2002). Traditional methods of service recovery often fall short in meeting customer
expectations, highlighting the need for innovative solutions. Chatbots, powered by Al
technology, offer a promising avenue for businesses to enhance SFR processes and mitigate

negative impacts on customer experience (Verhoef et al., 2017; Liang et al., 2021).



Despite being an innovative technology, recently introduced in e-retailing contexts, chatbots
have already deeply affected service provision and, as a consequence, customers’ online
experiences. Chatbots’ contribution to delivering effective interactions is even more crucial in
contexts of service failure and recovery, where customers’ experiences have already been
negatively affected due to the issue at hand. Service scholars are therefore addressing the role
of chatbots in shaping customer experience, from chatbot attributes to users’ preferences and
needs. Table | summarizes three main streams of literature on chatbots: chatbot-led
interactions, online service failure and chatbot-led interactions, and online customer
experience and chatbot-led interactions. The three streams of research are described in
Sections 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3. Frustration—aggression theory and signaling theory are introduced

in Section 2.4.
<Please insert Table | here>

2.1 Chabot-led interactions

A first characteristic affecting customers’ perceptions and experience of chatbot-led
interactions is the chatbot’s intelligence, which comprises both its understanding and learning
ability. Due to advances in Al, chatbots can be equipped with analytical functionality, which
results in dynamic interactions that do not require customers to make fixed, closed-choice
inquiries. Other chatbots, however, are basic and mechanic in their processes. Research is
investigating how customers react to these two types of intelligence and, in the case of
chatbots capable of humanlike thinking (i.e., chatbots that could be mistaken for human
employees), whether companies should disclose chatbots’ identity (Lteif & Valenzuela, 2022;

Chen et al., 2023).

Besides intelligence, other factors contribute to customers’ perceptions of chatbots, such as

their conversational style and the introduction of anthropomorphic cues (Melian-Gonzalez et



al., 2021; Yunho et al., 2024). Magno and Dossena (2023) argued that hedonic attributes as
well as utilitarian ones (chatbot intelligence, competence, response speed) have the potential

to strengthen customer—brand relationships through the delivery of satisfactory experiences.

In this sense, customers’ individual preference for either hedonic or utilitarian aspects is key
to their evaluation of the service experience provided by a chatbot (Mostafa & Kasamani,
2022). These preferences, in turn, are affected by the context in which the customer—chatbot
interaction occurs, for example, customers’ perceptions of chatbot characteristics differ
between regular online service provision occasions and online service recovery occasions,
where the effectiveness of specific aspects is much lower (Wang et al., 2023). In addition,
customers’ perceptions of chatbot-led service recoveries may differ from their perceptions of
human-led recoveries (Blut et al., 2021), and these comparisons might influence their
evaluation of the experience. Furthermore, chatbots themselves may cause further service
failures during the recovery process, which would fuel customers’ concerns about interacting

with chatbots (Xing et al., 2022).

2.2 Online service failure and chatbot-led interactions

Service failures occur when companies fail to meet customers’ expectations, thereby eliciting
negative emotions that affect the customer experience during and after the service provision
(Zeithaml et al., 1993). Customers’ emotions may determine both their evaluation of the
experience and their overall perception of the company delivering the service (Smith &
Bolton, 1998; Schmitt et al., 2015). Moreover, emotional responses elicited by a service
failure may also influence the subsequent service recovery process (Ozuem et al., 2021). Both
service failures and service recovery—a complex process comprising acknowledgment of
problem, response, and provision of solution (Azemi et al., 2019)—have become more

challenging with the rise of e-tailing, digital channels, and touchpoints (Schaefers &



Schamari, 2016). Furthermore, customer dissatisfaction may stem from product defects,
inconsistent service performance, or unsatisfactory encounters with self-service technologies
(SSTs), which were introduced with the aim of providing extensive assistance on online

channels (Zhu et al., 2013; Hall & Hyodo, 2022).

Among SSTs, chatbots have been linked with information and communication failures and
functional and systems failures. Concerning the first type of failure, scholarly work has
shown that a chatbot’s inability to understand customers’ inquiries and discern context
reduces their perceived humanness and ease-of-use, hinders future adoption intention, and
elicits negative emotional reactions (Sheehan et al., 2020; Rajaobelina et al., 2021).
Miscommunication with a chatbot, such as mistakenly rejecting or ignoring requests, is

perceived as a major service failure (Lv et al., 2022).

Functional failures occur when a chatbot is unable to resolve an online service failure, such as
being unable to propose tailored solutions to complex tasks (Xing et al., 2022) or negotiate
according to the peculiarities of different cases. Yu et al. (2022), for example, investigated
request rejection issues, which arise when customers’ service requests are correctly denied
according to the company’s rules and provisions (e.g., terms of service, etc.). One instinctive
emotional reaction of customers to these types of failures is to reject chatbots—or at least
attempt to overcome them—and turn to human-to-human interactions, which are perceived as
more competent, flexible, empathetic, or understanding (Choi et al., 2021; Huang & Dootson,
2022); this outcome heavily affects both future chatbot usage and the customer’s current
experience. Moreover, previous studies have shown that late disclosure about the possibility
of being transferred to human agents after receiving poor assistance from chatbots is likely to

result in customer aggression (Huang & Dootson, 2022).

2.3 Online customer experience and chatbot-led interactions
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Customer experience is defined as "the internal and subjective response that customers have
to any direct or indirect contact with a company™ (Meyer & Schwager, 2007, p. 118).
Customer experience in online environments is defined as "a psychological state manifested
as a subjective response to the e-retailer’s website" (Rose et al., 2012, p. 309), which can
encompass all online touchpoints (leva & Ziliani, 2018). Scholars have recently recognized
chatbots as touchpoints that influence customer experience in service provision in various
ways. On the one hand, chatbot characteristics have the potential to address customers’
unique needs through hyper-information provision (Melidn-Gonzalez et al., 2021). Chatbot
responsiveness has been found to enhance the intrinsic value of customer experience,
whereas chatbot usability positively affects the extrinsic value of customer experience (Chen
et al., 2021). On the other hand, chatbot characteristics may fail to meet customer
expectations, thus negatively influencing their experience as well as their willingness to

comply with chatbots’ inquiries during interactions.

Customer autonomy is also affected by chatbots. SSTs, such as chatbots, may enhance
customer experience during service recoveries through increased customer empowerment
(Hall & Hyodo, 2022), because customers can resolve failures independently without the
intervention of an employee. However, when SSTs are unable to assist in service recoveries,
customers' evaluation of their own autonomy is significantly affected. Moreover, not all

customers are self-reliant and comfortable with technology.

Another research direction concerning online customer experience and chatbots focuses on
the attribution of responsibility for ineffective or poorly managed service recovery
experiences. Scholars are therefore investigating blame attribution and attempting to identify
why customers hold companies or chatbots responsible for their negative experiences. Most
studies have thus far focused on chatbot anthropomorphic cues and analytical intelligence:

non-humanized chatbots displaying mechanical intelligence are generally perceived as non-



11

autonomous and therefore not blamed for failed recovery attempts, thus, blame is attributed
to the associated company (Ryoo et al., 2024). Chatbots, however, are blamed either when
perceived as humanlike—leading customers to emotionally turn to them as they would to
human employees—or when the interaction elicits a feeling of creepiness in customers

(Rajaobelina et al., 2021).

2.4 Frustration—aggression theory and signaling theory

Several researchers have integrated different theoretical perspectives to study chatbots,
including the technology acceptance model to examine consumers’ intention to adopt
chatbots (Melidn-Gonzalez et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2021; Balakrishnan et al., 2022; Mostafa
& Kasamani, 2022; Magno & Dossena, 2023;), anthropomorphism theory to examine
chatbots’ humanlike characteristics (de Visser et al., 2016; Blut et al., 2021; Sheehan et al.,
2020), and attribution theory to investigate consumers’ perspectives of chatbots’ service
responsibility (Green et al., 2018; Hall & Hyodo, 2022; Mozafari et al., 2022; Pavone et al.,
2023; Ryoo et al., 2024). Balakrishnan et al. (2022) applied the unified theory of acceptance
and use of technology to examine perceived anthropomorphism, intelligence, and social self-
efficacy in chatbot-based services to examine how users' self-efficacy and observational
learning influence their interactions with chatbots. Similarly, Huang and Yu (2023) applied
Expectation Confirmation Theory to understand the continuance intention for Al news
anchors; they highlighted that initial expectations and perceived performance impact user
satisfaction and continued use. Many existing theories focus on cognitive aspects, such as
perceived usefulness of chatbots, ease of use of chatbots, and human attributes assigned to
Al-based systems, but they might not adequately address the interplay of human users’

emotional responses and processes in chatbot-mediated communications. Combining
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frustration—aggression theory and signaling theory allows for a more holistic analysis of how

social signals and emotional responses shape user experiences with chatbots.

