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Social interactions at work can strongly influence people’s well-being. Extending past research, we
examined how social conflicts with customers at work (SCCs) are related to employees’ well-being (i.e.,
state negative affect, NA) and nonwork experiences (i.e., psychological detachment from work and
negative work reflection at home) on a daily level. Using experience-sampling methodology, we
collected data from 98 civil service agents over 5 working days. Hierarchical linear modeling revealed
that on the daily level, SCCs were related to employees’ NA as well as with their nonwork experiences.
Specifically, SCCs were negatively related to psychological detachment from work and positively related
to negative work reflection after work. Furthermore, results provide support for the mediating role of NA
in the SCC–nonwork experiences relationship. The findings of the present study broaden the scope of
workplace conflict research by showing that conflicts are not only associated with employees’ impaired
well-being but even encroach on their nonwork experiences.
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Other people can have a strong impact on how we feel; for
example, they influence whether we feel safe and empowered or
threatened and drained (Cialdini, 2001). At work, negative social
interactions (i.e., social conflicts) have been suggested to be the
most severe work stressors (Spector & Jex, 1998). Past research
has linked social conflicts at work with numerous negative out-
comes, such as decreased organizational commitment and job
satisfaction and higher turnover intentions (Frone, 2000; Spector &
Jex, 1998; Thomas, Bliese, & Jex, 2005). Moreover, researchers
have shown negative effects from social workplace conflicts on em-
ployees’ health and well-being (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Schil-
ling, 1989; De Dreu & Beersma, 2005). For example, employees who
experience high levels of social conflict at work report higher levels
of anxiety and depression (Spector & Jex, 1998), burnout symptoms

(De Dreu, van Dierendonck, & Dijkstra, 2004), and negative affect
(Ilies, Johnson, Judge, & Keeney, 2011).

In today’s work environment with an increasing number of
employees working in the service sector (International Labour
Office, 2007), knowledge about the immediate effects of social
conflicts with customers (SCCs) on employees’ well-being is
needed to guarantee excellent customer services as well as orga-
nizational effectiveness and survival (Grandey, Kern, & Frone,
2007; Mueller & Tschan, 2011; Sliter, Pui, Sliter, & Jex, 2011).
Compared with other types of social conflict (e.g., coworker or
supervisor conflict), SCCs are especially harmful for employees
(Grandey et al., 2007; Sliter et al., 2011; Totterdell & Holman,
2003) because they are mostly one-shot occasions of interactions
with often no opportunity to resolve the conflict after the incident.
In addition, employees in the service sector also often have to
engage in emotional labor (EL; Hochschild, 1983), publicly ex-
pressing emotions while hiding others. The way employees man-
age the display of normatively appropriate behavior has been
shown to be associated with service performance and organiza-
tional effectiveness (e.g., Chi, Grandey, Diamond, & Krimmel,
2011; Totterdell & Holman, 2003). Service workers who are
particularly required to follow organizational display rules by
showing positive emotions can engage in surface acting (Grandey,
2000; Gross, 1998) by suppressing, amplifying, or faking emo-
tions, or they can engage in deep acting (Grandey, 2000; Gross,
1998) by changing the situation or the perception of the situation.
Surface acting has been shown to be detrimental for employees’
well-being and job attitudes (Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011). Expe-
riencing emotional dissonance (Grandey, 2000; Hochschild, 1983;
Zapf, Vogt, Seifert, Mertini, & Isic, 1999)—the mismatch between
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felt emotion and organizationally desired expressions of emo-
tions—has been found to be harmful for employees’ well-being
(Zapf, 2002). Emotional dissonance should be of special impor-
tance in the service sector.

Although researchers have acknowledged social conflicts as key
work stressors (e.g., Bolger et al., 1989; Hashimoto, 1995; Spector &
Bruk-Lee, 2008; Thomas et al., 2005), more research is needed: First,
scant attention has been paid to the short-term effects of social
conflicts over a working day (for exceptions, see, e.g., Bolger et al.,
1989; Ilies et al., 2011). Second and most important, research that
goes beyond the detrimental effects of social conflict at work by
investigating their relationships with employees’ nonwork experi-
ences is nearly nonexistent, but it is important to evaluate how far
reaching and detrimental workplace conflicts actually are.

This study makes at least three contributions: First, our study goes
beyond existing research by investigating daily spillover effects from
SCCs to nonwork experiences. Spillover describes “effects of work
and family on one another that generate similarities between these
domains” (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000, p. 180). If SCCs are detri-
mental even beyond the work time, organizations and individuals
would have to consider steps to prevent the immediate effects of
customer conflicts or, if not possible, help employees to deal with this
uncontrollable and dysfunctional work stressor (e.g., by training em-
ployees in healthy emotion regulation strategies).

