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Abstract

Weblog (blog) posts that expose service failures are increasing dramatically, leading more and 
more companies to encourage their employees to engage in direct dialogue with customer 
bloggers. However, various foci of attention affect employees’ alignment with the company’s 
or customers’ interest in the aftermath of a blog post. This research suggests employees’ 
attention might reflect either an instrumental or an empathic other-focus. In a lab and a field 
study, the authors primed participants with a particular focus. After the participants read a 
negative online customer narrative, they indicated the extent to which they took the 
customer’s interests to heart. Participants with an instrumental focus did not assume 
stewardship, but participants with an empathic other-focus internalized the customer’s 
interests.
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Introduction

As social media proliferate and markets come to be defined as conversations (Searls & 
Weinberger, 2000), the impact of the customer has changed. Whereas once customer voices 
fell on deaf ears, today people can share personal accounts of their consumption experiences 
with a receptive and massive audience, especially when they communicate through the 
rapidly growing medium of weblogs (blogs) (Brealy, 2010). These conversations dramatically 
influence the way consumers process and share information (Woodside, Sood, & Miller, 
2008) and remain largely beyond the control of marketers (Deighton & Kornfeld, 2009). 
Instinctively, companies have tended to be reticent or outsourced ghostwriting responses to 
public relations (PR) firms (Scoble & Israel, 2006), but spokesperson-generated content is 
diametrically opposed to the compelling stories that customers tell online. Official company 
statements offer only “cheap talk” (Farrell & Rabin, 1996), prompting some companies, such 
as Best Buy, British Telecom, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, Microsoft, SAP, Toyota, Vail Resorts, 
and Zappos, to encourage their employees to respond personally to social media messages. 
Integrating blogging into employees’ job routines has several advantages (Bernoff & 
Schadler, 2010): It leverages employees’ ability to effectively speak for the organization in 
case of customer problems, identifies opportunities for creative innovation and strengthen 
brands, and uses unleashed employees’ resourcefulness in responding to customer concerns 
voiced through blogs. Besides, it seems more difficult to block employees from social media, 
which will signal distrust in employees who are left defenseless to the opinions voiced by 
enraged bloggers who have free access to expressing themselves in front of a large audience. 
Yet allowing socially networked employees to engage in dialogue with customers also 
presents a major challenge: ensuring employees embrace both the company’s and the 
customer’s interests, a crucially important issue for marketing practitioners (Marketing 
Science Institute, 2010).

Methods that induce a biased mindset or momentary state may be effective in creating desired 
surface-level goals and behavior. For example, Vohs, Mead, and Goode (2006) show that an 
instrumental focus, prompted by reminders of money, can instigate behavior aligned with an 
active-self concept, irrespective of the materialistic dispositional factors. The recent global 
financial crisis offers accumulating real-world support of such findings: The monetary reward 
structures of financial service companies seem to have triggered Scrooge-like attitudes and 
behaviors that were oblivious to customers’ needs and interests. On the other side, research 
also shows that awareness of others can be induced (e.g., by the use of third-person pronouns; 
Pennebaker, Mehl, & Niederhoffer, 2003). At the heart of this distinction lies the theoretical 
foundations of agency and stewardship (e.g., de Ruyter, de Jong, & Wetzels, 2009). 
Therefore, it should be possible to shift employees’ attention to a customer perspective when 
they review consumption experiences reported in blogs, which should cause them to assume 
customer stewardship and work to align the interests of the customer with financial 
performance indicators. A person’s ability to put on the “mental shoes” of another is a 
sophisticated and imaginative process; we explore its central concept and underlying 
mechanism in the context of customer blogs.



This exploration encompasses two main research objectives. First, we posit that an empathic 
other-focus can prime a sense of stewardship in a blog context. According to recent theory, 
other-focus is a mindset or momentary state that triggers other-regarding behavior; recent 
empirical work also shows that it can also be induced immediately and relatively easily 
(Smeesters, Wheeler, & Kay, 2009). We conceptualize other-focus as directing focal attention 
to the point of view of an interaction partner, consistent with the view of blogs as social media 
governed by interactional rules. Yet a blog is primarily an affective account of a customer’s 
experience (Kozinets et al., 2010), and therefore, an effective response requires not only 
recognition of the other’s perspective but also comprehension of the other’s affective state or 
condition. Similarly, recent discussions of social cognition distinguish between empathy 
(affect-based concept) and perspective taking (cognitive notion; see Lamm, Batson, & 
Decety, 2007). We extend current research by advancing the concept of empathic other-focus 
as a means to encompass the interactional and experiential nature of customer blogs, and we 
empirically assess whether recognition of the other’s affective state leads to (perceived) 
stewardship. We hypothesize:

H1. Ceteris paribus, an empathic other-focus has a stronger positive effect on stewardship 
than does an instrumental focus.

