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Abstract

Disadvantaged or minority customers are always vulnerable to discriminatory treatment by service employees.
Discrimination against minority customers has become a frequent headline in the news. The main objective of this
research is to construct a model that explains the relationship between perceived customer discrimination, nega-
tive word-of-mouth, and customer embarrassment. The paper proposes a direct relationship between perceived
customer discrimination and switching intentions and an indirect relationship via customer embarrassment. Fur-
thermore, discriminatory service experiences are classified into three categories to add transparency to customers’
discriminatory experiences. This research also investigates the mediating role played by customer embarrassment.
We collected data from minority customers to prove the proposed hypotheses'statistical significance. A survey was
designed to collect data from respondents using self-administrative questionnaires. The data collection process

was rigorous and yielded 252 useful questionnaires. Direct and indirect hypotheses testing was carried out by using
Analysis of Moment Structures software. The research findings reveal that perceived customer discrimination signifi-
cantly influences customer embarrassment. Furthermore, all perceived customer discrimination, i.e., overt, subtle, and
service-level, significantly impact customer embarrassment. It is also found that customer embarrassment statistically
impacts negative word-of-mouth. Additionally, the mediating role of customer embarrassment is also successfully
substantiated. The paper includes implications for theory and practice, limitations of research, and future research
options.

Keywords: Perceived customer discrimination, Overt discrimination, Subtle discrimination, Disadvantaged social
group, Negative word-of-mouth, Customer embarrassment

face discrimination do not embrace customers who are
different from the mainstream market. Marketing litera-

» o«

ture calls these customers “disadvantaged,” “out-group,’

Introduction
Businesses worldwide, especially in the services indus-
try, avow that embracing marketplace diversity is part

of their organizational culture. In theory, acknowledg-
ing marketplace diversity is a social responsibility for an
organization [35]; however, realizing this objective is very
challenging [12]. It is observed that organizations that
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“stigmatized,” and “marginalized” customers [12, 35, 55].
According to Walsh [55], customers with unique social
identities are more vulnerable to discrimination, bias-
ness, and inequitable treatment during service encoun-
ters. JP Morgan, for example, recently faced litigation and
media censure for discriminating against its customers
[52].

Discrimination is widespread in the business world
[54], and many renowned organizations have been
reported to discriminate against disadvantaged customers.
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Discriminatory treatment is detrimental to psychological
wellbeing [50], unfair [5], and repulsive [20]. Still, the news
constantly reports stories of discriminatory marketing
practices. Surprisingly, few academic inquiries have been
conducted to examine the impact of perceived discrimi-
nation from the point of view of disadvantaged customers
and its implications on customer emotions and behavior.

Perceived discrimination takes place when customers
feel that service providers hold prejudice and negative
stereotypes against them [51] and do not value them as
much as other majority customers [54]. These predispo-
sitions by service providers will deteriorate the quality
of customer interactions. Consequently, disadvantaged
customers feel discrimination in a multitude of forms,
i.e., price discrimination, mistreatment, harassment, ver-
bal attacks, service denial, and inferior service equality to
mention a few [21, 33, 35].

By consolidating previous research on marketplace
discrimination, Klinner and Walsh [35] developed a
framework called “Perceived Customer Discrimina-
tion” (PCD). There are three components of PCD: overt
discrimination, subtle discrimination, and service-level
discrimination. Overt discrimination refers to the vis-
ible misbehavior of service providers in terms of being
abusive, humiliating, and threatening toward disadvan-
taged customers. Subtle discrimination comprises facial
expressions and body language depicting unwelcoming,
unfriendly, and hostile expressions toward disadvantaged
customers. In service-level discrimination, disadvantaged
customers are provided with inferior services. Only a
handful of papers have utilized the PCD scale and have
related its impact to customer emotions and behavior.