Companies use chatbot-mediated communications to enhance consumers' perceptions of
service features through online experiences (Kipnis et al., 2022; Hollebeek et al., 2024).
However, if these experiences signal negativity, they have the potential to generate varying
levels of customer frustration and aggression. Frustration arises when individuals perceive a
lack of success in their surroundings or efforts (Berkowitz, 1989; Azemi et al., 2020) and can
resurface through emotional evaluations triggered by reminders of previous failed encounters
(Brick & Fitzsimons, 2017). If customers encounter frustration with a chatbot experience, it
may lead them to identify negative signals that reflect their overall evaluation of the chatbot

and the company.

Chatbots, despite their advanced capabilities, often face limitations such as lack of empathy,
technical errors, and inability to handle complex queries. These limitations can significantly
intensify customer frustration, especially when customers are already dealing with a service
failure. Unlike human agents, chatbots may fail to understand the emotional nuances of a
customer's complaint, leading to responses that seem indifferent or unsympathetic. This lack
of empathy can exacerbate feelings of frustration and helplessness, as customers feel their

concerns are not being adequately addressed.

According to signaling theory, the manner in which companies execute actions or convey
information transmits cues that influence receivers' perceptions and behaviors toward the
sender (Trifts & Haubl, 2003). Signaling theory has been applied in research that studies
customers' affective and cognitive processing of companies' competencies signaled through
their direct digital communication and the systems they employ to deliver online services

(Mathur et al., 2016; Kharouf et al., 2020; Ozuem et al., 2021). Chatbots, as representatives
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of a company, signal various attributes through their interactions. For instance, a chatbot's
ability to quickly and accurately resolve issues signals efficiency and reliability, which
positively influences customer perceptions (Guha et al., 2023). Furthermore, the perceived
level of Al-generated features in a chatbot could serve as a signal of a company’s
communication capabilities and the chatbot’s intelligence, thereby influencing receivers'
interpretations and intentions for continued adoption (Guha et al., 2023). Conversely,
frequent technical errors or robotic responses signal a lack of competence and care, leading to
negative evaluations (Hall & Hyodo, 2022). Technical errors, such as misinterpretation of
queries or system failures, further contribute to negative customer experiences. When a
chatbot fails to provide a satisfactory resolution or requires customers to repeat information
multiple times, it signals inefficiency and can lead to frustration and aggression (Xing et al.,
2022). The automated nature of chatbots means that these errors could be perceived as
systemic issues, and delayed or repetitive responses could signal inefficiency, leading to
increased frustration and negative evaluations (Wang et al., 2023). In addition, chatbots, as an
SST, reflect initiatives to transfer ownership to customers, thus signaling companies' goals
and capabilities to deliver a customer-centric online experience (Hall & Hyodo, 2022; Yu et

al., 2022).

In chatbot-mediated experiences, the dynamics of the sender—receiver relationship revolve
around customers' knowledge and expectations of chatbots, and customers’ initiative and
ability to employ chatbots in a service recovery situation. A critical aspect of signaling theory
is when identified signals prompt receivers' cognitive responses to decode communicated
messages in an attempt to reduce the information asymmetry they face compared to the
sender (Kharouf et al., 2020). Yet, customers and chatbots play dual roles as senders and
receivers of information; arguably, both human and non-human entities signal the presence of

online service and experience capabilities, intelligence, and interpretations (Ozuem et al.,
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2021). During service failure situations, customers possess knowledge of their online
experiences that necessitates the chatbot's role as an interpreter and facilitator of existing
recovery systems. Some customers may require emotional as well as technical support; thus,
the chatbot's role is expanded and it becomes a sender combined with Al-mediated features
that signal its capability to recognize and address customers' distress (Pavone et al., 2023).
Despite chatbots being classified as an objective technology-based service, customers
arguably align signals of both human and technical capabilities to evaluate the chatbots'

ability to deliver service recovery initiatives.

An emerging misalignment between customers' expectations of chatbots and their
experiences of chatbots may trigger negative emotions, such as frustration and aggression,
which influence their continued evaluations of service (Ozuem et al., 2021; Azemi et al.,
2019). In the event of service failures, incomplete or insufficient service recovery can signal a
company's failure to deliver consistent information or online service competencies. Viewing
the strategic interdependence between chatbot-mediated systems and customers through a
combination of frustration—aggression theory and signaling theory offers an opportunity to
integrate perspectives on signaled chatbot capabilities and user online experiences, and the

exchangeable influence that frustration has on customers' evaluations.

3. Methodology and methods

3.1 Paradigm of inquiry

This study followed a social constructivist approach, which can be linked with critical theory
when it “unveils ... ideological perspectives of knowledge discovery, generation and
accumulation” (Howell, 2013, p. 92). Rather than discovered, knowledge is constructed by
human beings in social and cultural contexts. The collection, organization, and analysis of

data involve subjective perspectives that hold certain assumptions based on cultural,
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historical, and environmental existence. “Knowledge emanates from dialogues that move
beyond objectivity and subjectivity toward an unfixed communicative and pragmatic ...
democratic, communal narratives with normative dimensions regarding human improvement”
(Howell, 2016, p. 33). Language provides human beings with the means of “structuring ...
experiences of the world ... and those concepts ... do not pre-date language but are made
possible by it” (Burr, 2003, pp. 47-48). This study uses a critical/constructivist ethnographic
methodological approach which recognizes the diversity of worldviews offered by the
individuals in the research process and that respondents’ words and voices should be
analyzed in a critical and thorough manner. In undertaking this analysis, we have ensured a
“deep comprehension of the subjects through rigorous efforts and produced contextualised
reproduction and interpretation” of participants’ narratives (Howell, 2013, p. 128). This
nuanced methodology synthesizes a constructivist and critical theory approach and focuses
on the quality/quantity of the data, data collection, and interpretation of the data through
thematic analysis. For example, we recognize that discourse is not neutral and should be
“critically assessed with regard to power relations and the relationship between researcher,
researched and the research environment” (Howell, 2013, p. 125). Our approach involved

reflective thematic analysis of the data collected through theoretical sampling.

3.2 Data collection technique and sampling method

This study focuses on the effects of chatbot-led interactions on customer experience during a
SFR process. Extant studies on chatbots predominantly examine service provision (Blut et al.,
2021) and negative opinions (Chandra et al., 2022); however, they ignore consumers’ levels
of receptiveness and experiences. To overcome the shortcomings of existing studies, which
were discussed in Section 2, we conducted 52 in-depth interviews with individuals from four
countries: USA, ltaly, France, and the UK (the interviewees’ demographics are summarized

in Table I1). A theoretical purposive sampling technique was adopted to ensure that all
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participants held the minimum desired characteristics (Morse & Clark, 2019) to contribute to
the study. Sampling in this study was guided by and incorporated emerging theory (Glaser,
1978). This type of data collection process generates theory and requires researchers to
jointly collect, code, and analyze data as well as decide which data to collect next and where
this may be found. The purpose of theoretical sampling is to develop a theory as it emerges,
so the data collection is “controlled” by the emerging theory (Glaser & Holton, 2004; Corbin
& Strauss, 2014). Theoretical sampling can be defined as data gathering driven by concepts
derived from evolving theory based on thematic analysis. The purpose of theoretical analysis
is to include all data sources and events in the research process to maximize opportunities to
discover variations among concepts as well as ensure saturation. The benefits of theoretical
sampling in relation to a critical/constructivist approach and thematic analysis include the
ability to stimulate the generation of data and ensure rigorous procedures in relation to the

research approach and analysis of the data.

