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Extended Summary

This study investigates how luxury hotels in Bournemouth, UK, manage digital service
recovery under operational and resource constraints. Drawing on Justice Theory (Tax
et al., 1998), it examines 192 managerial responses to negative TripAdvisor reviews
using a 21-indicator Fairness Evaluation Framework. The findings reveal a systemic
imbalance: while Interactional Justice (empathy and tone) is consistently strong,
Distributive and Procedural Justice (involving tangible redress and transparent
processes) are limited by financial constraints, hierarchical control, and staff workload.
Ownership structure significantly influences fairness outcomes, with international
chains performing best due to structured protocols, and national chains weakest under
rigid constraints. The study introduces a Fairness-Based Service Recovery Model,
offering low-cost, high-impact strategies such as empathetic communication,
transparent processes, and tiered empowerment. It reframes fairness as an
operational resource, essential for maintaining guest trust and service quality amid
labour shortages, cost pressures, and rising digital scrutiny in luxury hospitality.
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Turning Complaints into Opportunities: How Luxury Hotels in Bournemouth
Employ Service Recovery Strategies to Build Guest Loyalty

In today’s complex hospitality environment, operational efficiency and fairness in guest
complaint handling have become strategic imperatives. This paper examines how
luxury hotels in Bournemouth, United Kingdom, operationalise fairness in their digital
service recovery practices when responding to negative online reviews. Drawing on
Justice Theory (Tax et al., 1998), the study explores how hotels balance emotional,
procedural, and material resources to transform service failures into opportunities for
loyalty, despite increasing workload pressures, staffing limitations, and brand
reputation risks.

The research responds to a critical industry challenge: how to maintain fairness and
empathy in complaint management when operational resources are stretched thin.
While service recovery is widely recognised as a determinant of guest satisfaction and
retention (Johnston & Michel, 2008), most existing studies approach it from a
managerial or marketing perspective. This study situates recovery within the realities
of operational constraints such as labour shortages, digital transparency, and the
emotional burden of front-line communication, highlighting how fairness principles are
enacted under pressure in the luxury segment.

Using a mixed-methods design, the research combines a quantitative fairness scoring
based on Justice Theory with qualitative netnographic analysis (Kozinets, 2009) of 192
managerial responses to negative TripAdvisor reviews from eight 4-star hotels in
Bournemouth between 2021 and 2024. A 21-indicator Fairness Evaluation
Framework, grounded in distributive, procedural, and interactional justice, was applied
to assess the degree of fairness expressed in each response. This framework
operationalises fairness through measurable indicators such as compensation
presence, transparency of process, empathy, tone, and follow-up engagement.

The findings expose a systemic imbalance between symbolic empathy and
substantive recovery action. The Interactional Justice (expressed through tone,
politeness, and empathy) emerged as the most developed but inconsistently applied
dimension. Procedural Justice occupied a middle ground, with uneven transparency
and limited follow-up communication. Distributive Justice scored lowest, with minimal
tangible redress, reflecting the reluctance of managers to authorise compensation
under financial or procedural constraints. The results indicate that polite language
often substitutes for meaningful resolution, revealing a fairness gap driven by
resources limitations and bureaucratic rigidity.

A one-way ANOVA confirmed significant differences across hotel ownership types.
International chains achieved higher overall fairness scores due to codified training
and global brand standards that support consistent recovery practices. Independent
hotels demonstrated stronger personalisation and empathy but lacked procedural
structure. National chains scored lowest, frequently exhibiting defensive tone and
omission of concrete solutions, symptomatic of limited empowerment and centralised
control. These variations underline that ownership and resource distribution
significantly shape fairness delivery.



From an operational perspective, the research reveals that digital service recovery
increasingly competes with other frontline priorities such as staffing shortages and
real-time guest interaction. Managers face the dual challenge of speed versus
sincerity: responding promptly to maintain online visibility while crafting authentic,
empathetic messages that require time and reflection. Resource scarcity also
discourages compensatory gestures, as cost-conscious environments prioritise
procedural compliance over guest-centred flexibility. Consequently, frontline
employees adopt emotional labour practices (Hochschild, 2012) without
corresponding organisational support, leading to stress and inconsistent fairness
outcomes.

The study contributes to both theory and practice. Theoretically, it extends Justice
Theory into digital hospitality contexts, demonstrating that fairness under resource
constraints is negotiated rather than guaranteed. Interactional Justice, anchored in
empathy and authenticity, emerges as the emotional core of fairness in online
complaint management (Giovanis et al., 2015; Tran et al., 2025). Procedural and
distributive dimensions, meanwhile, are constrained by resource allocation, training
budgets, and management autonomy. Methodologically, the paper introduces a
replicable fairness-scoring model that allows hotel managers to audit recovery
processes and identify operational bottlenecks that impede fair service.

In terms of managerial implications, the study proposes a Fairness-Based Service
Recovery Model for Resource-Constrained Operations. It recommends (1) embedding
micro-training modules on empathetic communication and digital tone for frontline
staff; (2) integrating fairness indicators (timeliness, transparency, redress) into
standard operating procedures; and (3) adopting tiered empowerment policies
allowing managers to approve low-cost yet high-impact compensatory actions. These
include symbolic gestures (personal notes, direct contact from senior management)
that require minimal financial investment but generate significant perceived fairness.

Ultimately, this study reframes fairness as both a moral and operational resource, one
that, when strategically managed, enhances efficiency, reduces reputational risk, and
builds loyalty even under constraint. By positioning fairness not as a luxury but as a
core operational competency, the paper contributes to the INC 2026 theme of
Operational Challenges and Resource Constraints, offering empirically grounded,
resource-sensitive solutions for sustaining service excellence in an era of digital
scrutiny and resources constraints.
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