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INTRODUCTION

We examine the desire for revenge as a mechanism explaining customer-directed 
counterproductive work behaviors (CWB-C) in service employees who have been mistreated by 
customers. We found that desire for revenge mediated the relationship between customer 
mistreatment and customer-directed counterproductive work behaviors in employees who were 
more likely to endorse negative reciprocity (i.e., eye for an eye)  belief.

RESULTS

Customers can be unpleasant to employees who serve them by being disrespectful, 
making unreasonable demands, yelling, or threatening them (Grandey, Dickter, & Sin, 
2004; Skarlicki, van Jaarsveld, & Walker, 2008). 
This low quality interpersonal treatment that service employees receive from customers 

is referred to as customer mistreatment (Bies, 2001). 
Such mistreatment is more frequent than mistreatment from coworkers or supervisors 

since customer service employees spend more time interacting with customers than they 
do with other employees (Grandey, Kern, & Frone, 2007). 
Whereas supervisors and coworkers face sanctions for mistreating other employees 

based on workplace bullying policies (Johnson & Indvik, 2001), customers do not face 
such sanctions and in fact they are constantly told that “the customer is always right” 
and “the customer comes first” (Grandey et al., 2007), which further encourages 
customers to use aggression to influence service employees to comply with their request 
(Raynolds & Harris, 2006).
Pearson and Porath (2004) called for research on reciprocation of mistreatment from 

customers by service employees as well as ways to prevent it due to its possible negative 
effect on service quality evaluations, customer loyalty, and organizational financial 
performance (Schneider, Ehrhart, Mayer, Saltz, & Niles-Jolly, 2005).
Past research has found that service employees reciprocate mistreatment from customers 

(e.g., Skarlicki et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2011) but has not examined desire for revenge 
as an intervening variable. 
We fill this gap by utilizing the model of revenge (Tripp & Bies, 2009) and theory of 

reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977) as a framework. We provide a boundary 
condition for this mechanism and propose that it differs depending on the levels of 
service employees’ negative reciprocity (i.e., eye for an eye) beliefs (see Figure 1). 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
Discussion
 Consistent with the model of revenge (Tripp & Bies, 2009) as well as the theory of reasoned 

action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977) we found that the relationship between perceived customer 
mistreatment and CWB-C is a function of desire for revenge.
 However, we found a boundary condition. The effect of customer mistreatment on CWB-C 

is mediated by desire for revenge only when mistreated service employees were medium or 
high in negative reciprocity beliefs. 
 The tendencies to take revenge are lower for those with low negative reciprocity belief. 

Implications
 The finding that lower negative reciprocity beliefs attenuate the mediating effect of desire 

for revenge between mistreatment and CWB-C has important practical implications because 
employees who retaliate against customers contribute negatively to customer turnover and 
company performance (Wang et al., 2011). 
 Service organizations may want to hire employees who are low in negative reciprocity belief 

in order to limit the number of CWB-C in the workplace.
 Service organizations may want to train employees who are high in negative reciprocity 

belief to find other avenues to deal with their desire for revenge, such as discussing it with 
supervisors. 
 Service employees may feel less compelled to punish their perpetrators themselves when 

seeking justice if there are formal organizational policies that protect employees from 
customer mistreatment.

HYPOTHESES

Correlationsab and Descriptive Statistics

Note. ***p < .001. 

Desire for Revenge as a Mediator between Customer 
Mistreatment and CWB-C

Note. N = 255; CWB-C = Customer-directed counterproductive work behavior
Coefficient alphas for reflective (but not formative) measures are represented on the 
diagonal. Formative measures include: Mistreatment from customers and CWB-C. 
Gender coded 1 = male, 2 = female.
aCorrelations |.12| and above are significant at p < .05
bCorrelations |.18| and above are significant at p < .01

Negative Reciprocity as a Moderator of the Relationship between Customer 
Mistreatment and Desire for Revenge

Goodness-of-Fit Indices of CFA Analyses

Conditional Indirect Effect of Customer 
Mistreatment on CWB-C via Desire for Revenge 

across Levels of Negative Reciprocity

Note. N = 255; CWB-C = Customer-directed 
counterproductive work behavior.
LLCI = lower level confidence interval, ULCI = upper level 
confidence interval.

Note. ***p < .001, **p < .01. 
N = 255; CWB-C = Customer-directed 
counterproductive work behavior.
LLCI = lower level confidence interval, ULCI = 
upper level confidence interval.
Gender coded 1 = male, 2 = female.

Note. ***p < .001. 

Sample
255 participants from the U.S., representing various types of service workers (from retail, 

hospitality, health care, education, public services, religious services, construction, 
banking, transportation, real estate services, consulting, and legal services) were recruited 
through Qualtrics. Eligible participants worked at least 20 hours per week as personal care 
or service workers, interacted with customers face-to-face, and had an opportunity to get 
back at rude customers. Also, eligible participants held their positions for at least six 
months. The sample had an average age of 45 (SD = 13) years and was 55% female. 

METHOD

H 1. There is a positive relationship between mistreatment from a customer and desire for 
revenge by mistreated service employees. 
H 2. There is a positive relationship between desire for revenge and CWB-C. 
H 3. Desire for revenge mediates the relationship between customer mistreatment and CWB-C.
H 4.  The indirect effect of mistreatment on CWB-C via desire for revenge is moderated by 
negative reciprocity beliefs, such that the indirect effect is stronger when mistreated employees 
are high in negative reciprocity beliefs.

***All hypotheses were supported***
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Figure 1. The Conditional Indirect Effect of Desire for Revenge and Negative Reciprocity Belief 
on the Relationship between Mistreatment from Customers and CWB-C 

1. Age 

2. Gender 

3. Service Climate 

4. Customer 
Mistreatment 

5 . Desire for 
Revenge 

6. Negative 
Reciprocity 

7.CWB-C 

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

45.46 13.09 

1.55 .50 -.19 

6.13 .98 .09 -.04 .78 

3.44 1.44 -.21 .01 -.03 

2.58 1.57 -.16 -.04 -.21 .25 

2.80 1.59 -.04 -.18 -.21 .13 

1.67 .84 -.23 .04 -.18 .30 
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DV: CWB-C 
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