<Please place Table Il here>

This approach is consistent with the need to obtain relevant insights about real experiences
and individual and social constructions (Roulston, 2010). Since the study focuses on service
recovery journeys using chatbots in the luxury fashion sector, we initially established four
main selection criteria for the participants: (1) individuals of different backgrounds between
18 and 39 years; (2) individuals who have had two or more chatbot-led SFR experiences in
the luxury fashion industry; (3) participants who voluntarily agreed to participate in the study.
In relation to this, the developing theoretical perspectives were incorporated in the
discussions with participants as the study progressed. Indeed, Strauss and Corbin (1998)
considered that to sample theoretically one progresses in an evolutionary fashion rather than
through a predetermined program. Theoretical sampling is “based on concepts that emerged

from analysis and that appear to have relevance to the evolving theory” (Strauss & Corbin,
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1998, p. 202) and it maximizes opportunities to compare incidents, events and occurrences

“to determine how a category varies in terms of its properties and dimensions” (ibid.).

Four of the researchers held different disciplinary orientations in four different countries
(USA, France, Italy and the UK) along with different lifeworlds. The different roles held by
the researchers in different universities across four countries facilitated the recruitment of,
and engagement with, participants. To address our research question, we created 15
exploratory open-ended questions on chatbot-led SFR and customer experience in the luxury
fashion industry (Appendix 1). The open-ended questions allowed the participants to provide
responses using their own words, terms, phrases, and experiences. In this sense, participants
were not limited to any level of responses. Interviews were arranged at the participants’
convenience and were conducted through virtual platforms (e.g., Zoom, Microsoft Teams).
The interviews lasted approximately 55 minutes. This time length is within the interview span
that supports rich and deep understanding of participants’ lifeworlds (Creswell, 2017; Azemi
& Ozuem, 2023). Interviews were conducted over eight weeks until data saturation (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Maxwell, 1992), which was reached at the 48th interview. We conducted four
further interviews, but they were terminated after 25 minutes as no new insights emerged as

the interviews progressed.

4. Data analysis

4.1 Systematic qualitative analysis

A thematic analysis was conducted on the transcribed interviews to conceptualize the
participants’ opinions, values, and practices toward chatbot-led SFR experiences identified
from the data analysis (Neuendorf, 2018). The transcribed interviews were combined into a
320-page document containing participants’ explicit statements. Following Gioia et al.’s

(2013) three-stage systematic qualitative approach, extracts from the transcribed interviews
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were identified and grouped with the research question and theory connected to chatbots,
customer experience, frustration—aggression theory, and signaling theory. In the first order,
the researchers identified primary codes from the data extracts following a semantic
interpretation approach (Allal-Chérif et al., 2024; Ozuem et al., 2022): the researchers aligned
meaning to the explicitly stated experiences participants had with chatbots before progressing
to in-depth implicit interpretations of the data, thus setting a valid foundation for data

thematic analysis.

In the second stage, the researchers conducted an intuitive analysis to develop more accurate
insights into the transcribed data (Gioia et al., 2013). Codes and text data from the first order
stage that reflected similar expressions, meanings, and experiences, which revealed emerging
topics, were divided or merged to reduce the number of categories that presented duplicated or
broad meanings. The remaining categories were examined against theoretical concepts to
determine their level of relevancy and connectiveness to the participants’ experiences (Allal-

Chérif et al., 2024).

The third stage involved the naming and defining of the categories that emerged and evolved
after the two analysis stages. This stage enabled the researchers to categorize chatbot-led
experiences into four major themes that represented the emotional and functional stages of
customers’ journey in using chatbot-led recovery processes: Customers’ expectations of
chatbots in the recovery phase; Scale of the service lapse; Customer preferences during the
recovery phase; and Contextual coherence. Table 111 provides definitions of these themes and
their keywords. The four themes are discussed in Section 4.2. By adopting Gioia et al.’s
(2013) thematic analysis process, the researchers ensured that rigor was applied to the
interpretation of the data and that the data linked theoretical insights with participants’

practical experiences of chatbots.
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<Please place Table Il here>

4.2 Interpretation of themes

4.2.1 Customers’ expectations of chatbots in the recovery phase

Customers’ experiences evolve from their own prior experiences with a brand or product, or
with similar and competing brands or products, and the expectations they formed later when
interacting with the brand or product (Meyer & Schwager, 2007). Although this holds true for
service experiences, more variables contribute to the customer experience if SSTs, such as

chatbots, are involved in the process.

One of the main drivers of customer experience and satisfaction with SSTs is customers’
acceptance of IT (Djelassi et al., 2018), which, in turn, is one of the main drivers leading to
technology adoption. This is particularly relevant in service contexts, as low IT acceptance
may lead customers to avoid interacting with available technologies and turn toward human

agents; if SSTs are the only available agents, then this will elicit severe frustration.

Technology acceptance may depend on various factors, including customers’ expectations of
the technology (Juaneda-Ayensa et al., 2016). When these expectations concern relatively
emerging technologies, such as Al-powered tools, customers' relative experience is limited,
and many rely on preconceptions of chatbots, which may be influenced by concerns about

creepiness and privacy (Rajaobelina et al., 2021).

Various behaviors were identified under the theme of “Customers’ expectations of chatbots in

the recovery phase” as follows.

Participants confirmed that already being active chatbot users reduced uncertainty when
approaching the technology (Participant 16), which eased initial interactions in the service

recovery process:
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"As a frequent Internet user, | am used to, and comfortable going straight to,
chatbots. I do not like waiting and feel confident I can search and identify a solution to

recover my service myself."

Conversely, customers with low IT acceptance—who lack confidence when dealing with
SSTs and chatbots—will refuse or only reluctantly bear the interaction. This is particularly
severe when companies explicitly expose chatbots as the main touchpoint for SFR, and
customers are uncertain about the possibility of receiving alternative human assistance.
Interestingly, Participant 2 pointed out that companies should address customers’ concerns
and negative expectations about chatbots by encouraging their use. In this light, offering
chatbots as the unique or preeminent touchpoint is seen as a way to advance customers'

expertise and confidence, with possible spillover effects:

"I believe customers should be encouraged more to learn how chatbots could
help them; if brands increased the presence and functionality of them, customers may feel

less anxious towards them."

However, companies promoting chatbot adoption should consider that forcing customers to
interact with chatbots might alienate customers and lead to aggression and frustration
outcomes. Companies should, therefore, devote time and effort to redesigning how their Al
touchpoints are communicated and offer them as an innovative solution that provides
purposeful interactions without excluding human assistance; this approach can be directed at
resolving the service failure and easing chatbot adoption. Such a soft approach would help
customers take control of the service recovery process. On the one hand, the cooperation and
active participation of customers in the failure recovery process would improve customers’
perceptions of the effectiveness of the recovery process and their experience of it (Hall &

Hyodo, 2022). On the other hand, a soft approach would meet the pressing need many
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customers have to exert control over the service recovery process following a company
failure (Wei et al., 2020). This helps reduce customer anxiety through a feeling of
empowerment over the company that has first failed expectations (Zhu et al., 2022). The
context also heavily influences such needs, for example, as expressed by Participant 6, luxury

purchases elicit the need to feel empowered:

"I do not feel appreciated and valued when made to use chatbots for luxury
purchases. They make me lose the special feeling | get when interacting with luxury brand

personnel who work to make you feel special when a service flaw occurs.”

In the context of luxury purchases, customers seek not only personalization but also
recognition of their status; they feel entitled to high-level service both in regular transactions
and after a service failure. For many customers this expectation is objective, because it arises
from the substantial prices they paid to the company for their luxury products and justifies
their entitlement to a high level of service. This expectation is widely perceived as
diminished by chatbot interaction, which customers do not associate with high and consistent
service quality (Participant 4). Also, in the words of Participant 47, the perceived lack of

quality is not necessarily related to chatbots’ actual usefulness:

"You expect better customer service quality when spending significant money
on luxury brands; the chatbot technology seems to reduce that. Sometimes chatbots have been

helpful, but they don’t always provide a good brand experience."

It emerged that at the beginning of a chatbot-led service recovery process, customers rely on
their previous experiences with the technology (or lack of) and instinctively compare it with
the service level they expect from the brand. Consequently, in customers’ minds, the chatbot
is rarely evaluated separately from the brand that adopted and offered it. This is shown by the

way in which customers’ expectations of luxury brands differ according to the nature of the
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brand, for example, customers are more understanding and less aggressive toward chatbot

usage in emerging or small companies (Participant 8):

"I tend to expect chatbots used by small or new brands not to work as

effectively as compared to bigger and more expensive brands."

Participant 8’s expectation that chatbots used by smaller or newer brands may not function as
effectively as those used by larger and more established brands probably stems from a belief
that bigger brands have more resources and expertise to develop and maintain high-quality
chatbot systems. It reflects a common sentiment among consumers that brand reputation and

size correlate with the quality of technology and services offered.

