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ABSTRACT
Present conceptualizations of service

evaluations assume that customers always use careful,
thoughtful processing strategies in forming service
quality and satisfaction judgments. However, research in
perception suggests that people often use heuristics or
decision shortcuts in making evaluations. In particular,
it has been suggested that individuals may use their mood
as a heuristic in several evaluative contexts. This
dissertation examines the conditions under which
customers are likely to their mood as a heuristic, and
the effects of mood on customers’ memory and judgments.

The results suggest that customers are more likely
to use their mood as a heuristic when they do not expect
to have future interactions with the service, and when
they perceive the service to be either very simple or
very complex than when they perceive it to be moderately
complex. Individuals exhibited greater memory for
service encounters when they were in a good mood, when
they expected to have future encounters with the service,
and when the service was moderately complex. Individuals
also made more extreme evaluations (more positive when in
a good mood and more negative when in a bad mood) when
they did not expect to have future interactions and when

the service was either very simple or very complex.
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THE USE OF HEURISTICS IN SERVICE EVALUATIONS

The service encounter, or the direct interaction
between the customer and the service provider(s), is
emerging as a key strategic variable in an organization’s
efforts to improve customers’ perceptions of service
quality and their satisfaction with the service.

Indeed, 1n many service contexts, the service encounter
is8 the service from the customer’s perspective (Bitner,
Booms and Tetreault, 1990) and hence, it may be the sole
determinant of customers’ quality judgments and
satisfaction.

There 1s considerable research interest in such
customer evaluations of service encounters because these
judgments have been shown to influence behaviors such as
service loyalty, switching, and word-of-mouth activity
(Oliver, 1980; Bitner, 1990). *The service in this
restaurant 1is excellent,* *I am not satisfied with my new
hairstylisc," *"This physician seems very competent," or
“This supplier is very reliable," are examples of the
judgments that customers of services routinely make 1n
evaluating service encounters. But how do customers
reach these evaluations? If asked to explain how these
judgments were made, the customer would no doubt provide
a reasonable response. That is, the custcmer could

readily and easily generate a list of service attributes,
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and an evaluation of each of these. While such a
thought ful, careful, attribute based process
characterizes some service evaluations, it may not be an
accurate representation of all service evaluations.

The current literature on services, however, seems
to be based almost exclusively upon the assumption that
customers always use careful and thoughtful processing of
important service attributes (e.g., tangibles,
reliability, assurance, etc.) in forming evaluations of
service quality (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988,
1994; Cronin and Taylor, 1994; Teas, 1994). Contrary to
this view, research in perception has demonstrated that
people often act as "cognitive misers* (Fiske and Taylor,
1984) intent on minimizing the amount of cognitive
processing required in a careful, thoughtful evaluation
based upon all the attributes. Conseguently, at times,
people opt for heuristics or decision shortcuts in making
their judgments.

It is reasonable to expect that similar
psychological processes will be at work 1n customers’
evaluations of services as well, prompting the use of
heuristics on at least some occasions. For example, 1in a
service encounter, customers may focus on only one or a
few important attributes of the service (e.g., price,

location, etc.) in judging service quality. Customers
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may even rely on target-irrelevant information--that is,
information that is not intrinsic to the actual delivery
of service--in forming impressions of service quality,
and their satisfaction with the service. Heuristics used
in this manner may include stereotypes about the service
(e.g., a dental office in a shopping mall is not
professional), or about the service provider (e.g., all
hairdressers are chatty), or about specific features of
the service provider (e.g., this financial consultant
looks elderly--he’ll be less aggressive in investment
strategies than a younger counterpart) or the mood state
of the customer.

Researchers have suggested that the study of
customers’ use of mood as a heuristic is particularly
important for several reasons (Gardner, 1985). First,
robust mood effects have been observed in a wide range of
consumer behavior phenomena, such as responses to
advertising (Goldberg and Gorn, 1987), memory for
advertising (Srull, 1983), and decision making. This
suggests that customers’ evaluation of services may also
be similarly impacted by their mood states. Second,
interpersonal and affective responses seem to be more
critical in the evaluation of services than in the
evaluation of goods (Bateson, 1991). This is attributed

to the distinguishing characteristics of services--
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intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and
perishability (Zeithaml et. al., 1985)--that render
services more ambiguous and difficult to evaluate
(Murray, 1991). Stronger mood effects have been found in
individuals’ evaluations of ambiguous stimuli than in the
evaluations of less ambiguous ones (Isen, 1984). Hence,
it is suggested that customers may be especially prone to
using their mood as a decision heuristic in evaluating
service interactions.