Discrimination by service providers is unethical and
motivates customers to seek revenge [11], instigating
confrontation [38] as well as boycotting the organiza-
tion [24]. Discrimination has a lasting impact on both
customer emotions and customer behavior. Klinner and
Walsh [35] reported that PCD causes frustration and
helplessness. Another important emotional outcome
stemming from discriminatory treatment is an embar-
rassment, which has not yet been studied concerning
PCD. Examining customer embarrassment is critical
since an awkward interaction is an immediate outcome.
Embarrassment occurs when a person’s wrongdoing,
misbehavior, or transgression violates socially accepted
conventions [36]. In marketing, customer embarrass-
ment arises from poor interactions with service provid-
ers [36], like overt, subtle, or service-level discrimination.
PCD in all three forms can create embarrassment for the
customer.
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This research considers negative word-of-mouth
(nWoM) as a behavioral response to document cus-
tomer response to discriminatory treatment. The nWoM
communication refers to consumers’ expression of dis-
satisfaction with a product or a service to others [46].
PCD results from three types of discriminatory service
encounter against disadvantaged customers; as a result,
consumers can communicate these experiences to others
in their social contact, creating nWoM [53]. Furthermore,
customer embarrassment is an immediate and strong
emotion to social transgressions from discriminatory ser-
vice experiences. Therefore, the link between PCD and
customer embarrassment must be documented. Put dif-
ferently, this research establishes that customer embar-
rassment is a mediator between PCD and nWoM.

This research attempts to answer three research ques-
tions: (a) What is the impact of PCD on customer embar-
rassment and nWoM? (b) What is the impact of each
dimension of PCD on customer embarrassment and
nWoM? and (c) Does customer embarrassment medi-
ate the relationship between PCD and nWoM? The rest
of the paper includes a literature review, methodology,
results, discussion, and future recommendations.

Methods and material

Perceived customer discrimination and negative
word-of-mouth

Discrimination occurs when a person or group of cus-
tomers is treated unequally because of their ethnicity or
race [44]. PCD is the term used to describe discrimina-
tion experienced by disadvantaged customers in a ser-
vice context. PCD is defined as “differential treatment
of customers in the marketplace based on perceived
group-level traits that produce outcomes favorable to ‘in-
groups’ and unfavorable to ‘out-groups” [16]. PCD takes
place because disadvantaged customers are perceived
as “out-group” and are frequently subjected to prejudice
from service providers [1, 20].

Discrimination will result in dissatisfaction because
it is perceived as a humiliating, unfair, and aversive
experience [5]. Disadvantaged customers can represent
their dissatisfaction emanating from discriminatory
service encounters in many ways. nWoM is one such
method and it refers to “interpersonal communication
among consumers concerning a marketing organization
or product which denigrates the object of the commu-
nication” [46]. nWoM is more relevant in the service
industry, where there are more opportunities for ser-
vice failure, like discrimination against disadvantaged
customers. Furthermore, the public audience is always
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present in-service generation, delivery, and consump-
tion; therefore, when customers experience discrimina-
tion in front of the public, a feeling of injustice arises.
Customers who experience differential treatment per-
ceive a lack of justice and are likely to engage in nWoM
behavior [10].

Customers quickly inform others about their nega-
tive service experiences to vent their frustration [56].
PCD is a negative service experience, which can compel
customers to engage in nWoM. Although the customer
can complain about discrimination, not all customers
like complaining because they believe it will cause fur-
ther annoyance. Alternatively, they resort to nWoM as a
means of expressing frustration. [30].

PCD can occur in three distinctive ways, i.e., overt, sub-
tle, and service-level discrimination [35]. Overt discrimi-
nation is observable, obvious, and direct, manifested by
humiliating acts, abusive verbal utterances, and insulting
glances toward disadvantaged customers [48]. Addition-
ally, overt discrimination is also expressed in the form of
physical attacks, homophobic, misogynistic, or xenopho-
bic insults [35], and comments that are sexist, hostile, or
racist. When a disadvantaged customer encounters overt
discrimination, they are likely to get angry. The customer
will likely inform others in their social circle about this
type of experience [2, 31].

Subtle discrimination is indirect and is carried out by
service providers because they dislike disadvantaged
customers [20]. Service providers refrain from overtly
expressing their dislike toward disadvantaged customers
[55]; they resort to negative facial expressions, unfriendly
glimpses, and hostile inflections. Rosenbaum and Mon-
toya [48] also indicated that minority customers are tar-
gets of insulting glances from service providers. Similarly,
service providers hold suspicion of disadvantaged cus-
tomers and follow them in the shopping area. This type
of treatment makes customers perceive unfair treatment
[41] and being unwelcome in the service space [48] and
feel uneasy and frustrated. These consequences of subtle
discrimination can trigger nWoM from disadvantaged
customers.