Second, our study goes beyond existing research by investigat-
ing immediate effects of customer conflicts on nonwork experi-
ences. Existing research either has examined other sources of
conflicts, such as supervisor or coworker conflict (Ilies et al.,
2011), or used broader categories of workplace conflicts (Bolger et
al., 1989; Mroczek & Almeida, 2004). Moreover, when customer
conflicts have been studied (Sliter et al., 2011; Totterdell & Hol-
man, 2003; Tschan, Rochat, & Zapf, 2005), the development of
SCCs over a working day and consequences for employees’ pri-
vate lives on a daily basis have not been considered. Customer
conflicts are important to consider because negative and anger-
provoking events are often associated with customer interactions.
For example, Grandey, Dickter, and Sin (2004) found in a diary
study that 43% of the anger-provoking events were associated with
customer interactions. In comparison with conflict from cowork-
ers, customer conflict has been shown to have even worse conse-
quences (Sliter et al., 2011). Workplace conflicts with customers
can be regarded as a central source of stress at work because
employees in the service sector spend a large amount of time with
customers and also often have to deal with a large number of
different customers per day (Dormann & Zapf, 2004).

Third, the goal of the study was to broaden our understanding of
explanatory factors for potential spillover effects from the work to
the nonwork domain. Specifically, we suggest that negative affect
(NA), as an indicator of impaired well-being, acts as a mediator in
the SCC–nonwork relationship. Knowledge about mediating pro-
cesses will help design practical interventions for reducing detri-
mental effects of workplace conflicts.

Theoretical Background and Development of Hypotheses

On a general level, workplace conflicts can be defined as “a
process that begins when an individual or group perceives differ-
ences and opposition between him- or herself and another individ-

ual or group about interests, beliefs, or values that matter to him or
her” (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005, p. 106).

SCCs share some aspects with related concepts such as work-
place aggression (R. A. Baron & Neumann, 1996; Hershcovis et
al., 2007) and incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Cortina &
Magley, 2009; Cortina, Magley, Hunter Williams, & Langhout,
2001), but there are also important differences. In line with other
authors (e.g., Dormann & Zapf, 2004; Grandey et al., 2004), we
consider direct forms of aggression (e.g., physical aggression) to
be less relevant in the customer interaction but the less direct forms
of workplace aggression (e.g., yelling at the service provider) are
also meaningful in the employee–customer interaction. Incivility
(e.g., showing disrespect, degradation) as a mild and less inten-
tional form of deviant work behavior (e.g., Cortina et al., 2001)
focuses in comparison with SCCs primarily on stressful actions
from “insiders” (e.g., supervisors) than “outsiders” (e.g., custom-
ers; Cortina et al., 2001). However, all three constructs share the
potential threat for employees’ self-esteem.

We expected that there would be an association between cus-
tomer conflicts at work and nonwork experiences, mediated by
NA, as an indicator of impaired well-being. We examined two
nonwork experiences: psychological detachment from work and
negative work reflection. By examining psychological detachment
and negative work reflection, we were able to study both resource-
providing and resource-depleting nonwork experiences. We define
resource-providing experiences as afterwork activities that replen-
ish psychological, cognitive, social, and physical resources. In
contrast, resource-depleting experiences refer to activities that are
effort consuming and drainful, thus further depleting employees’
resources (cf. Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006).

Psychological detachment from work has been defined by Et-
zion, Eden, and Lapidot (1998) as “the individual sense of being
away from the work situation” (p. 579). It implies the absence of
work-related thoughts. Being mentally detached from work helps
individuals to recover from stress and benefits well-being and (at
a medium level) job performance (e.g., Fritz, Yankelevich, Zaru-
bin, & Barger, 2010; Sonnentag, Binnewies, & Mojza, 2008). In
contrast, negative work reflection refers to thinking about the
negative aspects of one’s workday, such as failures and unpleasant
customer interactions (cf. Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Mojza, 2009a;
Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006). Negative work reflection is thought to
be effort consuming and exhausting because employees in their
leisure time are still mentally confronted with work demands.
Negative work reflection has detrimental consequences, particu-
larly for employees’ well-being (Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006).

Social Conflicts With Customers at Work and
Nonwork Experiences

Employees can be affected by negative work events directly
after exposure to them, but it is important to note that these events
can exert their negative influences on employees by impairing
recovery processes even a significant time afterward (e.g., after
returning home). Insufficient psychological detachment from work
(e.g., by thinking about work-related issues while at home; Son-
nentag & Bayer, 2005) and rumination processes (Martin & Tes-
ser, 1996) in terms of thinking about the negative aspects of work
are likely to occur on days when an employee has been exposed to
SCCs.

305SOCIAL CONFLICTS WITH CUSTOMERS AND ENCROACHMENT



In the following, we develop our hypotheses regarding SCCs
and nonwork experiences and our postulated mediator of NA in the
SCC–nonwork relationship.