4.2.2 Scale of the service lapse

The context significantly shapes customers' expectations regarding technology, encompassing
not only concerns about its suitability in reputational terms but also its efficacy in handling
the given task. In service recovery processes, customers often use the scale of the service
lapse to predetermine chatbots' presumed and perceived capacity to address their service
issue. Consequently, frustrated customers tend to attribute blame to situational factors and
service entities for the service failures and subsequent failed recovery attempts (Gelbrich,

2010; Crolic et al., 2022).

Customers express substantial concerns when they perceive failures as too complex for

chatbots to comprehend and manage, as articulated by Participants 13 and 25:

"When confronted with a complex failure, the chatbot subjects you to
numerous automatic questions before providing a correct response, resulting in a frustrating

and protracted process."



"The use of the chatbot became more complicated, as it seemed unable to

recognize issues beyond the common problems it is programmed to address."

Customers' experiences are evidently influenced by their negative perceptions of chatbots
regarding the effectiveness of the service recovery process at hand. These perceptions
directly impact customers' expectations of chatbots. Customers are unable to leverage
chatbots' strengths during a complex service failure, especially when chatbots lack human

interactive support or other self-recovery resources, as elucidated by Participant 30:

"Requests such as product replacements are manageable for chatbots, but in

cases of missing orders, chatbots may be ineffectual.”

This observation is corroborated by the experiences of customers whose failures were
perceived as less severe or uncomplicated, which resulted in a less frustrating recovery

process with chatbots, as indicated by Participant 11:

"My interaction with the chatbot was positive; | could easily describe the
problem, which was not overly problematic, and the bot guided me through the recovery

stages, requiring minimal effort."”

Similarly, Participant 7 remarked:

23

"Chatbots are more suited to handling less serious failures, which would have

been more severe and less efficient if we had relied on lengthy, human-based procedures."

These responses underscore that the relative scale of the service lapse directly impacts

customers' expectations of, and experiences with, chatbots. This, in turn, influences chatbot

adoption in future recovery efforts and customers' continued patronage of companies offering

chatbots. On the one hand, failures involving chatbots in service recoveries may lead

customers to reject chatbots in subsequent interactions, which could extend beyond specific
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recovery instances (Lteif & Valenzuela, 2022). On the other hand, customers' dissatisfaction
and resulting frustration may prove detrimental to the companies themselves, as they fail to
provide effective recovery services commensurate with the perceived severity of the service

lapse. As noted by Participant 2:

"The process should have been more straightforward for a simple service

mistake; my loyalty to the brand cannot be assumed after such an experience."

Perceived severity of service failures serves as a significant precursor to double deviation and
service recovery paradox effects (Maxham Il & Netemeyer, 2002). Chatbots'
unresponsiveness, leading to delayed recovery times and repeated attempts by customers, can
contribute to double deviation. In customers' eyes, companies, particularly those advocating
or mandating chatbot adoption, bear responsibility for the negative and frustrating recovery

experience, as corroborated by Participants 12 and 14:

"My brand loyalty remains intact, but a frustrating experience with the chatbot,

particularly with luxury brands, tarnishes my perspective."

"Directing customers to use an ineffective chatbot reflects poor customer
service, potentially leading to customer attrition in favor of competitors perceived as more

invested."

However, customers may be more forgiving toward chatbots, rather than the company, for
specific service failures involving the company itself, such as product defects or delayed
orders. Regardless of chatbots' efficacy, customers tend to hold the brand accountable for
upholding the quality of their experiences beyond the confines of online channels. Although
customers may still express dissatisfaction with chatbots' assistance in such cases, they do not

ascribe the responsibility for recovery procedures to chatbots (Pavone et al., 2023). As
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articulated by Participant 37, customers are capable of comparing the assistance provided by

different brands and their respective responsibilities:

"Chatbots from certain brands provide live and recent updates in cases of

delayed product deliveries, while others do not."

These experiences suggest that chatbots can also contribute to the service recovery paradox
effect by surpassing customers' expectations. Therefore, it is noteworthy that several
participants remain receptive to chatbot adoption for large-scale service failures, albeit with
the stipulation that companies ensure their effectiveness and are held accountable,

accordingly, at the conclusion of the recovery process.

4.2.3 Customer preferences during the recovery phase

In service failure and service recovery contexts, customer experiences are shaped not only by
their pre-existing expectations but also by the interactions they have during the recovery
process itself. Specifically, the extent to which the recovery process aligns with customers'
priorities, which stem from their concerns and preferences, influences their overall
satisfaction with the experience and the contribution of chatbots to it. The diversity in
priorities expressed by customers arises from both their individual personalities and the
negative emotions triggered by the service failure. For instance, individuals experiencing
anger may prioritize an effective and efficient solution delivered as quickly as possible,
whereas customers feeling frustration may also require empathetic responses, such as

expressions of understanding and regret (Crolic et al., 2022).

Interestingly, from the analysis of participants' experiences, two main priorities emerged that
focused either on the practical (the speed and effectiveness of the service recovery) or the
emotional aspects of service recoveries (feeling understood by the chatbot in the recovery

process). On the one hand, customers were concerned with the speed and effectiveness of
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their service recovery. For many participants, chatbots were primarily associated with high-
speed response processes, either at the outset or during the recovery stages. Customers
interpreted speed as either the time taken to initiate the service recovery process (i.e., the time
spent contacting the company for action) or the time taken to receive responses between
recovery stages. We argue that speed is particularly relevant for experienced users, especially
younger ones, whose exposure to technology has accustomed them to quick responses and
reduced waiting times (Moore, 2012). Participants prioritizing speed generally expressed

satisfaction with the chatbot's performance, as noted by Participant 39:

"Chatbots have become more efficient in handling customer service requests,

impacting waiting times."

Participant 23 even found the chatbot experience preferable to a human-led recovery process

due to its efficiency:

"Resolving a service failure through human contact takes longer than using
chatbots; chatbots respond instantly, whereas human employees may transfer you to multiple

departments before addressing your inquiry."

Concerns about chatbots' response times across the service recovery stages were particularly
significant for complex recoveries requiring multiple actions from both customers and
chatbots; this could lead to a critical evaluation of the assistance provided and elicit negative

emotions, as indicated by Participant 31:

"I used the company's automatic help page, but the response stated that
assistance may be delayed due to service requests. This was frustrating as my issue involved

a time limit for reporting and resolving the failure.”
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Interestingly, Participant 3 experienced heightened feelings of urgency and anxiety following
expensive luxury purchases, which affected their perception of chatbot speed and

effectiveness:

"If I made a small purchase, | wouldn't be affected by inadequate chatbot
services. However, a high purchase makes you more anxious when chatbots are slow at the

beginning."

On the other hand, some customers prioritized feeling understood by the chatbot in the
recovery process and valued genuine interactions that responded to their anxieties and
emotions. The need to feel understood ranged from expecting chatbots to grasp all the
implications of the failure at hand to needing empathy from the recovery agent. For example,
Participant 12 expressed concern about the chatbot completely misunderstanding their
request, leading to frustrating empty interactions, while Participant 24 explicitly reported a

lack of emotional support:

"I was upset with the chatbot because it didn't understand | had received a
defective product and | was asking for a return; instead, it just showed me how to get a new

one without compensation."

"l appreciate hearing the inflection and tone in a human's voice, so | struggle

with using chatbots because | feel more removed."

Interestingly, some customers were able to weigh the pros and cons of chatbots and human
agents and evaluate their contributions to service recovery. As Participant 9 stated, human
agents may be better at understanding requests but not always effective in handling

customers' emotions:
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"I find with chatbots there is often a specific phrase you need to say to get an
answer. With humans, you can rephrase to ask in different ways. But chatbots aren't subject

to bad customer moods or responding to them."

Others, like Participant 8, explicitly prioritized effectiveness over empathy and emotional

support:

"The chatbot came across as robotic and not humanlike in the text responses,

but it quickly and efficiently did what was needed with minimal complications.”

Although customers' priorities are not necessarily mutually exclusive, there is a tendency
toward preferring a specific aspect of service recovery, which underscores the importance for
companies to understand and respond to this variety of needs through technology and

assistance.