Despite repeated calls for understanding the role of
mood in customer service evaluations, this issue has
received very little empirical attention. As Knowles,
Grove and Pickett (1993) point out, researchers have not
"explicitly.... or even implicitly investigated the role
of mood in the recollection of, evaluation of, and/or
behavior toward services.*

To gain a better understanding of how heuristics
such as mood may influence customer evaluations, it 1s
important to first identify when we may expect such
influence. In other words, we need to identify whether
customers are more or less susceptible to using
heuristics such as mood (instead of thoughtful
processing) in some service encounters than in others.
Broadly speaking, a customer may use heuristics in

service evaluations when i) (s)he believes that in a
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given service setting, the effort involved in thoughtful
processing is not worthwhile or, when ii) (s)he perceives
time or processing constraints (real or imagined) which
prevent thoughtful processing and encourage the use of
heuristics. The process need not necessarily involve
such a conscious tradeoff. A heuristic may also be
invoked automatically, so that the customer may not even
be aware of using it in place of deliberate processing.
In some situations however, customers may consciously
attempt to control the use of any such heuristics because
they value the accuracy of evaluations (Branscombe and
Cohen, 1991). The identification of such boundary
conditions delineating when the use of heuristics is
likely in service evaluations, may enhance our
understanding of how heuristic use affects customer
responses to sérvice encounters.

The objectives of this dissertation therefore, are
to empirically verify a) the conditions under which
customers are likely to use mood states as heuristics,
and b) the effects of mood on customers’ memory and
evaluations.

The issue of when customers use heuristics versus
thought ful processing is significant from both the
managerial and the theoretical perspectives. To

illustrate, if customers of a service use heuristics such
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as moods oOr stereotypes in making service quality
judgments, and the managers of the service focus on
improving service attributes, managerial efforts to
enhance customers’ service evaluations will be
misdirected. Similarly, if customers actually use
attribute information in thoughtful processing and
managers focus on improving heuristics (such as creating
good mood), managerial actions will again be in vain. In
addition to helping managers adapt their marketing
efforts to their customers, knowledge regarding when
customers are more likely to use a specific processing
strategy may allow them to promote the desired processing
strategy. For instance, if the service is deemed very
complex, and the customer believes (s)he cannot
adequately evaluate the attribute information, (s)he may
adopt a heuristic approach (Forgas and Bower, 1989). If
thoughtful, attribute based processing is desired, the
customer must be made to perceive the service evaluation
as less complex. Most customers of financial services
for example, may perceive the evaluation of the service
to be a complex task. If such a service organization
wishes to promote thoughtful processing by customers, it
must first help customers overcome this perception. The
advertising message of one such service emphasizes "We

don’‘t let you get it, until you got it." Such messages
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may assure customers that they would not have to "buy"
into or "get" the service before they understand its
ramifications, and that the management of the service
would take appropriate steps to help customers make a
complex evaluation. Consequently, customers may be
persuaded to examine the attribute information in the
service encounter. Knowledge about the type of
information processing strategy used in a given setting
would also enhance our theoretical understanding of
cognitive processes in general, and of service
evaluations in particular.

Given the nature of the service encounter--involving
the interaction between the customer and the service
provider in a service setting--we can expect that the
processing strategy used will be influenced by both
person variables (e.g., customer characteristics) and
situational variables (e.g., service characteristics).
Consequently, in the next section, we present the effects
on heuristic use of person and situation variables in a
service encounter, using an interactional framework of

service evaluations.
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AN INTERACTIONAL FRAMEWORK OF SERVICE EVALUATIONS

It 1s widely recognized that most service encounters
are social interactions in which customers are physically
in the presence of service employees (Siehl, Bowen and
Pearson, 1992). Several researchers have suggested
therefore that customers may look to employee attitude
and behavior (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987), to aspects
of the physical environment in which the service is
provided (Bitner, 1990), and even to the "audience"“ of
fellow customers (Grove and Fisk, 1983; Bendapudi and
Lessig, 1993) in forming service evaluations. This
suggests that an interactional framework is required to
capture the person-situation interaction that
characterizes the social context within which service
encounters take place. Such a framework is presented in
Figure 1.