Social Conflicts With Customers at Work and
Psychological Detachment

One of the most central aspects of recovery processes is psy-
chological detachment from work (Etzion et al., 1998; Sonnentag
& Bayer, 2005). Recovery from work demands requires not only
being physically away from the workplace but also mentally
“switching” off from work. Job-related thoughts and job-related
activities should be absent after work. Therefore, to refrain from
job demands, employees are advised to take a mental break from
work-related issues.

Psychological detachment from work has been demonstrated to
be important for numerous work- and non–work-related outcomes.
For example, one study with 527 Finnish employees showed that
psychological detachment was directly related to occupational
well-being and also functioned as a moderator in the relationship
between psychosocial work characteristics and occupational well-
being (Siltaloppi, Kinnunen, & Feldt, 2009). In a recent study,
Fritz et al. (2010) showed that mentally distancing oneself from
work was positively related to life satisfaction and negatively
related to emotional exhaustion.

Research indicates that several job situation variables, such as
time pressure and workload, are negatively related to psycholog-
ical detachment from work (Siltaloppi et al., 2009; Sonnentag &
Kruel, 2006). SCCs as one of the most severe work stressors are
very likely to impair employees’ psychological detachment from
work. When employees are confronted with customers who show
disproportionate behavior, they might, for instance, experience an
imbalance between their input (e.g., showing attention and respect
toward the customer) and subsequent output (e.g., unfriendly and
insulting customer behavior) necessary for equity perceptions (Ad-
ams, 1965), or they might experience this behavior as an offense to
the self (De Cremer, 2002; Semmer, Jacobshagen, Meier, & Elf-
ering, 2007). Even when not being actively concerned with work-
related tasks that could impair psychological detachment from
work, employees might anticipate what they have to do on the next
workday and they probably fear future customer conflicts (Mueller
& Tschan, 2011). Awareness that not all customer problems have
been solved during the workday also might make it difficult to
detach from work.

Taken together, we proposed the following:

Hypothesis 1: Conflicts with customers at work will be neg-
atively related to psychological detachment from work during
evening hours.

Social Conflicts With Customers at Work and
Negative Work Reflection

Besides the importance of psychological detachment from work
for recovery, we suggest that SCCs are related to employees’
negative work reflection. Negative work reflection means that one
thinks about the negative aspects of work and that one considers
what one does not like about one’s job. In contrast to psychological
detachment from work, negative work reflection refers to the fact

that one still thinks of negative work aspects and has unintentional
preservative thoughts (Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1993). Neg-
ative work reflection is effort consuming, leads to prolonged
activation, and produces a feeling of helplessness (Binnewies,
Sonnentag, & Mojza, 2009b; Cropley & Purvis, 2003).

Empirical findings indicate that negative work reflection has
detrimental costs with respect to health and well-being (Fritz &
Sonnentag, 2006). Research from social cognition literature helps
to better understand why SCCs should be related to negative work
reflection. Martin and Tesser (1996) defined rumination as “a class
of conscious thoughts that revolve around a common instrumental
theme and that recur in the absence of immediate environmental
demands requiring the thoughts” (p. 7). Rumination occurs when
people are not able to attain a self-referent goal, with detrimental
effects for employees’ well-being and self-esteem (Martin & Tes-
ser, 1996).

In line with rumination theory (Martin & Tesser, 1996, 2006),
we argue that a high level of daily SCCs is related to increased
negative work reflection because employees are not able to
achieve a desired outcome with the customer. Instead, goal pursuit
is interrupted, leading to negative work-related thoughts after a
negative customer interaction. Imagine, for example, a customer
service employee who is confronted with a customer who has
disproportionate expectations and the customer service employee
is not able to achieve a satisfactory solution because she is not able
to deviate from a prescribed working procedure. From a control
theoretical perspective (Carver & Scheier, 1990; Watkins, 2008),
the customer conflict reflects negative feedback concerning goal-
relevant behavior. The lack of goal fulfillment makes the employee
susceptible to rumination. Moreover, after a negative customer
interaction, the situation cannot be changed.

Taken together, we proposed the following:

Hypothesis 2: Conflicts with customers at work will be pos-
itively related to negative work reflection during evening
hours.

The Mediating Role of Negative Affect in the
Relationship Between Social Conflicts With Customers
and Nonwork Experiences

Building on affective events theory (Weiss & Cropanzano,
1996) as well as empirical findings, we proposed that NA would
act as a mediator in the relationship between SCCs and nonwork
experiences (i.e., psychological detachment from work and negative
work reflection). Studies using a within-person design have shown
that social conflicts contribute to daily variations in NA (e.g., Bolger
et al., 1989; Ilies et al., 2011). Moreover, previous research has shown
that daily variations in NA impair employees’ well-being (e.g., Judge,
Woolf, & Hurst, 2009; Merz & Roesch, 2010).