4.2 .4 Contextual coherence

We define contextual coherence as the extent of shared understanding established between
customers and chatbots. Coherence manifests in two distinct levels of evaluation by
customers. Firstly, it involves the alignment between customers' expectations of the recovery
process by the chatbot and the actual recovery service provided. Secondly, it encompasses the
alignment between customers' expectations of the recovery process based on the company's
reputation and prior experiences, and the level of service provided, with subsequent
implications for their future relationship with the company. Coherence on both levels is
significantly influenced by customers' emotional state during and after the service recovery
process. Angry or frustrated customers develop cognitive stances regarding the features of the
service recovery that they deem satisfactory or unsatisfactory, thus potentially impacting

future service failures and recoveries (Gelbrich, 2010). Coherence can therefore be
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understood as the alignment between these circumstances and customers' emotional

disposition (Crolic et al., 2022).

Customers who are prompted to interact only with chatbots may assess the technology more
critically and view it as ineffective for the specific service failure they experienced. This is
particularly significant when customers feel constrained in their interactions and unable to

express their emotions and affective stance, as expressed by Participant 45:

"Chatbots cannot mimic or detect how I feel, so I cannot express how upset |

am about a service."

Similarly, and contributing to poor coherence and inauthentic experiences, is the inability of
some chatbots to perform or provide relevant information, thus failing to meet customers'
inquiries and requirements. Participant 43 articulated frustration with such lack of

consistency:

"For whatever reason, the chatbot couldn’t identify that a purchase I made was

unsuccessful and couldn’t even recognize the item I had purchased prior."

It is important to note that these failures in shared understanding between customers and
chatbots occur regardless of whether the service failure was fully or partially recovered.
Negative experiences delivered will nonetheless influence customers' future attitude toward
chatbots and the company providing them for service recovery processes, as customers will
extend such negative emotions toward the entity they decide to blame. Conversely,
significant exchanges between customers and chatbots may lead to positive outcomes and
future chatbot adoption, irrespective of whether the company decides to comply with

customers' requests over the failure or not. Participant 28 encapsulated this sentiment:

"A well-set-up chatbot will enhance the relationship I have with brands. But a

chatbot with complex layers and disordered delivery will hinder that relationship."
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Furthermore, the voluntary or forced nature of interactions, and the availability of further
human assistance, also impact coherence. When customers are strongly encouraged to use
chatbots, they hold the company accountable for recovery and feel dissatisfied and betrayed if
they perceive that the recovery experience by chatbot is not coherent or consistent with their

expectations. Participant 3 articulated this frustration:

"Companies seem determined to replace their customer service teams but do

not plan their chatbot implementation effectively.”

This participant suggests that while companies are eager to replace their human customer
service teams with chatbots, they often fail to implement chatbots effectively. It implies that
there may be shortcomings in the planning and execution of chatbot implementation

strategies, resulting in subpar performance and dissatisfaction among customers

5. Main results
Building upon Gioia et al.'s (2013) thematic analysis approach, we amalgamated both explicit
and implicit interpretations gleaned from the four thematic areas, thereby fostering a deeper
comprehension of participants' perspectives through the lens of theoretical constructs and pre-
existing frameworks. Subsequently, this synthesis informed the development of a conceptual
framework (depicted in Figure 1), which served as the foundation for delineating the three
distinct customer cohorts identified following the categorization of the four thematic areas
(Ozuem et al., 2022). Through the intersections between the themes emerging from the
thematic analysis, the framework not only allows the unique characteristics of the three
customer archetypes to be identified (Sections 5.1 to 5.3) but also unveils the paths between

archetypes (Section 5.4).
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5.1 Devotees

Devotee customers are frequent users of chatbots, which eventually leads them to become
experienced users of chatbots. This indicates that devotees' adoption of chatbots for service
recovery purposes is often followed by positive engagement with the Al channel, which
results in satisfactory experiences. As frequent and experienced users of chatbots, devotees
cognitively appraise chatbots' capabilities to manage service failures effectively upon
customers' early reporting of failures through the Al communication channel. An example is
the perceived time efficiency chatbots deliver to respond and facilitate the relevant recovery
services for customers. Chatbots' effectiveness in timely delivery motivates devotees to adopt
them early, to reduce the time for recovery to be accomplished. For devotees, the consistent
and efficient performance of chatbots signals the company's commitment to leveraging
advanced technology for superior service recovery, thereby reinforcing their trust and
satisfaction. This positive signaling aligns with their expectations and reduces the likelihood
of frustration, as they perceive the chatbot's capabilities as a reliable extension of the brand's

service quality.

From devotee customers' perspectives, chatbots are able to maintain, or improve, the service
quality of failure and recovery situations; this increases devotee customers’ motivation to
refer to chatbots as opposed to non-Al communication channels. Devotees consider
communication through human-employee contact channels to be more complex and time
consuming, leading them to view chatbots as the more viable option. Whatever the scale of
the service lapse, devotees maintain confidence in their ability to achieve recovery solutions
through chatbots. Their expectations of chatbots prior to service failures are the antecedents
that influence their positive stance on the service quality and their continued engagement

with the chatbot throughout the recovery process.
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Devotees, as experienced chatbot users, expect the systems to enable simple self-reporting
features and deliver uncomplex responses. This implies their desire for chatbots to have
limited emotions integrated into their systems that may evoke lengthy conversation
exchanges and delay recovery. Devotees prefer chatbot responses that provide real-time
solutions or information related to the process. Chatbots that are perceived as giving
excessively emotional responses rather than informational responses could negatively impact
devotees' chatbot experience. Brands that centralize uncomplex responses and self-reporting
features through Al communication channels lead devotees to appraise a high contextual
coherence between their expectations of a chatbot-led recovery and the actual recovery
service provided.

5.2 Skeptics

Skeptic customers are novice adopters and users of chatbots for service failure and recovery
situations, which potentially limits their knowledge regarding how to effectively engage with
chatbots' features. Skeptics may arguably be hesitant to adopt chatbots due to inexperience in
applying them to service failures but may be compelled to use them when the brand refers
them to use chatbots. Skeptics are more sensitive to the signals sent by chatbots during
service recovery. Any perceived inefficiency or lack of empathy can trigger frustration and
aggression, as these customers are already hesitant about the technology. Effective signaling
through prompt and accurate responses can mitigate their skepticism and gradually build trust
in the chatbot's ability to handle service failures. Skeptics’ current and ongoing experiences
with chatbots could potentially affect their cognitive position toward chatbots, which could

further motivate or demotivate them to adopt chatbots for service recovery situations.

At the early recovery stages, skeptics will most likely have low expectations of chatbots'
recovery capabilities and responses due to their prior lack of engagement with a brand's

chatbot. If the chatbot recognizes the service failure and responds effectively, customers'
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skepticism will reduce and they will experience a recovery phase similar to devotees', which
may increase skeptics' motivation to adopt chatbots for future service failures. However, if
the chatbot cannot recognize skeptic customers' input into the conversational system, then
this will delay the chatbot’s acknowledgment of, and responses to, the service failure. This
outcome at an early recovery phase may lead skeptics to doubt the capabilities of chatbots
and perceive a significant scale of service lapse when they adopt chatbots, which might

increase their skepticism.

Skeptics' lack of confidence in the chatbot can be extended if the chatbot continues to be
unable to acknowledge the service failure and respond with relevant information and service
characteristics. A chatbot’s inability will be more explicit to skeptics if they are directly
transferred to alternative communication channels to report the failure to the brand. This will
increase the recovery duration customers experience and demotivate ongoing chatbot
adoption. As a result, skeptics are more likely to prefer engaging with human-employee
contact channels to address a failure. However, although skeptics may receive effective
responses from the human communication channels, their prior engagement with the chatbot
will lead them to perceive a lack of contextual coherence between the brands' implied
purpose for their implemented chatbot and the chatbot’s overall performance.

5.3 Dismissers

Dismisser customers' choice to be infrequent users of chatbots is influenced by their desire to
continue using human communication channels to manage service failure and recovery
situations. Unlike skeptics, who are willing to try Al communication channels, dismissers'
preference for human contact prevails. For dismissers, chatbots often signal a lack of
personalized service and empathy, which can exacerbate their frustration and lead to
aggressive responses. These customers are more likely to attribute service failures to the

company's reliance on impersonal technology and might view the technology as a signal of
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the company's disinterest in providing human-centric service recovery. Dismissers do not
trust that chatbots will positively affect them through a recovery process. Service failures
have a significant negative impact on dismissers. Dismissers require service responses that
resemble understanding and empathy toward the outcomes they experienced as a
consequence of the service failure. This makes them susceptible to negative cognitive
thinking toward chatbots that do not harbor characteristics that dismissers will perceive to

mimic human presence.