Second, to develop an in-depth understanding of why empathic other-focus leads to 
stewardship, we explore its mechanisms. In particular, we conceive of customer blog posts as 
experiential stories (Delgadillo & Escalas, 2004), in which the customer is a character 
(Adaval & Wyer Jr., 1998). Focusing on a story from the point of view of the main character 
enhances the probability that readers empathize with this character and share his or her 
worldview (van Laer & de Ruyter, 2010). Consequently, priming an empathic other-focus 
may facilitate transportation, or the feeling of entering the world that the narrative evokes 
(Green & Brock, 2002). We assess whether triggering an empathic other-focus results in 
increased perceptions of stewardship as a result of the transportation a person feels when 
reading, but before responding to, a blog. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H2. Ceteris paribus, an empathic other-focus has a stronger positive effect on 
transportation than does an instrumental focus.

H3. Ceteris paribus, transportation mediates the effect of an empathic other-focus on 
stewardship.

Study 1

Method

In Study 1, we examine the differential effects on transportation and stewardship of empathic 
other-focus versus instrumental focus. Before reading a blog post about a service failure 
written by a customer, business students completed word puzzles that primed them with either 
an empathic other-focus or an instrumental focus. A third, control group solved a neutral word 
puzzle. The participants were randomly assigned to the three focus conditions in this between-
subjects design.

In the blog post, a customer called Chris Klein accused his financial adviser of selling him a 
mortgage that he could not afford. We set the scene in a financial crisis because it is hard for 
customers to judge the quality of financial products, which are complex and difficult to 



understand, so they often rely on trusted financial advisers. The recent crisis in global 
financial markets has caused major damage to this form of credibility (e.g., Plender, 2009), 
and financial institutions need to communicate effectively with their customers to restore 
consumer confidence.

To prime the participants’ focus, we used three computer-generated word finder puzzles, all 
of which were 14 letters long and 14 letters wide. Words could be spelled horizontally, 
vertically, or diagonally. The instrumental focus words came from Vohs, Mead, and Goode 
(2006), such as “profit” and “salary”. This priming encouraged participants to see interaction 
partners as economic tools. The empathic other-focus puzzle instead included words used by 
Mikulincer and Shaver (2001), such as “affection” and “passion”. This priming encouraged 
participants to feel empathy for others. Finally, in the control condition, the puzzle words 
activated neutral concepts (e.g., “grass,” “sky”). These words also came from Vohs, Mead, 
and Goode (2006).

To assess stewardship, participants gave, on an 11-point semantic differential scale, their 
opinion of the following statement: “Thinking of the blog post, please indicate to what extent 
the financial adviser should take Chris Klein’s financial problems at heart.” The scale ranged 
from 0% to 100% of the customer’s interest, such that higher values reflected more 
stewardship to be assumed by the employee (see de Ruyter, de Jong, & Wetzels, 2009). To 
measure the level of transportation, we used the items developed by Green and Brock (2000).
As alternative mechanisms, we assessed participants’ affective state and analytical 
elaboration. Morris and McMullen’s (1994) self-assessment manikin revealed participants’ 
affective state. To assess the extent to which participants engaged in analytical elaboration, 
we employed a thought-listing technique (Cacioppo & Petty, 1981).

Results

We present the average scores and standard deviations of stewardship, transportation, 
affective state, and analytical elaboration across the empathic other-focus, instrumental focus, 
and control conditions in Table 1.

Table 1 – Study 1: Stewardship, Transportation, Affective State, and Analytical 
Elaboration as a Function of Focus

Focus Stewardship Transportation Affective Analytical
condition state elaboration

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Empathic other-focus 55.59 (24.52) 4.20 (.67) 4.74 (1.68) .26 (.20)
Instrumental focus 44.38 (22.42) 3.67 (.98) 4.16 (1.53) .42 (.27)
Control 34.71 (21.21) 3.31 (.94) 4.62 (1.88) .11 (.17)

We conducted a MANOVA to test H1 and H2 taking stewardship, transportation, affective 
state, and analytical elaboration as dependent variables, and priming (empathic other-focus, 
instrumental focus, or control) as the independent variable. An effect of priming occurs 
(Wilks’ λ = .56, F (8, 188) = 7.97, p < .001, η2 = .253). The univariate analyses show differences 
in effect of priming on stewardship (F (2, 97) = 7.16, p < .01, η2 = .129), transportation (F (2, 97)

= 8.99, p < .001, η2 = .156), and analytical elaboration (F (2, 97) = 16.47, p < .001, η2 = .253). 
There is no difference between the priming conditions on affective state (F (2, 97) = 1.06, p = 
.351). Following simple contrast tests reveal that compared to the instrumental focus and the 
control condition, the empathic other-focus leads to more stewardship to be assumed (mean 



differences = 11.21 and 20.88, SEs = 5.61 and 5.52, ps < .05 and .001), more transportation 
(mean differences = .52 and .90, SEs = .22 and .21, ps < .05 and .001), and less or more 
analytical elaboration (mean differences = .14 and -.16, SEs = .05 and .05, ps < .01 and .01) 
respectively. These results provide strong support for H1 and H2.