We argue that daily variations in NA should also influence
employees’ nonwork experiences. On the basis of the mood-as-
information model (Schwarz, 1990), we suggest that NA is nega-
tively related to psychological detachment from work and
positively related to negative work reflection. The mood-as-
information model basically suggests that people in a positive
mood engage in heuristic information processing because they use
their positive mood as a signal that they are on the “right track”
and that the environment is secure. On the contrary, people in a
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negative mood engage in careful and resource-consuming infor-
mation processes because their negative mood indicates that they
should adjust their behavior in order to resolve problematic issues
and that they should allocate their attention to details. Empirical
studies have found effects of mood on various outcomes, such as
information processing, attributions, and judgments of well-being
(Bless, Mackie, & Schwarz, 1992; Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Peo-
ple also spend more time reasoning about negative experiences
compared with positive experiences (Abele, 1985).

Translated to our research question of the NA–nonwork expe-
riences relationship, we argue that NA should lead employees to
allocate more attention to the customer conflict, also when at
home, in order to find ways to adjust their behavior and to resolve
the unpleasant situation. As people’s long-term memory is influ-
enced by the affective states when they encode the respective
information (Bower, 1981; Buchanan, 2007), NA should increase
the likelihood of people’s retrieval of negative work events when
at home (i.e., conflicts at work). Therefore, people will be less able
to mentally refrain from work (i.e., psychologically detach from
work) because they might engage in work-related thinking during
their leisure time. Moreover, not only will their psychological
detachment from work be decreased as they engage in work-
related thoughts instead of leisure-related activities, but they will
also focus on the negative aspects of their work during leisure time
(i.e., negative work reflection).

Taken together, we proposed that NA would mediate the rela-
tionships between SCCs and nonwork experiences.

Hypothesis 3: State NA mediates the relationship between
conflicts with customers at work and psychological detach-
ment from work.

Hypothesis 4: State NA mediates the relationship between
conflicts with customers at work and negative work
reflection.

Method

Overview

We used a within-person design and conducted an experience-
sampling study with 98 employees from civil service agencies in
Germany. Data were collected by a general survey and by daily
surveys. Participants filled in daily surveys over 5 consecutive
workdays (Monday–Friday), two times per day (i.e., at the end of
the workday, after the workday). The general survey was com-
pleted 1 week before the start of the daily surveys. We collected
data on SCCs and well-being (i.e., NA) at the end of the workday
and measures of nonwork experiences (i.e., detachment and neg-
ative work reflection) at bedtime.

Procedure and Sample

We approached managers of civil service agencies in the south
of Germany, described the aim of the study, and asked for per-
mission to recruit participants. We introduced our study as re-
search on “work and well-being.” On managers’ agreement, we
sent information about the study’s goals and content to employees
via Intranet or e-mail systems. Participants could send an e-mail or

fax to the research team, indicating their interest to participate in
the study. After registration, participants received a survey pack-
age with detailed instructions on when and how to fill out ques-
tionnaires. Participants had to write down the exact time when they
completed each questionnaire. We emphasized confidentiality and
the fact that the study was conducted in agreement—but indepen-
dent of—the organization. To match questionnaires while assuring
confidentiality, participants were asked to indicate a code on each
questionnaire. Completed questionnaires were sent back to the
research team in a prestamped envelope. As an incentive, we
offered participation in a lottery and detailed feedback on the
results after study completion.

Overall, 138 employees from 18 civil service agencies agreed to
participate in our study. From these, 101 sent back questionnaires
to our research team, resulting in a response rate of 73.19%. We
checked whether participants filled out the surveys during the
requested time frames (i.e., at the end of the workday, at bedtime).
As a consequence, three participants were excluded from analyses
because of noncompliance with study instructions (i.e., they did
not fill in the questionnaires at the requested time), resulting in a
final sample of 98 participants. The number of surveys completed
at the end of the workday ranged between 446 and 460, and
between 479 and 482 surveys were completed at bedtime. All
participants had customer contact on a frequent, daily basis. The
core task duty of the participants in their jobs was to interact with
and consult customers who had, for example, inquiries regarding
youth welfare office issues or requests for unemployment com-
pensation.

Participants (67.3% were women) had an average age of 39.78
years (SD � 10.76), ranging from 20 to 60 years. Most participants
held a university degree or a comparable education (48.0%),
followed by participants with an apprenticeship (35.7%) or with a
master craftsman (16.3%). Overall, 29.6% of the participants held
a supervisory position. Participants had, on average, 15.2 years of
job experience (SD � 10.59) and had worked in the current
company for 11.30 years (SD � 9.34) on average. With respect to
the living and family situation, the majority of participants re-
ported living with a partner (63.2%), followed by participants who
reported living alone (30.7%). The other participants (6.1%) indi-
cated living with another person (e.g., sibling, parents). Overall,
38.8% of participants indicated having children. Participants had,
on average, 39.63 hr (SD � 2.75) weekly contract working hours.