Compared to devotees, who are more concerned about chatbots' functional ability to resolve a
service failure, dismissers focus their evaluation on chatbots' inefficacy to maintain a service
recovery experience. Such inefficiencies include being unable to detect customers' emotional
position toward the situation and replying inappropriately by delivering responses that are
seemingly apathetic and indifferent toward customers' emotional stance. Receiving real-time
empathy and acknowledgement at the early stages of service recoveries provides dismissers
with assurance and assists in preventing the perceived scale of the service lapse from
escalating. A lack of early assurance communicated through the chatbot at the beginning of
the customer—chatbot exchange will increase dismissers' negative emotions and potentially

negatively impact their satisfaction with the brand.

Dismissers perceive human communication to deliver service quality that distinguishes it
from chatbot channels; they do not consider chatbot channels to be a viable communication
channel for reporting service failure. When engaging with human-based channels, they
anticipate satisfactory experiences, including service recovery. Dismissers anticipate that
chatbots will depersonalize their experience and will not respond to a failure report in a
timely and effective manner. In contrast, dismissers perceive human-based channels as
effortless, easy-to-use, and able to adjust communication according to the customer, which

suits their needs for service recovery phases. For this reason, chatbots that reveal emotional
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as well informational aspects through the customer—chatbot exchange would potentially
appeal to dismissers. However, taking into consideration dismissers' prior sentiment toward
chatbots, dismissers are more likely to perceive a significant contextual incoherence between
the chatbot’s performance and their service experience and will likely anticipate future
dissatisfying service experiences with chatbots.

5.4 Customer engagement paths and dynamic archetypes

The proposed framework (see Figure I) furnishes a holistic depiction of customers' engagement
with chatbot-driven recovery processes; it elucidates their reactions to Al-driven systems,
which align with the delineated customer archetypes comprising devotees, skeptics, and
dismissers. All archetypes, given their different characteristics, are influenced by specific
dimensions (i.e., the four themes identified during data analysis, such as scale of the service
lapse) to the point that exceeding or failing expectations in those dimensions may lead

customers to transition from one archetype to another (e.g., from skeptic to devotee).

<Please place Figure | here>

Devotees, being frequent and experienced chatbot users, are significantly affected by the first
dimension, which pertains to customers’ expectations of chatbots during the recovery phase.
This dimension is concerned with customers' prior experiences and expectations. For
devotees, in alignment with signaling theory, the mere presence of chatbots assisting in
service recovery implies efficient and timely management of the process. If chatbots meet
devotees' expectations, then their positive perception of the technology will persist,
reinforcing their adoption patterns. However, if chatbots fail to meet devotees' needs, they
will not transition to a skeptic, as they are aware of the technology's potential, but their

frustration will be directed toward the company providing the inadequate chatbot.
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Skeptics, on the other hand, respond positively to simple, streamlined, and time-efficient
chatbot-managed processes. Positive experiences with chatbots may enhance skeptics'
perception of the technology and motivate them to further utilize chatbots; they might
transition into devotees in the future. As skeptics lack significant prior interactions with
chatbots, they are easily impressed by seamless service recovery processes. Therefore, it
suffices for chatbots to align with skeptics' preferences during the recovery phase. Chatbots'
utilitarian attributes play a crucial role in fostering a perception of credibility, as evidenced
by participants’ statements; these statements indicated that chatbots encountered during
service recovery situations were predominantly focused on providing information rather than

emotional support, which aligns with the inclinations of skeptics and devotees.

In contrast, dismissers exhibit preferences opposite to those of skeptics. Dismissers, already
harboring low expectations of chatbots due to their inexperience and because they perceive
chatbots to lack humanlike qualities, are attracted to any elements that might alleviate their
discomfort with technology, such as expressions of empathy by chatbots or the involvement
of human employees alongside chatbots in the recovery process. Without these elements,
dismissers are inclined to blame both chatbots and the company for their poor customer
experience and are unlikely to adopt the technology in the future. These findings align with
previous research on customers' individual preferences and responses to chatbot attributes

(Misischia et al., 2022).

Contextual coherence further contributes to exacerbating dismissers' negative perceptions of
chatbots as non-humanlike agents and distant entities. Dismissers' negative assumptions
about chatbots often lead them to reject adoption whenever possible; they view companies’
sole provision of customer services via SSTs as evidence of companies’ lack of care for their
customers. Contextual coherence involves an alignment (or lack of) between the customer

and chatbot, established during their interaction, based on shared understanding. The failure
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of a chatbot to provide assistance or comprehend a customer's precise request has a negative
effect on the customer’s experience, particularly if the interaction was forced on the
customer; this exacerbates dismissers' frustration and aggression toward chatbots, even in
future scenarios. These results are consistent with previous research on customer—chatbot

miscommunication (Sheehan et al., 2020).

Finally, the scale of the service lapse also affects customer experiences in chatbot-led service
recoveries. Previous research has demonstrated the crucial role of context in determining
online customer experiences and customers' attitudes toward technology (Lee and Jun, 2007;
Rose et al., 2011). Extemporaneous interactions led by chatbots, such as advertising or pre-
purchase inquiries, may appear entertaining and engaging to customers, resulting in fewer
negative reactions. However, in service recovery contexts, where customers have already
experienced disappointment due to a failure, customers’ perceptions are affected.
Additionally, the magnitude of the service lapse can further exacerbate their position
regarding chatbot-led recovery. Customers who have experienced severe failures may be
prone to expressing negativity and frustration throughout the recovery process, while the
scale of the service lapse may impact chatbots' ability to intervene effectively. Devotees,
owing to their expertise and knowledge of the technology, understand that chatbots may not
respond adequately to complex recoveries, and maintain their perception of the service
quality offered. Skeptics, however, may not comprehend chatbots' limitations in intelligence
and therefore fail to recognize the variability in chatbots’ performances as attributable to the
context. Consequently, skeptics will appreciate whenever chatbots outperform expectations
or successfully manage an ordinary failure. Conversely, if chatbots fail in the recovery
process, regardless of the severity of the failure, skeptics will be less motivated to further
adopt a technology they initially did not support and potentially transition to dismissers and

adopt an antagonistic attitude toward chatbots.
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6. Theoretical discussions
Although our study focuses on the relationship between chatbot-led interactions and
consumer experiences during SFR processes, its implications are broader, particularly
concerning the interpretation and understanding of the relative importance of each customer
interface. Through the integrated application of theoretical frameworks, we investigate
customers’ online experiences, considering the negative emotions elicited both by the
underlying failure and by how chatbots manage the recovery process, while also addressing
customers' preconceptions and assumptions. Aligned with signaling theory (Yu et al., 2022;
Guha et al., 2023), we propose that chatbots serve not merely as technological tools aiding
customers during challenging situations and linking them to the brand, but also as signals
themselves that evoke responses that directly shape the customer experience. However, not
all customers share the same motivation and experience for engaging in chatbot-led

interactions during SFR.

The qualitative methodology adopted, characterized by its exploratory nature, facilitated the
identification of four key themes that delineate the interaction between customers and
chatbots within the context of SFR. Three distinct customer typologies were discerned
through the intersection and comparison of customers’ responses to chatbot-led interactions
and emerging contextual factors. These archetypes, as depicted in Figure I, exhibit varying
reactions, which subsequently dictate the nature of the customer experience, thereby
influencing their relationship with the company offering chatbot-enabled service recovery
options and impacting future chatbot adoption rates. Furthermore, Figure | elucidates the
dynamic interplay among the various elements that characterize customer—chatbot
interaction. Notably, it is revealed that customer archetypes are not static entities but may

evolve over time as customers’ experience grows.
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In this light, the four identified themes also serve as components of the experience that shape
customers’ evaluations of the overall service encounter, which are contingent upon the
chatbot’s performance at each stage of the recovery process. Such evaluations may engender
either positive or negative affective responses that impact customers’ cognitive and emotional
reactions (Sheehan et al., 2020; Mostafa & Kazamani, 2022). Consequently, this study
provides some insights into the manner in which customers’ reliance on chatbots during Al-
assisted self-service recovery scenarios molds their experiences and influences subsequent

outcomes for both the company and the technology itself.