The framework draws upon the work of Block and Block
(1981), to propose that the customer functions as the
"“person" operating within the service environment, that
1s, the service encounter situation. The service
encounter may of course, involve other people such as
service providers and other customers but, from an
individual customer’s vantage point, they become part of
the service setting or the "situation®". The components

of '"person® and "situation" can be further divided into



Figure 1
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several levels. These are discussed below.

Levels of The Service Situation. Interest in the service

situation was initially confined to the effects of the
role of the physical environment in service encounters
(Bitner, 1990). However, environmental analysis suggests
that the physical environment must be studied as one of
multiple environments in a situation (Bitner, 1992).
Consequently, a conceptual distinction is drawn in the
framework among three different levels of the service
situation reflecting "successive stages of interpretation
of the situation by the experiencing individual,* (Block

and Block, 1981). The first level of the service

encounter is the physical-biological situation. This
refers to the physical setting of the service (e.g.,
location, furniture, equipment, decor etc.) as well as to
the people present at the time of the encounter (e.g.,
age, sex, number, race etc.). The physical-biological
situation involves a descriptive rather than a conceptual
level of understanding in that it requires registering
all or part of the obvious or phenotypic attributes of
the situation that are accessible to the senses (Jessor,
1881). To a large extent (excepting perhaps the exact
configuration of customers patronizing the service at a

given moment), this level of the service situation is
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controlled by the service provider.

We have suggested that in the first level of the
service situation, customers register the obvious
attributes of the service. However, in itself, the
physical/bioclogical level of the environment carries
little heaning to the customer. In stead, customers
filter the meaning about the physical/biological

situation through recourse to the second level, the

canonical situation for that service encounter. That 1is,
customers tap into the “consensually defined,
consensually constructed, or consensually accepted*
(Block and Block, 1981) prototypes for the specific
service encounter to ascribe meaning to the
physical/bioclogical situation. Investigations of the
roles in a service encounter (Solomon et al. 1985) and
common customer expectations about service performance
(Surprenant and Solomon, 1987) are thus tapping into the
canonical service situation. The value of the canonical
situation can be illustrated by a simple example.
Consider the findings of Bitner (1990) who studied the
effects of the physical environment on customer responses
to service encounters. Bitner reports that in the
context of a travel agency service, customers attributed
more blame to the travel agent (and to the agency) when a

service failure was portrayed as occurring in an agency
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that appeared cluttered and unorganized than when the
failure was shown to have occurred in an agency that
appeared to be clean and organized. Would such an effect
prevall across different service settings? That 1is,
would an immaculate, organized appearance enhance service
evaluations--and mitigate blame for failure--for all
services? It 1s conceivable that the effect of the
physical/biological environment will depend on the
canonical situation, or the socially constructed
expectations of the customer. The unorganized, cluttered
physical environment which may have a detrimental effect
on the evaluation of say, an accountant‘s office may well
enhance the evaluation of a different service such as an
advertising agency (assuming people expect creative
environments to be untidy!).

The canonical situations for various services may be
described in terms of specific dimensions. Adapting a
list formulated by Block and Block (1981), we postulate
that canonical situations may be characterized in terms

of four dimensions: complexity, divergence, familiaritvy,

and involvement. A more complex (as opposed to simple)

canonical situation is one where the typical customer
perceives service quality judgments as requiring a great
deal of cognitive processing. The complexity may stem

from the ambiguity of the service delivery (i.e. the
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outcome may not be easily identifiable as positive or
negative; Forgas and Bower, 1988) or from the amount of
information to be evaluated for the various processes in
the service (Shostack, 1987).

The second dimension of canonical situations is the
divergence, that 1is, "executional latitude* (Shostack,
1987). A divergent canonical situation is one where the
goal of the service encounter may be satisfied by many
different paths or routes. AaAn oil-change service, for
example, would be less divergent than investment advice
about a portfolio of stocks and bonds. The relationship
between complexity and divergence merits clarification.
While more complex services tend to be more divergent, 1t
need not always be so. An entertainer’s service may be
‘simple’ in the sense of involving a specific process
(e.g., sing, dance, act etc.) but, the execution of the
process allows infinite variations, making it a divergent
service.