Measures

Following the procedure from other research using daily surveys
(e.g., Ilies et al., 2011; Judge et al., 2009), we slightly rephrased
items to suit the format of daily assessment. All items were in
German. Scales developed in English were translated into German by
the first author and back-translated to English by native speakers.

Social conflicts at work with customers. We measured
SCCs daily, at the end of the workday, with the 16-item customer-
related social stressor scale by Dormann and Zapf (2004; cf. also
Dudenhöffer & Dormann, 2010). Participants were instructed to
indicate for the respective afternoon on 5-point Likert scales (1 �
not at all true to 5 � totally true) how much the following items
were true. Sample items included “This afternoon, I had to deal
with customers/clients who did not understand that we have to
comply with some rules,” “This afternoon, I had to deal with
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citizens/clients who criticized me,” and “This afternoon, I had to
deal with some unfriendly customers.” Cronbach’s alphas ranged
from .91 to .94 over the 5 days (mean � � .93).

Psychological detachment from work. We measured psy-
chological detachment from work in the bedtime questionnaire
with the four-item scale developed by Sonnentag and Fritz (2007).
A sample item included “Today I forgot about work during
afterwork hours.” Participants were instructed to report their
day-level evaluation of psychological detachment from work
(as opposed to their general level of detachment) on 5-point
Likert scales (1 � fully disagree to 5 � fully agree; Sonnentag
et al., 2008). Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .90 to .94 over the
5 days (mean � � .92).

Negative work reflection. We measured negative work re-
flection in the bedtime questionnaire with four items from Bin-
newies et al. (2009b). A sample item included “Today, during
leisure time I realized what it is that I do not like about my work.”
Again, participants were instructed to report their day-level eval-
uation of negative work reflection after work on that specific day
(as opposed to their general level of negative work reflection) on
5-point Likert scales (1 � fully disagree to 5 � fully agree).
Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .94 to .95 over the 5 days (mean
� � .95).

To show that the constructs psychological detachment from
work and negative work reflection were empirically distinct, we
conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses. In a two-factor
model, we modeled two correlated latent factors (psychological
detachment and negative work reflection). Every item that was
supposed to measure each construct was allowed to load on the
corresponding latent factor (i.e., all psychological detachment
items on the latent psychological detachment factor, and the neg-
ative work reflection on the latent negative work reflection factor).
This model should have the best model fit, evaluated by a �2-
difference test, compared with alternative models with fewer latent
factors (cf. Kline, 2005). We compared the two-factor model with
an alternative one-factor model (all items of all scales were al-
lowed to load on one latent factor) for the 5 consecutive days,
separately. The two-factor model showed an acceptable fit for all
5 days (Day 1: �2 � 35.12, df � 17; comparative fit index
[CFI] � 0.98; Tucker–Lewis index [TLI] � 0.96; root mean
square error of approximation [RMSEA] � 0.10; standardized root
mean residual [SRMR] � 0.03; Day 2: �2 � 41.44, df � 17;
CFI � 0.97; TLI � 0.95; RMSEA � 0.12; SRMR � 0.03; Day 3:
�2 � 27.49, df � 17; CFI � 0.99; TLI � 0.98; RMSEA � 0.08;
SRMR � 0.04; Day 4: �2 � 27.74, df � 17; CFI � 0.99; TLI �
0.98; RMSEA � 0.08; SRMR � 0.03; Day 5: �2 � 20.11, df � 17;
CFI � 1.00; TLI � 0.99; RMSEA � 0.04; SRMR � 0.03) and fit
the data better than a one-factor model (��2 ranging between
104.33 and 212.56, � df � 1, ps �.001). In summary, we con-
cluded that these measures represent empirically distinct con-
structs.

Negative affect. Following the procedure from Sonnentag et
al. (2008), we assessed NA daily at the end of the workday with six
items of the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988). Participants indicated on 5-point Likert scales
(1 � not at all to 5 � very much) the degree to which they felt “at
this moment” each affective state described by the adjectives (e.g.,
nervous, distressed, scared). Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .77 to
.84 over the 5 days (mean � � .80).

Control variables. We controlled for age, gender (1 �
women, 2 � men), leadership position (one item asking if the
respondent had supervisory responsibilities: 1 � no, 2 � yes), and
weekly working hours, as each of these variables has been found
to relate to well-being and recovery experiences (e.g., Ilies et al.,
2007; Song, Foo, & Uy, 2008). We assessed the control variables
in the general survey.