In service-level discrimination, disadvantaged cus-
tomers are provided with poor quality service. This dis-
crimination also includes service refusal and avoiding
customers [8]. Previous research has documented that
disadvantaged customers are charged higher prices and
given poor financial advice [44]. Newspapers frequently
report service-level discrimination, i.e., passengers are
deplaned [39], bar entry is not allowed [18], dress choices
are not respected [32], etc. Service-level discrimination
is also distasteful, like the other two types of discrimina-
tion. Customers are likely to express negative evaluation
or nWoM of these discriminatory experiences.
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The following hypotheses are presented based on the
nexus established between PCD and nWoM through lit-
erature review:

HI1 Perceived Customer Discrimination has a signifi-
cant impact on negative Word-of-Mouth.

HIi(a) Overt Discrimination has a significant impact on
negative Word-of-Mouth.

HI(b) Subtle Discrimination has a significant impact on
negative Word-of-Mouth.

Hi(c) Service-Level Discrimination has a significant
impact on negative Word-of-Mouth.

Perceived customer discrimination and customer
embarrassment

Embarrassment is defined as a “social emotion, result-
ing in an aversive state of abashment and chagrin asso-
ciated with unwanted mishaps or social predicaments”
[23]. A person’s actions can cause embarrassment as
well as actions of others, for example, service providers
to customers. Customer embarrassment results from the
service provider’s behavior causing abashment for the
customer. Service providers cause an estimated 66% of
customer embarrassment incidences [24]. When service
providers act in a discriminatory fashion, the customer
experiences a worsening of their social image. Conse-
quently, the customer feels less valued in front of social
gatherings and hence will undergo embarrassment.

A recent study found that minority customers are per-
ceived to be second-class customers by service providers
[2, 40]. Their research found that minority customers feel
social exclusion and that Jewish service providers show
prejudice toward Arab customers. Racial profiling and
prejudice toward customers hurt customers’ self-esteem
and evoke embarrassment. Embarrassment is unpleas-
ant as other people in the service space judge the person
negatively [7], and it deteriorates self-image and lowers
self-esteem [27].

As noted in the previous section, customers may expe-
rience discrimination by the service provider in three
ways, i.e., overt, subtle, or service-level discrimination.
The extant evidence suggests that all these forms of dis-
crimination are prevalent during service exchange. For
example, customers are treated with suspicion and are
labeled as security threats [40]. Similarly, minority cus-
tomers are given condescending looks and are the tar-
get of jokes. All of these behaviors are inflicting blows
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on customers’ self-esteem and hence cause a feeling of
embarrassment. It is documented that the destruction of
self-image and reduced self-esteem are related to nega-
tive opinions [27]. In service settings, customer-service
provider interaction occurs with many social audiences
(other customers); therefore, any discriminatory behavior
will engender a loss of esteem on the part of the customer
and will result in embarrassment.

Marketplace discrimination is widespread, and minor-
ity customers feel they are more exposed and vulnerable
to misbehavior than majority customers [47]. Minor-
ity customers also feel that they are not valued highly
enough by service providers, they are treated unfairly,
and service providers hold several stereotypes against
them [51]. Consequently, these service providers’ beliefs
impact their behavior toward minority customers, and
the most prominent of the behaviors is discrimination.
Similarly, service staff treat minority customers with
prejudice. They act in a discriminatory fashion [24], hold
a hostile attitude [55], and act arrogantly [8], representing
all three types of discrimination, i.e., overt, subtle, and
service-level discrimination. As a result of these actions
of service staff, customers are likely to feel embarrassed.
From the literature review, we can develop the following
hypotheses:

H2 DPerceived Customer Discrimination has a signifi-
cant impact on Customer Embarrassment.

H2(a) Overt Discrimination has a significant impact on
Customer Embarrassment.

H2(b) Subtle Discrimination has a significant impact on
Customer Embarrassment.