Although all customers are impacted by the four identified dimensions of service recovery
experiences facilitated by chatbots, the three archetypes—along with customers' transitions
between archetypes—are particularly influenced by specific dimensions. The roles of
dimensions in these dynamics shed light on their relative contribution, of differing
importance, to chatbot-led service recoveries. The dimensions encompass customers’ own
attitudes and expectations, contextual elements, and chatbot characteristics; frustration—
aggression theory and signaling theory help understanding of how each dimension influences
customers’ evaluations of the recovery experience. Customers’ expectations specific to the
technology adopted are a crucial dimension for expert customers, such as devotees, who

experience frustration when meeting chatbots that are neither intelligent nor flexible.

Similarly, customers’ individual preferences during the recovery phase in terms of the degree
of autonomy in their interaction with chatbots and emotional support received vary greatly
across customers and particularly affect skeptics who are generally detached from the
technology. These results, and the differences shown across customers, provide further
insights compared to previous studies. Lu et al. (2024), for example, discussed expectations

only in relation to a chatbot’s anthropomorphic cues and the emotions (positive or negative)
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these may elicit during a recovery. Our study shows that for expert customer segments, who
are knowledgeable about chatbots and strive for an efficient solution to the service recovery,
cues about a chatbot’s emotions and empathy are not enough to avert frustration and
aggressive responses. In relation to the service recovery context, which we label as the “scale
of the service lapse,” the present study identifies circumstances where inexperienced chatbot
users may be more prone toward avoiding chatbots in future service occasions and shows
how the severity of the initial service failure overlaps with the chatbot’s own service failure.
Moreover, the results show that customers’ responses in terms of frustration and aggression
lead specifically to reduced motivation to use chatbots, and a lack of trust overall in the
chatbot and the company providing a perceived poor service. As shown in our framework,
this may even lead to customers questioning chatbots and their ability to understand human
requests and queries, even when facing less complex service issues. In this sense, the study
follows the call by Song et al. (2022) for inquiries into the outcomes of service failure in
contexts of varied levels of severity and identifies connections in the transition across

customer archetypes following negative recovery experiences.

7. Managerial implications and limitations of this study
This study suggests that there are numerous managerial challenges posed by the three
customer typologies to the cultivation of inclusive customer relationships concerning how
managers and management interpret and understand the dynamics of customer experiences in
chatbot-led SFR processes. While further research is necessary to elaborate on these
managerial challenges, our study provides some significant initial insights in this field. Not
only does the proposed framework identify the dimensions characterizing customer—chatbot
interactions and their impact on customer experience in online service recovery, but it also

elucidates the circumstances in which customer experience could be significantly harmed or
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improved. Furthermore, the main results section discusses how these circumstances affect

different types of customers and the potential implications of their negative reactions.

First, we demonstrate that feelings of frustration and aggressive behaviors may influence the
interplay of various dimensions, thereby determining the delivery of an unsatisfactory
experience, even if the service failure is eventually resolved. Should chatbots fail to rectify
the occurred failure or pass the issue to a human agent, these negative feelings and behaviors
will be exacerbated. Consequently, a vicious circle ensues when a chatbot’s offering is
perceived by customers as a signal of the delivery of poor, inefficient, and unsatisfactory
service experience. The interviews revealed that, based on customers' technological
proficiency and confidence, the companies offering chatbots might be blamed either for
providing an outdated and inadequate chatbot (by devotees) or for not permitting the
intervention of a human agent and leaving the customer—chatbot interaction unsupervised (by

dismissers).

A second implication arising from the interviews is that customers may endure significant
suffering due to their poor service experience to the extent of questioning their relationship
with the company. Not only have they already suffered from the service failure, but they have
also had to endure an interaction that fails to adequately compensate for their inconveniences.
We posit that this aspect emerged due to the luxury setting under investigation, where luxury
customers' purchases are expensive and luxury brands promote a "flawless™ experience that
contributes to customers’ high expectations (Kapferer & Bastien, 2017). We believe that the
attribution of blame and its consequences for customer—company relationships will be similar
even in other settings, particularly when the relative cost of the purchase is significant for the

customer, or the customer has developed a strong brand attachment and perceives themselves
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as loyal and entitled. We encourage further research to address this aspect. We consider this a

limitation to this study and as a fruitful future research direction.

A third and final remark pertains to skeptics who constitute the most sensitive customer
archetype among those identified. Although they lack the expertise of devotees, they do not
harbor as strong prejudices against chatbots as dismissers. Companies should focus on
delivering a chatbot-led recovery service experience that is simple, intuitive, and appealing to
this customer segment, to avoid negatively influencing them and to advance customers'
comfort around chatbots. Companies should act as instructors by providing customers with
guidance and actively promoting the advantages of chatbots, such as immediate action and
reduced waiting time between reporting the failure and the initiation of recovery.
Additionally, companies should work toward integrating their service recovery agents to
ensure that human employees can take the lead on any issues throughout the service recovery
process. These actions would address both the frustration emerging during the recovery

process and customers' perception of chatbots as a signal of poor quality.

Regarding the limitations of the study, beyond the focus on the luxury sector, which
customers tend to associate with exclusive and personalized customer care services, we
emphasize the exploratory nature of this work. Further studies may either focus on expanding
the identification of customer archetypes by identifying new variables or new emotional
reactions elicited in customer—chatbot interactions. Interviewed customers were asked to
describe whether the encountered chatbot displayed any human characteristics or had been
personified; all customers stated that, in their experience, chatbots could not be referred to as
"anthropomorphic,” and only a few customers were greeted with humanlike conversational

styles or received expressions of sympathy from chatbots. This aspect could be further
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addressed by involving companies in new studies and on-field experiments. Another potential
avenue for future research in chatbot-led service recovery is cross-cultural comparison
between countries. In our research, no clear cultural differences emerged from a comparison
of the interviews conducted in four countries. New insights and customer archetypes might
emerge by expanding the comparison to Western and Eastern countries, considering the
differing technological skills of customers and the availability of highly specialized Al

technologies.



Table I. Summary of literature on chatbot-led interactions, online service failure and chatbot-led interactions, and online customer experience
and chatbot-led interactions
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Research stream

Key variables

Perceived humanlike
intelligence

Preference for hedonic
aspects

Preference for
utilitarian aspects

Service reliability
challenged

Chatbot-led
interactions

Chen et al. (2023)

Chen et al. (2021)

Lteif & Valenzuela (2022)
Huang & Dootson (2022)
Pavone et al. (2023)

Cheng et al. (2022)
Lee et al. (2022)
Melian-Gonzalez et al.
(2021)

Choi et al. (2021)

Blut et al. (2021)
Mostafa & Kasamani
(2022)

Murtarelli et al. (2021)
Meier et al. (2024)

Davenport et al. (2020)
Luo et al. (2019)

Song et al. (2022)
Hollebeek et al. (2024)
Sheehan et al. (2020)
Kipnis et al. (2022)
Wang et al. (2023)

Customer dissatisfaction

Information and
communication failures

Functional and systems
failures

Transfer to human-based
channels

Online service
failure and
chatbot-led
interactions

Meuter et al. (2000)
Hall & Hyodo (2022)
Zhu et al. (2013)
Ozuem et al. (2021)
Choi et al. (2021)

Sheehan et al. (2020)
Pavone et al. (2023)
Rajaobelina et al. (2021)
Lv et al. (2022)

Hall & Hyodo (2022)
Ozuem et al. (2021)
Gerrath et al. (2023)
Choi et al. (2021)

Yu etal. (2022)

Xing et al. (2022)

Choi et al. (2021)

Sheehan et al. (2020)

Huang & Dootson (2022)
Javornik et al. (2020)
Christodoulides et al. (2021)
Gerrath et al. (2023)

Consistency in chatbot-led
interactions with
customers

Customer autonomy
negatively impacted

Blame attributed to
company

Blame attributed to chatbot

Online
customer
experience and
chatbot-led
interactions

Chen et al. (2023)
Mozafari et al. (2022)

Meuter et al. (2000)
Hall & Hyodo (2022)
Zhu et al. (2013)
Ozuem et al. (2021)
Roy et al. (2024)

Dao & Theotokis (2021)

Ryoo et al. (2024)
Pavone et al. (2023)

Choi et al. (2021)
Sheehan et al. (2020)

De Visser et al. (2016)
Lteif & Valenzuela (2022)
Rajaobelina et al. (2021)
Kipnis et al. (2022)

Crolic et al. (2022)

Source: our elaboration
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Table Il. Participants’ demographics