Results

We analyzed our data with a multilevel random coefficient
model using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM Version 6;
Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon, 2004). Days (Level 1)
were nested within persons (Level 2). Level 2 data were centered
around the grand mean and Level 1 data were centered around the
respective person mean. Before testing our hypotheses, we had to
test whether HLM was appropriate. Therefore, we ran null models
to examine the between-persons and within-person variance com-
ponents of the variables (i.e., SCCs, psychological detachment,
negative work reflection, NA). For SCCs, within-individual vari-
ance was 60.59% (Level 1 intercept variance, i.e., 0.1494, divided
by total variance, i.e., 0.1494 � 0.2297). For psychological de-
tachment, negative work reflection, and NA, within-individual
variances were 49.50%, 49.96%, and 44.71%, respectively. Ac-
cordingly, inspection of between-persons and within-person vari-
ance showed that a high proportion of the variance could be
attributed to variance within persons, indicating that HLM was
appropriate.

To test our hypotheses, we used the restricted maximum likeli-
hood procedure in HLM (see Hox, 2002). For directional hypoth-
eses, one-tailed tests are appropriate and are indicated as such. In
addition, to confirm our mediation hypotheses, the coefficients of
the mediator (i.e., NA) had to be significant after entering the
independent variable (i.e., SCCs). Moreover, we estimated with
1,000 bootstrapping resamples the 99% confidence intervals for
the indirect effects (Preacher & Hayes, 2004) using Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2004). Means and standard deviations
of all variables included in our analysis and zero-order correlations
of variables at the person level and the mean values of the day-
level correlations are shown in Table 1.

Social Conflicts With Customers at Work and
Nonwork Experiences

Psychological detachment from work. In Hypothesis 1, we
predicted that day-level SCCs would be negatively related to
psychological detachment at home. Results are shown in Table 2.

In the null model, the intercept was the only predictor. In Model
1, we added the control variables (i.e., age, gender, leadership
position, and weekly working hours). Analyses showed that Model
1, in which the control variables were entered, did not show an
improvement over the null model (� –2 � log � 5.55, ns). Model
2a, which also included SCCs, showed significant improvement
over Model 1 (�–2 � log � 92.37, p � .001). Analyses indicated
that day-level SCCs are significantly negatively related to psycho-
logical detachment from work during evening hours, � �
	0.1828, SE � 0.1005, t � 	1.82, p � .05 (one-tailed). Thus, we
found support for Hypothesis 1.
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Negative work reflection. In Hypothesis 2, we predicted that
day-level SCCs would be positively related to negative work
reflection at home. Results are shown in Table 3.

Analyses showed that Model 1, in which the controls were
entered, did not show an improvement over the null model (�–2 �
log � 1.89, ns). Model 2a, which also included SCCs, showed
significant improvement over Model 1 (�–2 � log � 65.52, p �
.001). Analyses indicated that day-level SCCs are significantly
positively related with negative work reflection during evening
hours, � � 0.2270, SE � 0.1264, t � 1.80, p � .05 (one-tailed).
We found support for Hypothesis 2.

The mediating role of NA in the SCCs–recovery experiences
relationship. In Hypotheses 3 and 4, we predicted that NA
would mediate the relationship between SCCs and psychological
detachment from work and negative work reflection. According to
R. M. Baron and Kenny (1986), four requirements have to be met:
(a) a relationship between SCCs and psychological detachment
from work (or negative work reflection), (b) a relationship between
SCCs and NA, (c) a relationship between NA and psychological
detachment from work (or negative work reflection), (d) a signif-
icantly decreased relationship between SCCs and psychological
detachment from work (or negative work reflection) when NA is
controlled for.

For psychological detachment from work, Step 1 was already
supported when testing Hypothesis 1 showing that SCCs were
negatively related to psychological detachment from work (see
Table 2). Step 2 was also supported because the analysis showed
a positive relationship between SCCs and NA (see Table 4), � �
0.1170, SE � 0.0703, t � 1.66, p � .05 (one-tailed).

Step 3 was supported because we found a relationship be-
tween NA and psychological detachment from work (see Table
2). Specifically, we found that higher levels of NA were asso-
ciated with lower levels of psychological detachment from
work, � � 	0.3682, SE � 0.1023, t � 	3.60, p � .01. Step 4
was tested with an additional HLM regression analysis (see
Table 5, Model 1a).

In Model 1a, we entered both the predictor (i.e., SCCs) and the
mediator (i.e., NA) simultaneously to predict psychological de-
tachment from work. Findings revealed that the relationship be-
tween SCCs and psychological detachment from work was no
longer significant, � � 	0.1417, SE � 0.1032, t � 	1.37, ns, but

the mediator NA was still significant, � � 	0.3034, SE � 0.1098,
t � 	2.77, p � .01.