H2(c) Service-Level Discrimination has a significant
impact on Customer Embarrassment.

Customer embarrassment and negative Word-of-Mouth

nWoM is mainly caused by negative emotions stemming
from dissatisfactory service experiences [9]. Customer
embarrassment is the abashment or abasement of self-
esteem caused by social awkwardness of service provid-
ers; therefore, it can cause nWoM. According to Charlett
et al. [13], customers can respond to dissatisfactory expe-
riences in three ways, i.e., directly complaining to service
providers, using nWoM, or registering a complaint to
consumer watchdogs. Therefore, it is assumed that PCD
can cause nWoM. Similarly, it is known that customers
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have an urge to tell others about negative consumption
experiences to dispel their anger [57].

The nexus between customer frustration/aggression
with nWoM has been established successfully [6]. How-
ever, the implication of customer embarrassment on
nWoM is still undocumented. As discussed earlier, cus-
tomer embarrassment is caused not only by customers’
actions but also by service employees’ actions. Therefore,
a negative service experience leads to embarrassment.
Since embarrassment is a negative emotion, it makes
people uncomfortable. Customers reflect their negative
experiences to others by negatively portraying the behav-
ior of service providers. In fact, nWoM is tantamount to
revealing the truth about a company or the service pro-
vider’s behavior. In other words, minority customers
expose the indecency or incivility of service providers,
causing them embarrassment by engaging in nWoM [29].

Since discrimination by service providers is a transgres-
sion, violating socially acceptable conduct causes embar-
rassment [36]. Customers develop various behavioral and
cognitive coping strategies to deal with embarrassment.
They can avoid purchasing a product, consuming a ser-
vice, or developing positive feelings about embarrassment
[36]. However, when embarrassed in a public context, these
coping strategies may not be adequate to assist a customer.
Embarrassment triggers anger and frustration [34]. As a
result, such customers inform acquaintances about the
embarrassment-causing agent or service provider via nWoM.

An embarrassing episode makes a person uncomfortable,
awkward, foolish, flustered, nervous, and surprised [23].
These outcomes of embarrassment are negatively correlated
with self-evaluation and a person’s self-esteem. De Angelis
et al. [19] found that self-esteem has a statistically significant
relationship with nWoM, such that low self-esteem custom-
ers are less likely to engage in nWoM. In contrast, high self-
esteem customers are more likely to engage in nWoM. Since
discrimination by the service provider is detrimental to self-
esteem, customers are likely to engage in nWoM.

Recent research has clarified that customers engage in
nWoM for vindictive reasons and to seek support from other
customers [26]. From this perspective, it is also clear that
experiencing embarrassment can engender vindictive behav-
iors and seeking empathy and support from acquaintances.
Therefore, embarrassed customers communicate to others
how the service provider caused them to feel embarrassed in
front of other customers. From the literature review, the fol-
lowing hypothesis is established:

H3 Customer Embarrassment has a significant impact on
negative Word-of-Mouth.
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Mediating role of customer embarrassment

This research proposes that the relationship between
PCD and nWoM is mediated by customer embarrass-
ment. A mediating variable is “a variable that transmits
the effects of an independent variable to a dependent
variable” [45]. The mediating variable serves as a “causal
link” between the independent and dependent variables
[15]. Through this research, we attempt to explain how
PCD impacts nWoM through customer embarrassment.
As discussed in previous sections, PCD triggers customer
embarrassment, and customer embarrassment triggers
nWoM; therefore, customer embarrassment becomes
a mediating variable. Figure 1 represents a conceptual
model of the proposed relationships.

The literature has established that perceived customer
discrimination, i.e., overt, subtle, or service-level dis-
crimination, is a negative service experience for minor-
ity customers. On the one hand, a discriminatory service
provider causes anger and helplessness for minority cus-
tomers and evokes embarrassment by undermining the
public image and self-esteem of the customer. On the
other hand, a customer who has experienced discrimina-
tion wants to seek support from others and also harbors
vengeful intentions toward service organizations. There-
fore, such customers engage in nWoM. With this under-
standing, we can draw the following hypothesis:

H4 Customer Embarrassment mediates the impact
of Perceived Customer Discrimination on negative
Word-of-Mouth.
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Methodology

Since minorities represent disadvantaged social groups,
data were collected from minorities living in Pakistan
through a survey. Previous research has selected minori-
ties for data collection purposes [35]. In Pakistan, the
largest minority is Hindus. This minority group often
laments its marginalization. Most of the Hindu popula-
tion resides in the province of Sindh.