Services may also differ on the degree of
familiarity for the typical customer. A familiar as
opposed to a nonfamiliar canonical situation 1s one where
the context of the service (physical, interpersonal,
social, cultural) as well as the demands of the service
(task demands, social demands etc.) are well-known and

predictable to the average or typical customer. For
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instance, the canonical situation for a service that is
well established (e.g., dry cleaning) can be expected to
be more familiar than that for an emerging service such
as mobile grocery stores for older adults confined to
their homes.

The fourth dimension of canonical situations is that
of involvement. A more involving situation is one which
is perceived as more arousing and galvanizing (Block and
Block, 1981). The canonical involvement thus corresponds
to the ‘situational involvement’ discussed in marketing
literature (Rothschild, 1979). That is, it is the level
of involvement generated by the service for people at

large, as opposed to a given individual.

Person Variables: The above discussion posits that

customers understand the physical/biological environment
in terms of the canonical situation appropriate to the
service encounter. It was also suggested that canonical
situations are shared, consensually developed
constructions of service situations. This does not imply
however, that customers who share a common canonical
situation will respond in an identical fashion to the
service encounter or that they would evaluate it in the
same manner. We turn to a discussion of person variables

to explain why this is the case.
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The two levels of the situation described so far--
the physical-biological and the canonical--are perceived
and interpreted by the service customer, that is, the
‘person’ in the interaction. The customer brings to the
service encounter both persistent and momentary states.
The persistent person variables are those that endure
beyond the specific service encounter. This definition
of persistent person variables corresponds to the
‘abstract structure’ of Nystedt (1981). Persistent
person variables include the individual’s schemata (Fiske
and Taylor, 1984) and scripts (Solomon et al. 1985),
attitudes and opinions, expectations about future
encounters, norms, and the stereotypes the individual may
hold about the service and the service provider. It must
be pointed out that schemata, scripts and stereotypes
(which are specific to the service) are classified as
persistent because of their demonstrated perseverance
(1.e., stability across service encounters) in the face
of inconsistent information (Fiske and Taylor, 1984;
Weber and Crocker, 1983). In fact, if schemata, scripts
and stereotypes had to be adjusted with every additional
piece of information, they would lose their heuristic
power of reducing cognitive processing (Branscombe and

Cohen, 1991).
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Momentary person variables are those that are

specific to a given service encounter that is, they refer
to the transitory states of the person at the time of
perception (Nystedt, 1981). Momentary variables include
the customer’s mood states, the level of involvement with
the service (corresponding to the "enduring involvement*
of Rothschild, 1979), the goals and intentions of the

customer, and time or situational pressures.

The Functional Situation: The service encounter which is

perceived or construed by the customer (as a result of
the person-situation interaction) 1is termed the
functional situation (the beta press of Murray, 1938).
Whereas the canonical situation 1s consensual or shared,
the functional situation is idiosyncratic, resulting from
unique aspects in the persistent and momentary states of
the particular customer interacting with the service
situation. This suggests not only that different
customers may perceive the same service encounter
differently but also that the same customer may respond
to similar service encounters very differently, at
different points in time. For example, the polite chit-
chat of a sales clerk that is perceived favorably when
the customer has time to spare may be viewed as an

annoyance when the customer faces a time crunch.
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It is the functional situation then that the
customer responds to. Therefore, whether the customer
adopts a careful, thoughtful processing of the service
encounter or resorts to heuristics in evaluating the

service will depend upon the characteristics of the
functional service situation. However, aspects of the
physical/biological situation, the canonical situation,
person variables, and their interactions are all part of
the functional situation, and hence, they too affect the
use of heuristics.

Discussing all of these influences in detail is
beyond the scope of this paper. In stead, in the next
section, we draw upon the interactional framework to
develop those propositions on heuristic use that will be
empirically tested in this dissertation. In response to
the paucity of studies of mood effects in service
encounters, and the calls for closer examination of this
phenomenon, this dissertation specifically examines the
use of mood state as a heuristic in service evaluations.