In addition, we applied the Monte Carlo method for testing the
confidence intervals of the indirect effect using Mplus (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998–2004). The estimated 99% confidence intervals for
the indirect effect of SCCs via NA ranged from 	.169 at the lower
limit to 	.032 at the upper limit, indicating a significant indirect
effect. Taken together, findings provide support for Hypothesis 3.

Our procedure for testing Hypothesis 4, in which we predicted
that NA would mediate the relationship between SCCs and nega-
tive work reflection, was analogous to our procedure for testing
Hypothesis 3. For negative work reflection, Step 1 was already
supported when analyzing Hypothesis 2, as SCCs were related to
negative work reflection at bedtime (see Table 3). Step 2 was
supported because findings showed a positive relationship between
SCCs and NA (see Table 4). Step 3 was supported because we
found a relationship between NA and negative work reflection.
Specifically, a high level of NA was associated with higher levels
of negative work reflection, � � 0.2299, SE � 0.0895, t � 2.57,
p � .05 (see Table 3). Step 4 was tested with an additional HLM
regression analyses (see Table 5). In Model 1b, we entered both
the predictor (i.e., SCCs) and the mediator (i.e., NA) simultane-
ously to predict negative work reflection. Findings revealed that
the relationship between SCCs and negative work reflection was
no longer significant, � � 0.1917, SE � 0.1249, t � 1.54, ns, but
the mediator NA was still significant, � � 0.1970, SE � 0.0850,
t � 2.32, p � .05. Again, for bootstrapping, we used 1,000
resamples to estimate the 99% confidence intervals for the indirect
effect. The estimated 99% confidence intervals for the indirect
effect of SCCs via NA ranged from .045 at the lower limit to .212
at the upper limit, indicating a significant indirect effect. The
SCC–negative work relationship was mediated by NA. Taken
together, analyses provide support for Hypothesis 4.

Additional Analyses

In response to reviewers’ comments, we tested models in which
we added positive affect (PA) to see whether it is a lack of PA
(rather than higher levels of NA) that accounts for the effects of

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Variables in the Multilevel Model and Correlations Among Person-Level Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Person-level measuresa

1. Age 39.78 10.76 — .19 .38�� 	.05
2. Genderb 1.33 0.47 — .23� .31��

3. Leadership positionc 1.30 0.46 — .25�

4. Working hours 39.63 2.75 —
Daily measuresd

5. SCCs 1.51 0.62 — 37�� .19�� .26��

6. NA 1.41 0.58 — 	.34�� .39��

7. Psychological detachment from work 3.52 1.09 — 	.56��

8. Negative work reflection 1.92 1.06 —

Note. SCCs � social conflicts with customers at work; NA � negative affect.
a N � 98. b Gender is coded as 1 � female, 2 � male. c Leadership position is coded as 1 � no, 2 � yes. d n � 446–482.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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SCCs on nonwork variables.1 Results showed that PA did not turn
out to be relevant in the SCC–nonwork relationship. Therefore, it
seems that SCCs are associated with higher levels of NA, not with
reduced PA. Moreover, we ran analyses in which we controlled for
serial dependency (i.e., autocorrelation). We controlled for the lag
of the dependent variable and found that results did not change
substantially.2

Discussion

Given the vital role of service in today’s work environment, the
goal of our study was to contribute to the understanding of the
daily effects of negative customer interactions by examining how
SCCs relate to employees’ well-being and nonwork outcomes. We
proposed that SCCs are goal-disrupting and resource-depleting
experiences; thus, they are negatively related to psychological
detachment and positively related to negative work reflection.
Furthermore, following affective events theory (Weiss & Cropan-
zano, 1996), we proposed that state NA would mediate the SCC–
nonwork relationship. The results of our study support these prop-
ositions.

Specifically, we found a negative relationship between daily
SCCs and psychological detachment from work. On days with
more experience of SCCs, employees found it more difficult to
“switch off mentally” from work. Likewise, we found a positive
relationship between daily SCCs and negative work reflection. On
days when employees indicated more experience of negative
customer-related interactions, they continued to think about the
negative aspects of work during evening hours. In addition, we
showed that NA mediates the relationship between SCCs and
nonwork experiences. Thus, SCCs affect resource-providing and
resource-depleting nonwork experiences.