For data collection, self-administrative questions were
distributed to students in Sindh province’s universities.
A cover letter provided appropriate information to stu-
dents declaring that the anonymity of respondents will be
maintained, and that participation is entirely voluntary.

Since all questions are in English, it was decided to tar-
get students enrolled in semesters four and above. They
have developed sufficient English comprehension skills to
answer the questionnaire items. Students were enrolled
in bachelor’s programs across five universities. Because
of the nature of the study, only minority students were
allowed to participate in data collection. Initially, two
weeks were given to fill in questionnaires. A reminder
was sent through class instructors after two weeks. The
research uses previously developed and tested scales for
data collection. A 15-item scale is adopted from Klinner
and Walsh [35] for measuring PCD. A three-item scale
is adapted from Grégoire et al. [25] to measure nWoM.
Customer embarrassment is measured by adapting the
scale of Dahl et al. [17]. All items are measured on a five-
point Likert scale, where one is “strongly disagree” and
five is “strongly agree”

Hilb
Hla
Perceived Customer H1
Discrimination
L H2
Overt Discrimination N|H2a
\ v
Subtle H2b > Customer H3 | Negative Word-of-
Discrimination Embarrassment i’ Mouth
Dlscrlmln_atlon N b 1oe
Service
Hlc
Fig. 1 Theoretical model
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Table 1 Study demographics

% N

Gender

Male 69.0 174

Female 31.0 78
Service Sector

Banking 16.67 42

Transportation 14.29 36

Medical 10.32 26

Utilities 20.63 52

Restaurant 19.84 50

Event management 18.25 46
Age

Less than 21 28.57 72

21-25 49.21 124

Above 25 2222 56
Academic level

School 833 21

College 29.76 75

University 61.90 156
Results

For data collection, 400 questionnaires were distributed
to students and 275 were returned. To avoid any data
contamination, these questionnaires were scrutinized
and 23 questionnaires were rejected because these were
partially filled, bringing the useful questionnaire total to
252. This number is adequate as Anderson and Gerb-
ing [3] recommended a minimum sample size of 150 for
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The demographic
information is summarized in Table 1.

Table 2 summarizes statistics regarding Mean, Stand-
ard Deviation, and Correlation. For correlation among
variables, Pearson Correlation is calculated and is found
to be statistically significant for all variables.

Table 2 Mean, standard deviation, and correlation
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Reliability and validity

To access reliability, Cronbach’s alpha is the most com-
mon measure of reliability in social sciences [45]. Nun-
nally [42] recommended a benchmark value of 0.70 for
ensuring sufficient reliability. Table 3 reports Cronbach’s
alpha values for all variables. A two-step approach must
be followed in structural equation modeling. The first is
to ascertain the validity of scales, and the second is run-
ning the path analysis [4]. The validity of measures is
accessed by using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA),
where model fitness ratios provide validity.

There is no consensus among researchers about the
exact number of model fit indices and their threshold
points [28]. Therefore, interpretation must be carried
out with caution. Validity for the scales is established
as all rations are within the recommended
range:y?2(220) = 311.87; p = 0.000; CMIN/DF = 1.418;
GFI = 0.90; CFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.041. Factor load-
ings for each scale item exceeds 0.50 [43]. The average
variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR)
of constructs are also reported in Table 3. The bench-
mark value for AVE is 0.50 [22]. Similarly, the cutoff
value for composite reliability is 0.60. The reliability and
validity of all constructs are ascertained successfully.

