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Introduction 

 

There have been growing number of complaints about airlines intentionally 

overbooking their flights in order to maximise their profit. For example, here is a quote 

by a passenger who missed his brother’s wedding as a result of an airline overbooking 

“There is no amount of money you can offer to make up for missing my brother’s 

wedding. It was one of those once in a lifetime opportunities and I missed it, with no 

good reason/excuse and no real attempt to make things right from United Airlines. 

Honestly, the $400 offer was a slap in the face and insulting” (Flyertalk.com). The issue 

has become very common and in the US alone, each year over half a million 

passengers are affected (Powley, 2017), while the number is around 50,000 

passengers in the UK (Leach, 2017). Intentional service failures affect hundreds of 

thousands of customers worldwide. Yet, with the exception of a study by Varela-Neira 

et al. (2014), there is a lack of research on intentional service failures. In addition, 

there are lack of research on failures which are not reversible (Roschk and Gelbrich, 

2014) and the damages to the customer would be permanent. Given the intensity of 

customers’ reactions to extreme forms of intentional and permanent service failures, 

the existing typologies of service failure along with corresponding service recovery 

strategies may not be suitable. 

 

 



Literature Review 

 

Roschk and Gelbrich (2014: 197) define failure as a “flaw” in service/product delivery 

by the firm which can result in loss of a resource causing “inconvenience” to the 

customers (Mattila, 2001: 585). In terms of taxonomy of service failure, Grewal et al. 

(2008) suggest that cause of a failure can be classified based on three different 

dimensions: Locus of Causality (whether the cause of failure is internal or external), 

Controllability (whether the failure is preventable or not) and Stability (i.e. the 

frequency of failure occurrence). However, Varela-Neira et al. (2014) propose to 

extend this classification by adding “intention” as an additional dimension. They argue 

that attributions of intentionality imply awareness of the purpose and hence a 

distinction should be made between a controllable but unintentional failure (e.g. 

negligence) and a controllable and intentional failure (e.g. flight overbooking). In these 

examples, negligence implies that the service provider does not aim to fail or hurt the 

customer (i.e. it is not associated with intentionality) but that the service failure is 

controllable (for instance, you have requested a vegeterian meal, but by the time the 

flight attendant gets to you, they have run out of the vegeterian option) while denying 

passengers boarding due to overbooking with the aim of maximising profit is a well 

thought-out outcome.  

Similarly, Howlett (2012) analysed different dimensions affecting the perceived 

magnitude of failures in a public policy context in order to provide a comprehensive 

classification of policy failures and found that the intentionality dimension of failure is 

the most important aspect and while in terms of frequency it may be less prominent, it 

has higher impact compared with other dimensions. In support, a study in the 



psychology literature by Ames and Fiske (2013) also found that people are very 

sensitive to intentional harms and that they tend to inflate the magnitude of intentional 

harms. They used the examle of a small company in which the employees’ salary is 

partially dependent on the company’s profit and the CEO of the company makes a bad 

investment decision which consequently costs his employees money. They reported 

that people significantly overestimated the amount of harm as a result of an intentional 

harm (i.e. the CEO intentionally made a bad investment decision to motivate them to 

work harder and generate more profit in the future) compared with an unintentional 

one (i.e. the CEO believed he made a good invetsment, but it failed). Similarly, 

participants had higher perception of harm in the intentional harm condition, even 

when the participants were offered lucrative monetary incentive subject to accurately 

reporting the perceived harm (Ames and Fiske, 2013).  

Howlett (2012) also indicated that in addition to failure intentionality, another relevant 

factor is duration (i.e. whether the failure is short or long-lasting). Based on this 

dimension, researchers and practitioners can distinguish between a temporary (e.g. 

slight delay in your flight with no major consequences) and a permanent (e.g. flight 

delay which results in missing your sibling’s wedding) failure. Other examples of a 

permanent failure can be when a firm goes out of business and can no longer provide 

a service due to financial or capacity constraints (e.g. see Mittal et al., 2008) or when 

a firm intentionally decides not to provide its services to a particular group of customers, 

e.g. due to being undesirable (Kotler and Levy, 1971).  

Similarly, in classification of service failures, Roschk and Gelbrich (2014) propose the 

concept of failure reversibility, but they state that the previous studies have not 

acknowledged this dimension. Accordingly, they suggest that failures can be classified 

based on the following three dimensions: outcome versus process, monetary versus 



non-monetary, and reversible versus irreversible. However, there is a lack of 

conceptualisation and empirical examination of these two under-researched 

dimensions alongside other dimensions such as controlability and stability in the 

services marketing literature to understand the relative importance and impact of each 

of these dimensions on customers emotional, attitudinal and behavioural reactions. 

 

Discussion 

 

Research suggests that failure attributions can affect customer emotions, satisfaction, 

word of mouth and loyalty (Van Vaerenbergh et al., 2014). Furthermore, intentional 

failures tend to elicit very strong negative emotions (Varela-Neira et al., 2014). 

Similarly, it is also expected that a permanent failure of the same issue would lead to 

stronger negative emotions and reactions compared with a temporary counterpart (e.g. 

due to a mechanical problem, when the flight is cancelled and a wedding is missed as 

opposed to when the flight is just slightly delayed, but the passenger gets to the 

destination in time to attend a wedding). Perceived severity of failure, which has 

gained more attention from service researchers over the years, seems to be highly 

correlated with the intentionality and duration dimension of service failure, but there 

are also cases where an intentional failure is not severe (e.g. when a flight attendant 

refuses a customer’s request to change their seats) while an unintentional failure is 

(e.g. when someone misses a siblings’ wedding due to a mechanical problem with an 

airplane) and there are also instances where a permanent failure might not be 

perceived as severe (e.g. unavailability of a pre-ordered meal in a flight) while a 

temporary failure is considered as severe (e.g. waiting at an airport for several hours 



due to a mechanical problem, but getting to your final destination in time to attend the 

wedding). 

Therefore, the existing classifications of service failure do not fully represent various 

types of observed service failures. This study aims to contribute to the service failure 

literature and particularly add to the works of Roschk and Gelbrich (2014) and Varela-

Neira et al. (2014), by enhancing our understanding of different types of service 

failures and proposing a more comprehensive typology of service failure based on the 

two under-researched dimensions. Ultimately, the study aims to provide 

recommendations to service managers to use specific recovery tools in each of these 

specific failure situations.  
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