The propositions are developed to reflect this focus.
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DEVELOPMENT OF HYPOTHESES
The objectives of this dissertation are a) to empirically
test the conditions under which customers are more likely
to use their prior moods in evaluating services and
further b) to explore the nature of the effects when
moods are used as heuristics.

As with heuristics in general, moods may have an
important influence on two aspects of the service
encounter: a) the attention to and memory of information
available in the encounter, and b) the evaluation that
customers make about the service (Gardner, 1985; Knowles
et. al., 1993). The following discussiocon and development

of hypotheses are organized around these two issues.

ATTENTION TO/MEMORY FOR INFORMATION AVAILABLE IN THE

SERVICE ENCOUNTER

Clearly, one may expect to see differences in the
attention paid to the information available in the
service encounter, and in the degree and accuracy of
memory for such information, between customers who use a
thought ful processing strategy and those who use a more
simplifying, heuristic approach. The former are expected
to pay more attention to information and to exhibit
better memory for it (Klein and Yadav, 1989).

The issue of attention paid to the information, and
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subsequent memory of the information, are particularly
important in the case of service encounters. This is
because recollection of the details of service encounters
may be complicated by the distinguishing characteristics
of services (intangibility, inseparability, heterogeneity
and perishability) alluded to earlier. To illustrate,
the intangibility of services may make it more difficult
to remember the service encounter; in general, the recall
of the abstract (intangible) appears to be worse than the
recall of the concrete (tangible) (Bowen and Springston,
1970). However, enhancing customers’ attention to and
memory of the information in the service encounter may be
a priority for a high gquality service organization that
has carefully formulated its mix of services. Rather
than naively assuming that customers will pay attention
to all the details of the service encounters, it may be
in the strategic interest of the service organization to
know when customers are likely to do so. Below, we
explore some effects that might lower the attention paid
to, as well as the memory of, service encounter
information by inducing a less thoughtful, heuristic
procesing of service attributes. That is, we investigate
potential influences that might make the expenditure of
greater cognitive effort for greater accuracy seem sub-

optimal.
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In developing these hypotheses, we distinguish
between the attention paid to information, as evidenced
by the time spent on acquiring such information and on
the efficiency of such tactics, as evidenced in
subsequent memory for information available in the

service encounter.

The Impact of Mood.

The findings on the impact of mood upon attention to
information are somewhat equivocal. Some studies suggest
that good mood leads to greater attention and more
efficient use of information (Bearden, Duncan, and
Masters, 1981) while other studies suggest that positive
mood may induce individuals to resort to more
simplifying, heuristic processing of information, 1in
place of more taxing, careful, thoughtful processing
(Isen and Means, 1983). Similarly, some researchers
suggest that negative affect enhances the attention to
external information (Lewisohn et. al., 1980). However,
others have argued that this effect may be an artifact of
the method used, and that it may be restricted to
situations that involve information about oneself
(Schwartz, 1981). Thus, though researchers postulate
that attention paid to information differs between

individuals in good and bad mood states, the direction of
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the difference is not clear.

In contrast, the findings on the effect of mood on
memory are less ambiguous. It is generally recognized
that individuals in a good mood tend to recall more
information overall than their counterparts in a bad mood
(Ellis et. al., 1985). This is consistent with the
notion that positive mood enhances the efficiency of
search for information and of the decision-making
strategy (Isen, 1984). Thus, even in studies that showed
that individuals in a good mood used heuristic
approaches, the performance of these individuals did not
seem to be impaired (Isen and Means, 1983).

A related issue concerns the recall of positive or
negative information. It goes without saying that
service organizations would prefer to have customers
recall the positive versus the negative aspects of a
service encounter. Current evidence suggests that
individuals in a good mood recall more positive
information than negative information (Bower, 1981).
Moreover, in these and other studies, the opposite effect
appears to prevail for individuals in a negative mood
(see Isen, 1984 for more complete discussion). The
information provided by the service organization, 1in the
course of service encounter is likely to be slanted

toward more positive aspects. If this is the case, given
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its content, the memory of this information should be
higher among individuals in a good mood than among those
in a bad mood. Based on the above discussion, we propose

the following:

H1l: Customers in good versus bad moods will differ
in the attention that they pay to information
available in the course of a service encounter, as
measured by time spent on acquiring such
information.