Hypotheses testing

Regression analysis is performed for hypotheses testing (H1,
Hla-Hlc, H2, H2a-H2c, H3) using the Statistical Pack-
age for Social Sciences (SPSS). Regression analysis shows
that PCD has a significant positive impact on both nWoM
(Hy: B =059, p<0000); (R®=.191, F(1,250) = 60.238,
p = 0.00 and on customer embarrassment
(Hy: B =050, p<0.000); (R?=.145 F(1,250) = 43.559,
p =0.000). From these results, it is clear that
PCD has a crucial impact on nWoM and cus-
tomer embarrassment. The greater the perception of

1 2 3 4 5
1 Overt discrimination 1.00
2 Subtle discrimination 0.214** 1.00
3 Service-level discrimination 0.226%* 0.235%% 1.00
4 Customer embarrassment 0.245** 0.309** 0.257** 1.00
5 Negative word-of-mouth 0.283** 0.348** 0.302%* 0.417%* 1.00
Mean 3.86 402 3.86 411 417
Standard deviation 0.73 0.69 0.67 0.63 0.65

" p<0.05; **p<0.001
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Table 3 Factor loadings, Cronbach alpha, AVE, and CR
Constructs and items F.L a AVE CR
(>0.5) (>0.7) (>0.50) (>0.60)
Overt discrimination
Compared to other customers, service employees
Sometimes verbally abuse me 0.86 0.82 0.77 0.94
Sometimes insult me 0.90
Make remarks that humiliate me 0.81
Show a humiliating behavior toward me 0.83
Are often offensive toward me 1.00
Subtle discrimination
Compared to other customers, service employee’s ...
Tone is often condescending to me 0.90 0.80 0.86 0.95
Often give me derogatory looks 0.83
Often give me condescending looks 0.87
Tone is often patronizing toward me 1.00
Service-level discrimination
Compared to other customers, service employees often ...
Do not heed my needs or problems 0.89 0.85 0.82 0.95
Are patronizing toward me 0.94
Take little time to advise me and go to next customer 0.81
Are very distant to me 0.89
Critically observe me 0.90
Make me wait longer 1.00
Consumer embarrassment
The service experience made me felt uncomfortable 0.71 0.78 0.73 0.93
The service experience made me felt awkward 0.96
The service experience made me look foolish 0.81
The service experience made me felt discomfited 0.93
The service experience made me felt humiliated 1.00
Negative word-of-mouth
| spread negative information about this service organization 0.96 0.80 0.96 0.90
| denigrated the service organization to my friends 0.89
I told my friends not to go to that service provider 1.00

F.L Factor loading, a Cronbach’s alpha, AVE Average variance extracted, CR Composite reliability

discrimination, the more embarrassment disadvantaged cus-
tomers will face, and the higher the inclination for nWoM.
H3 is also verified. It is found that customer embarrass-
ment has a statistically significant impact on nWoM
(Hs : B =042, p <0.000); (R*=.170, F(1,250) = 52.482,
p = 0.000). This result indicates that the higher the feeling
of embarrassment because of service provider behavior, the
more likely is nWoM.

As indicated in the introduction section, PCD has three
distinct manifestations. A regression analysis reveals that
nWoM is influenced by all three types of discrimination
experiences, i.e., overt discrimination (H1s : B = 0.25,
p < 0.000); (R* =.080, F(1,250) = 21.830, p = 0.000)
subtle discrimination
(Hip : 8 =0.32, p < 0.000);

(R*= 121, F(1,250) = 34.446, p = 0.000), and service-
level discrimination

(Hy: B =029, p<0000); (R*=.087, F(1,250) =
25.000, p = 0.000). Therefore, it is established that all
types of discrimination can trigger nWoM.

Regression analysis is also conducted to examine the
impact of the components of PCD on customer embar-
rassment. The results show that all types of embar-
rassment have a statistically significant impact on
customer  embarrassment, ie, overt discrimination
(Hy : B =021, p <0.000); (R2=.060, F(1,250) = 15931,
p = 0.000) subtle discrimination
(Hap : B =0.28,p < 0.000); (R* = .096, F(1,250) = 26.428,
p = 0.000) and service-level discrimination
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0.32**

0.25**

Perceived Customer
Discrimination

0.59**

Overt Discrimination ~NJ0.21**

0.50**

v

Subtle
Discrimination

0.28**

Embarrassment

Customer Negative Word-of-

Mouth

0.42**

Discrimination in |
Service

0.23**

0.29%*

Fig. 2 Regression results

(Hyp : B =0.28,p < 0.000); (R* = .096,F(1,250) = 26.428,
p = 0.000) Therefore, it is established that all types of discrimi-

nation can trigger customer embarrassment.