To test H3, we conducted a stepwise regression analysis and compared transportation, 
affective state, and analytical elaboration as predictors of stewardship. When transportation 
was included in the equation, we obtained significant values (β = .21, t(98) = 2.08, p < .05, R2 = 
.042). The contributions of affective state (β = .03, t(98) = .31, p = .759) and analytical 
elaboration (β = .01, t(98) = .06, p = .965) were not significant. A Sobel test (MacKinnon et al., 
2002) with standardized values for focus, transportation, and stewardship provides support for 
H3 (Z = 1.62, p = .05).

Study 2

Method

Using a procedure similar to that in Study 1, we primed the focus of financial advisors of a 
global Fortune 500 banking group. One group solved an empathic-focus word finder, and 
another group solved the instrumental focus word finder. To rule out the possibility that the 
control word finder from Study 1 primed some focus, the control group did not complete a 
puzzle. The participants then read one of three customer profiles that represented differing 
levels of customer opportunism. Next, participants offered an investment fund to the 
customer; they then discovered the customer got into severe financial trouble after accepting 
the offer and read a blog post supposedly written by this customer. Participants were 
randomly assigned to the conditions in the 3 (focus condition: empathic other-focus, 
instrumental focus, or control) × 3 (customer opportunism: high, medium, or low) factorial 
design.

In the blog post, “Paul” accused the financial service participants of losing his retirement 
savings by selling him an investment fund that evaporated. To manipulate customer 
opportunism, we applied the MiFID (""Markets in Financial Instruments Directive"," 2009); 
this European Commission directive prescribes, among other things, that when an employee 
of a financial institution gives advice, he or she must consider the customer’s profile, 
including financial situation, investment aims, and investment knowledge and experience. 
The MiFID also obliges financial institutions to classify all customers according to customer 
opportunism. 

To assess the employees’ professional judgment, the participants estimated the risk associated 
with the investment fund they would offer. To operationalize the professional judgment, we 
measured correctly estimated risk as the absolute difference between the EU classification and 
the employee estimation. The other dependent and control measures were similar to those in 
Study 1, namely, the extent to which participants assume stewardship, experience 
transportation, and consider morality in their life experiences.

Results

In Table 2, we present the average scores and standard deviations of stewardship, 
transportation, and professional judgment across the empathic other-focus, instrumental focus, 
and control conditions as well as the high, moderate, and low customer value levels.



Table 2 – Study 2: Stewardship, transportation, and professional judgment as functions 
of focus and customer value

Focus Customer Stewardship Transportation Professional
condition value judgment

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Empathic other-focus High 57.56 (27.91) 4.08 (.95) .51 (.68)

Moderate 54.36 (25.32) 4.07 (.81) .87 (.83)
Low 49.72 (26.46) 4.20 (.98) .81 (.89)

Instrumental focus High 47.95 (25.91) 4.02 (1.04) .56 (.79)
Moderate 36.22 (22.90) 3.84 (.97) .62 (.68)
Low 30.47 (19.76) 3.76 (.80) .63 (.58)

Control High 49.23 (19.38) 3.89 (.89) .54 (.68)
Moderate 38.25 (19.99) 3.55 (.88) .90 (.81)
Low 28.53 (19.56) 4.02 (.79) .85 (.96)

First, we conduct a 3 × 3 MANOVA for stewardship, transportation, and professional 
judgment across the focus and customer value conditions. We find a significant main effect of 
focus (Wilks’ λ = .90, F (6, 664) = 6.17, p < .001, η2 = .053), but the interaction effect is not-
significant (Wilks’ λ = .97, F (12, 879) < 1, p > .5).

The univariate results revealed a significant difference in the effect of focus on stewardship 
(F(2, 334) = 16.93, p < .001, η2 = .092) and transportation (F(2, 334) = 3.44, p < .05, η2 = .020) but 
not professional judgment (F(2, 334) = 1.38, p = .253), in support of H1, H2, and H4. The simple 
contrasts further supported H1 and H2. Participants primed with an empathic other-focus, 
compared with an instrumental focus or no prime, assumed significantly more customer 
stewardship (mean differences = 15.67 and 15.21, respectively, SEs = 3.07, ps < .001) and 
experienced significantly more transportation (mean differences = .24 and .30, respectively, 
SEs = .12, ps < .05). 

Finally, a Sobel test indicated that the effect of focus on stewardship was mediated 
significantly by transportation (Z = 2.27, p < .05), in further support of H3.

Discussion

In summary, online customer narratives have serious destructive potential and demand 
organization-wide responsiveness, especially by financial services firms that seemingly have 
forgotten about their customers’ needs and interests. An empathic other-focus prepares 
employees’ to respond effectively to negative blog posts. Employees with an empathic other-
focus can become transported into the customer experience, which enhances their sense of 
stewardship over the customer, without modifying their ability to conduct profitable business
transactions.

The results of this research should be of interest, especially today, to firms that must adhere to 
recently passed market regulations reforms that “urge stronger consumer and investor 
protections” (Drawbaugh, 2009). These firms simultaneously confront blog posts about their 
product or service offerings that could cause serious damage. Managers should be cognizant 
of the growing popularity of these online stories, particularly as avenues for customer 
complaints. To align the interests, we suggest that the introduction of an empathic other-focus 
on online conversations similarly may enable employees to transform into stewards.
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