H2: Customers in a good mood will exhibit greater
and more accurate memory for the information
presented in a service encounter than those in a bad
mood. This effect will be more pronounced when the
information content is positive in tone.

The Impact of Expectations of Future Encounters.

An important persistent person variable is the
expectation that the customer holds about the service
encounter and about his/her relationship to the service
(whether the customer expects it to be a onetime service
encounter or expects it to be a repeated interaction).
The expectations of the customer about his or her
continued relationship with the service may impact the
choice of information processing strategy. That 1is,
there may be a difference in the processing strategy used
by a customer who perceives the encounter as leading to
no future commitment (e.g., a customer who chooses an
airline on the basis of a temporary price discount) and

one who perceives the current service encounter as one 1in
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a series of encounters that (s)he is committed to (e.g.,
a customer who participates in an airline’s frequent
flier program). Person perception literature
demonstrates that expectations of future interactions
(Branscombe and Cohen, 1991) encourage a more thought ful,
attribute based processing strategy, presumably due to
the individual perceiving a greater outcome dependency
with respect to the target (Neuberg and Fiske, 1987).
Current marketing practices seems to lend credence to
this view. For example, the strategy of relationship
marketing 1s predicated upon the assumption that long
term relationships between customers and service
providers lead to perceptions of greater dependence on
the service/service provider (Shani and Chalasani, 1992).
A customer who expects the encounter to involve no future
commitment would thus experience less of an outcome
dependency and consequently, less motivation to engage in
a thoughtful attribute based processing.

This is because the effort-accuracy tradeoff may
work in favor of saving effort when an individual
believes that the impact of an inaccurate evaluation will
be restricted to a single, isolated service encounter.

On the contrary, the need for accurate evaluation may be
far greater when the customer perceives that (s)he will

be committed to several service encounters, especially in
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the initial stages of the service relationship. It is
possible of course that over time, after a comfort level
has been established with the service, that the customer
may again revert to heuristics. In this case, heuristics
may be used because thoughtful, cognitive effort is not
deemed worthwhile given the predictability of the
outcome. A marked departure from expectations may be
required to jolt consumers back into a thoughtful
processing mode. The overall effect of the expectation
of future encounters may thus be to lead customers to pay
more attention to the information presented in the
service encounter, and to better remember this
information later. Based on the above discussion, it is
proposed:

H3: Customers with expectations of future encounters

will pay greater attention to information available

in the course of a service encounter, as measured by

the spent on acquiring such information, than

customers who do not have such expectations.

H4: Customers with expectations of future encounters

will exhibit greater and more accurate memory for

the information presented in a service encounter
than those without such expectations.

The Impact of the Complexity of the Service.

When referring to a service evaluation that 1is
"generally" accepted to be more (or less) complex, we are

referring to the complexity dimension of the canonical
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situation. That is, we are referring to whether a
service evaluation is perceived to be complex on average,
even though specific individual customers‘ assessments
may vary from this general perception.

As reviewed earlier, canonical complexity may be
affected by the ambiguity of the service delivery and by
the amount of information to be evaluated. The ambiguity
in a service may result from the difficulty of diagnosing
and validating the service outcome (e.g., the outcome of
lawn maintenance service is less ambiguous than the
outcome of a therapy session) or from the amount of
information that must be processed, or from the time
delay before the results of the service can be evaluated
(e.g., the investment advice about long term financial
strategy) . The greater the ambiguity of the service
delivery, the harder it is for the customer to evaluate
whether the service encounter is positive or negative.
Such complexity generally appears to favor a heuristic
approach to information processing. For example, Isen and
Shalker (1982) report that individuals were most likely
to use their moods as heuristic devices when the
evaluation task was ambiguous, and hence, more complex,
than when the evaluation task was of a target that was

unambiguous and straight forward.



25

We have thus suggested that when services are very
high in complexity, customers may resort to heuristic
processing of information (exhibiting less attention and
recall) because they believe their cognitive abilities
are inadequate to judge service quality. What of
extremely simple services? At very low complexity, the
service evaluation task may be seen as so easy as to m