N° | Country Gender | Age | Occupation

1 Italy Female | 30 SEO specialist

2 Italy Female |25 Fashion designer

3 Italy Male 27 Procurement officer

4 Italy Female | 26 MSc Fashion student

5 Italy Female |24 Hotelier

6 Italy Female |27 Graphics designer

7 Italy Male 22 University student (Language)

8 France Female |22 University student (Sports Marketing)

9 France Female |24 Junior designer

10 | France Female |25 Photographer

11 | France Female |25 University student (Speech, Language, and Hearing Sciences)
12 | France Male 27 Print designer

13 | France Female | 26 Social media marketing assistant

14 | France Female |26 Social worker

15 | France Male 20 Shop assistant (textile company)

16 | United Kingdom Female |27 Engineer

17 | United Kingdom Male 29 Teacher

18 | United Kingdom Female | 26 Administration assistant

19 | United Kingdom Female |25 Sales representative

20 | United Kingdom Male 29 Human resource officer

21 | United Kingdom Male 20 University student (Media and Graphics)
22 | United Kingdom Female 20 University student (Aviation)

23 | United Kingdom Female 21 University student (Digital Marketing)
24 | United Kingdom Female |21 University student (Sports Management)
25 | United Kingdom Male 23 University student (Digital Marketing)
26 | United Kingdom Female |26 MSc Finance student

27 | United Kingdom Male 20 University student (Digital Marketing)
28 | United Kingdom Female |28 Project consultant
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29 | United Kingdom Male 25 MSc Data Science student

30 | United States Female |20 University student (Media, Film & TV)

31 | United States Female |21 University student (Marketing)

32 | United States Female | 20 University student (Marketing)

33 | United States Female |20 University student (Finance and Accounting)
34 | United States Male 20 Fashion shop assistant

35 | United States Male 22 University student (Data Science)

36 | United States Female |21 University student (Sport)

37 | United States Female |23 University student (Business Administration)
38 | United States Female |22 University student (Finance)

39 | United States Male 22 University student (Marketing and PR)

40 | United States Female |22 University student (Marketing and PR)

41 | United States Male 24 Trainee Solicitor

42 | United States Male 20 University student (Engineering)

43 | United States Female 19 University student (Sports and Marketing)
44 | United States Male 19 University student (Media and Music)

45 | United States Female |20 University student (Sports and Marketing)
46 | United States Male 20 University student (Fashion)

47 | United States Male 23 University student (Marketing and Advertising)
48 | United States Male 28 Customer service officer

49 | United States Female |26 Assistant manager

50 | United States Female | 20 University student (Business Administration)
51 | United States Female 24 University student (PR and Fashion)

52 | United States Male 26 Media assistant

Source: our elaboration
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Table 111. Thematic categories

Major themes

Definition

Keywords

Customers’

expectations of
chatbots in the
recovery phase

When initiating a service recovery procedure,
customers have expectations that are based not
only on the perception they have of the brand and
its reliability, but also on prior and similar
experiences with the brand itself or with different
brands. When  self-service  technologies,
specifically chatbots, are involved in the recovery
procedure, more expectations are created based
on customers’ expertise with the technology and
on their preconceptions, thus affecting actual
acceptance of chatbots in the recovery processes

Guaranteed quality customer
service

Investing the time
Confined interaction
Disappoint customers
Viable option
Expectations vary
Easier to work

Reliable

Automation does not
undermine

Override

Alternative support
Misunderstanding
Complex scenario
Efficiency

Be comfortable in using

Scale of the
service lapse

The nature of service failures, as well as their
severity, affects customers’ perceptions of the
service recovery in two ways. On the one hand, it
affects them emotionally: negative emotions are
elicited, which influence their willingness to
collaborate with the chatbot throughout the
interaction. On the other hand, it influences their
predetermined perception of chatbots as (un)able
to deliver an effective service recovery. Chatbots’
capabilities and autonomy, therefore, imply a
turning point in the process, leading either to

Complex issues

Simple problems

Frustrating

Limited number of problems
Inconvenience in reporting
Informative

Customer service

Level of emotional intelligence
Lengthy processes
Autonomy

Functionality

Human assistance is required

48



increased customer satisfaction or to double
deviation

Customer
preferences
during the
recovery phase

Customers align  their  preferences and
expectations of how the service recovery will be
conducted with the actual recovery procedure
delivered by the chatbot. These preferences and
expectations affect the features of service
recovery they prioritize, such as speed, which
influence their overall satisfaction with the
recovery experience. Two opposite inclinations
prevail: the emotional vs. the practical side of
service recovery

Speed

Automatic help
Reduced wait time
Customer services
Streamlined
Time-sensitive situation
Personalized

Emotional support
Human empathy
Apologizing

Impersonal

Feeling valued and appreciated
Effortless process

Contextual
coherence

Contextual coherence refers to the degree of
shared understanding established between
customer and chatbot. Such understanding may
derive from an alignment between customers’
expectations of the recovery process and the level
of service actually provided by the chatbot, and
does not necessarily coincide with full recovery
of the service failure. Significant exchanges
between customer and chatbot may, in fact, still
lead to positive outcomes and future chatbot
adoption. Contextual coherence also affects
customers’ perceptions of the brand offering the
service recovery by chatbot through the transfer
of negative or positive emotions that arise during
the service recovery processes

Express regret for poor service
Empathy

Comprehension

Detect problem
Companies focused around
chatbots

Customer empowerment
Control

Automated message
overwhelming

Easy-to-use user interface
Chatbot intelligence
Effective implementation

Source: our elaboration
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Appendix 1: Fifteen exploratory open-ended questions

Socio-demographic data (sex, age, education, nationality, etc.)
Luxury brands and customer interactions

1. Please could you tell me which luxury brands you usually buy [Which products do you prefer
to buy? (Are they local/national/international brands?; Are they emergent/consolidated
brands?)]

2. What do you think of these brands in terms of their customer interaction and engagement?

3. How would you describe your relationship with the brands? [When the relationship was born,
how it evolved, what motivates you to consider and buy them, e.g., self-expression,
socialization, quality, reputation; How often do you buy products from these brands?]

4. Inwhat ways do you interact with these brands (offline, online, etc.)? [Which offline and online
customer services do these brands offer? How many of these have you experienced? In what
ways do they differ?]

Customer services and chatbots

1. What do you think of digital technologies in the provision of customer services? [Do you often
use technology during your shopping processes? Does this depend on the brand/product? Do
you have any privacy concerns when using online technologies or online services?]

2. How would you describe your experience with the use of chatbots? [Have you used chatbots
in your purchase processes? For which purposes? And what about other Al agents? Have you
used a luxury brand’s chatbots or Al agents for other purposes, e.g., pre-purchase information
search? ]

Service failure and chatbots

1. Describe your service failure experience. [What kind of service failure (technical,
communication, delivery, others)?, When (on what occasion) did you experience it? (normal
shopping, after a specific event, etc.)]

2. How did you contact the company (e.g., chatbots, human customer advisor)?

3. Please can you describe your interactions with the chatbot during the service failure [Was the
chatbot informative, reliable, understandable, and, overall, useful in those circumstances?
Was it easy to use? Did you enjoy interacting with the chatbot and why? Was the chatbot
somehow characterized? Were you aware from the start that you were interacting with a
chatbot?]

Chatbot, recovery strategy, brand loyalty

1. Canyou tell me how the service failure was recovered (chatbots, employees)? [Were you able
to solve the service failure issues by interacting with the chatbot or did you have to interact
with an employee?]

2. How would you describe your experience in using chatbots during service failure recovery?

3. How happy or frustrated were you using chatbots in the service recovery process? [Were you
satisfied with the chatbot’s handling of the situation? Do you think this brand might have
managed your service recovery in a better way? Did you have prior expectations about this
chatbot and service recovery?]

4. Do chatbots facilitate/undermine your loyalty to the brand? [Do you think your attitude to the
brand changed? How? Did your purchase habits change too? (You decided to interrupt the
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relationship with the brand, you started buying less from the brand or buying only from the
online/offline channel, you started to consider other competitors, etc.)]

Other effects

1. Describe the differences between your experience of chatbot-led online service failure
recovery and other service failure recovery customer services?

2. Interms of technology adoption, do you think your experience of a chatbot has changed the
way you consider interacting with Al in your purchase processes? What other Al tools would
you consider in your next purchasing experiences? Which of them could be useful in an online
services failure?
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