Mediation analysis

The research has successfully established the direct
impact of PCD on nWoM and customer embarrass-
ment. Mediation analysis is performed to test for the
indirect impact of PCD through customer embarrass-
ment on nWoM. Structural Equation Modeling per-
forms mediation analysis with Maximum Likelihood
Estimation in Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS
Version 21). The analysis results indicate that cus-
tomer embarrassment partially mediates the relation-
ship between PCD and nWoM (5 =0.44, p <0.000). All
regression analysis is found to be statistically significant
(Fig. 2).

Discussion

Previous studies have not linked PCD with nWoM behav-
ior. In this research, the first finding confirms that PCD
causes nWoM for disadvantaged customers. Services
are a social phenomenon, and interaction between the
service provider and customers is inevitable; as a result,
service generation can reflect hostilities or prejudice held
by service providers. Discrimination is an unpleasant
and unfair experience [49], so disadvantaged customers
narrate discriminatory service episodes and vent their
frustration to their acquaintances. Customer decision-
making is a function of their memory of previous expe-
riences [37]. Therefore, discriminatory experiences will
elicit nWoM whenever service provider-related discus-
sion occurs.

The second finding of the research corroborates the
nexus between PCD and customer embarrassment.
Extant research examined PCD for its impact on help-
lessness and frustration [35]. This research has added to
the scope of PCD by including its impact on customer
embarrassment. Embarrassment is a complex emotion,
and its understanding in the service industry is para-
mount. This research successfully established that PCD
is an antecedent of customer embarrassment. Accord-
ing to Grace [24], customer embarrassment holds cogni-
tive, behavioral, and physiological consequences such as
nWoM. Since embarrassing episodes erode public image,
people attempt to restore their image by relaying nWoM
about discriminatory service providers.

Discrimination in service generation and delivery
causes discomfort for minority customers, and embar-
rassment is a natural consequence. It is a general belief
among disadvantaged customers that they are discrimi-
nated against because of their unique social identities.
Service providers disrespect and do not like minority
customers, so resort to mistreatment and demeaning
behaviors to show their contempt toward disadvantaged
customers in overt or covert ways.

The third finding indicates that customer embarrass-
ment causes nWoM. It is known that embarrassment
weakens self-image and self-esteem [27] and results in
physiological effects, i.e., shaking, crying, blushing, and
nausea [24]; therefore, customers develop antipathy for
service providers who cause embarrassment. To remedy
this situation and avoid becoming the target of negative
judgment, customers exit the service space and try to
avoid future contact with the service provider. The abash-
ment and awkwardness caused by inept service providers
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will result in dissatisfaction with the overall service
experience.

PCD has three distinct components; therefore, it
was hypothesized that each type would affect customer
embarrassment and nWoM. These hypotheses are proven
true in this research. A service encounter characterized
by overt, subtle, or service-level discrimination imprints
a negative image of the service provider on customers’
minds. Disadvantaged customers feel frustrated, helpless,
and embarrassed. Moreover, discriminatory service expe-
riences, in any form, cause dissatisfaction for customers,
which is the main driver of nWoM [9].

Similarly, discrimination in the service context, where
other customers are the social audience, results in
embarrassment. Customer embarrassment is a natural
outcome of a discriminatory treatment since such inci-
dences reduce self-esteem and deteriorate social image
[27]. The situation worsens as customers are twice as
likely to spread nWoM than positive WoM [14]. Overt,
subtle, or service-level discrimination results in a feel-
ing that minority customers have lower social status than
majority customers.

Overt discrimination is hatred of disadvantaged cus-
tomers and takes the form of physical assaults [35],
sexist or racist yelling, etc. These kinds of incidents
cause minority customers to develop a negative atti-
tude toward the service provider. Moreover, customers
engage in nWoM against these service providers because
they want their acquaintances to remain safe from dis-
criminatory experiences and to vent their anger. Covert
discrimination takes place as service providers hold prej-
udice against disadvantaged customers. Service provid-
ers resort to veiled hostilities, condescending tones, and
suspicious gazes at disadvantaged customers. Though it
is generally difficult to detect, covert discrimination is
noted by the person on the receiving end [55]. Covert
discrimination causes insecurity and adds to the sense
of vulnerability among disadvantaged customers. Disad-
vantaged customers feel embarrassed by service provider
behavior and inform others of this unpleasant service
experience. The consequences of service-level discrimi-
nation are similar to overt and covert discrimination.
Service-level discrimination is manifested by refusing,
ignoring, or providing sub-standard services to disad-
vantaged customers. This form of discrimination is also
used to debase the minority customers and evokes feeling
of embarrassment as well as an urge to tell others about
incivility of service provider.

All forms of discrimination result in emotional and
behavioral consequences for service providers. In this
research, the implications of PCD have been extended
to incorporate customer emotional and behavio-
ral responses. In terms of emotions, disadvantaged
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customers feel embarrassed when they encounter any
form of discrimination. Similarly, PCD also causes nWoM
by disadvantaged customers.

Conclusions

Discrimination against minority customers is a pervasive
problem in the marketing field. The ramifications of dis-
crimination in the context of services are wide and detri-
mental for the organizations. It is believed that services
are performances. Therefore, service providers must be
sensitive to their minority customers’ identities while
serving them. This research paper examined the emo-
tional and behavioral implications of perceived customer
discrimination. We used a model of service exchange dis-
crimination that classifies discrimination with minority
customers in three forms, i.e., overt, subtle, and service-
level discrimination. Customer embarrassment was con-
sidered the most suitable emotional outcome whereas
nWoM was selected as the most suitable behavioral reac-
tion of customers.

This research explained that discrimination is hurtful
to customers and that all forms of discrimination lead to
customer embarrassment. The main reason for feeling
embarrassed is that the service space hosts other custom-
ers too. When a customer experiences discrimination in
front of a public or social audience, their self-esteem and
public image is destroyed. Furthermore, it is established
that consumer embarrassment leads to nWoM. Cus-
tomers want other people to know about their negative
service experiences because they want to seek empathy,
revenge, or protect others in their social group from dis-
crimination. The research also successfully established
that consumer embarrassment mediates the relationship
between experiencing discrimination and nWoM.

What customers feel, say, and attribute is influenced by
the environment in which they experience the service. If
service experience is tainted with discrimination by ser-
vice providers, the customer will not be able to discuss
these experiences in a positive sense. Customers expect
that they have the right to equal treatment. Hence, dis-
crimination is unacceptable to them. Customers feel that
direct or indirect discrimination belittles them and rep-
resents prejudice service providers hold toward minority
customers. Although it is determined that customers will
engage in nWoM with others, service organizations can
expect more severe responses from customers. In con-
clusion, discrimination during service exchange causes
embarrassment and causes customers to generate nWoM
against service organizations.

Limitations and future recommendations
A comprehensive understanding of PCD holds important
academic and practical implications. In academic terms,
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future research can include moderating variables, i.e.,
gender, personality, and nationality, to account for the
difference in emotional and behavioral responses to PCD.
Future research can be designed as a cross-cultural study
comparing perceptions of discrimination across custom-
ers in different cultures.

In practical terms, service-related organizations can
measure the factors that result in the perception of dis-
crimination, especially among disadvantaged customers.
Moreover, service organizations can train their employ-
ees so that they do not engage in behaviors that reflect
overt, subtle, or service-level discrimination. With a bet-
ter understanding of perceived discrimination, service
organizations can change their culture and become more
inclusive of disadvantaged customer groups.

Future research can also deploy different mediating and
moderating variables to add robustness to the research
model. For example, guilt and shame are also negative
emotions, which can be added to the model. Examining
consumer guilt and shame will also increase our under-
standing of the impact of discrimination on customers.
Similarly, the moderating impact of personality traits
can be introduced into the model. All personalities are
not equally prone to the negative impact of discrimina-
tory service experience. Therefore, a research model
that caters to these differences will reveal important
information.
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