To our knowledge, our study is the first to examine the associ-
ation of SCCs with nonwork experiences, and we conducted it on
a daily level. Knowing about the association of SCCs with non-
work outcomes on a daily level is important because it shows that
people’s well-being is not only reduced by negative work events
(here, customer conflicts) directly after exposure to them, but that
employees’ nonwork experiences are also impaired. Our findings
demonstrate that people are less able to detach from work, which
would be important to restoring resources to cope with upcoming
demands. In addition, in line with social cognition research on
rumination (Martin & Tesser, 1996, 2006), our findings suggest
that employees who experience SCCs cannot easily stop recurring
thoughts that revolve around work-related issues that have
passed. Obviously, SCCs can trigger downward developmental
spirals, which should be interrupted immediately to prevent any
negative outcomes. As we outlined in the introduction, cus-
tomer conflicts are different from other workplace conflicts
(e.g., supervisor conflict, coworker conflict), with severe con-

1 Following a procedure from Sonnentag et al. (2008), we assessed PA
with six items from the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson et
al., 1988). Participants indicated on 5-point Likert scales (1 � not at all to
5 � very much) the degree to which they felt “at this moment” each
affective state described by the adjectives (e.g., active, interested, excited).
Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .85 to .88 over the 5 days (mean � � .86).

2 Detailed analyses can be obtained from the first author.T
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sequences because there is often no opportunity to resolve the
conflict afterward (cf. Sliter et al., 2011), which interrupts goal
achievement and can be self-threatening (De Cremer, 2002;
Semmer et al., 2007). Thus, it is important to pay special
attention to customer conflicts.

Implications for Research and Practice

Our findings indicate that customer conflicts have the potential
to be harmful for employees’ well-being and nonwork experiences.
Our study broadens conflict research by demonstrating that there
are daily spillover effects from SCCs to nonwork experiences. Not
being able to recover from work during leisure time in turn is
associated with numerous negative consequences, such as psycho-
somatic and cardiovascular health problems, depression, and emo-
tional exhaustion (e.g., de Bloom et al., 2010; Eden, 2001). Given
the large number of employees working in the service sector,
organizations need to consider steps to help employees deal with
this uncontrollable and dysfunctional stressor.

For future research, the role of EL (Hochschild, 1983) would be
important to consider. Deep acting has been considered to be the

more effective strategy regarding effectiveness and individual
well-being (e.g., Chi et al., 2011; Grandey et al., 2004; Hülsheger
& Schewe, 2011). Deep acting, which induces the desired feelings
in oneself by imaging a prior event or by reappraising the situation,
should help diminish the negative consequences of unpleasant
customer interactions. Deep acting enhances employees’ mood and
mobilizes employees’ energy and social resources by positive
customer reactions (cf., e.g., Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Côté,
2005). Dormann and Zapf (2004) built the here-used SCC scale on
the grounding of Hochschild’s (1983) concept of EL. They have
shown that SCCs and emotional dissonance—as the key variable
of EL—are distinct constructs and show different patterns with
burnout dimensions. In customer interactions, emotional disso-
nance can occur but does not cover all aspects of negative service
provider–customer interactions (cf. Zapf & Dormann, 2004). For
example, a service provider may be allowed to express negative
emotions (e.g., teachers). Future research endeavors may aim at
investigating processes and causal pathways of EL in the SCC–
nonwork experiences relationship (Grandey et al., 2004; Rupp &
Spencer, 2006).

Table 4
Multilevel Estimates for Models Predicting Day-Specific Negative Affect

Variable

Null model Model 1 Model 2

Estimate SE t Estimate SE t Estimate SE t

Intercept 1.4102 0.0436 32.36��� 1.4101 0.0429 32.90��� 1.4117 0.04357 32.40���

Age 	0.0012 0.0035 	0.34 	0.0016 0.0035 	0.46
Gendera 0.0386 0.1244 0.31 0.0182 0.1174 0.16
Leadership positionb 	0.1477 0.1189 	1.24 	0.1763 0.1081 	1.63
Working hours 0.0071 0.0038 1.86† 0.0075 0.0035 2.15�

SCCs 0.1170 0.0703 1.66†

� Deviance 20.05��� 29.78���

Level 1 intercept variance 0.1817 0.1817 0.1645
Level 2 intercept variance 0.1488 0.1505 0.1572

Note. SCCs � social conflicts with customers at work; NA � negative affect.
a Gender is coded as 1 � female, 2 � male. b Leadership position is coded as 1 � no, 2 � yes.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.

Table 3
Multilevel Estimates for Models Predicting Day-Specific Negative Work Reflection Reported at Bedtime

Variable

Null model Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b

Estimate SE t Estimate SE t Estimate SE t Estimate SE t

Intercept 1.9168 0.0832 23.05�� 1.9174 0.0823 23.29��� 1.9250 0.0828 23.26�� 1.9147 0.0823 23.28���

Age 	0.0042 0.0075 	0.55 	0.0073 0.0074 	0.99 	0.0065 0.0072 	0.91
Gendera 	0.0814 0.2104 	0.39 	0.0964 0.2118 	0.46 	0.0695 0.2123 	0.33
Leadership positionb 	0.0740 0.2160 	0.34 	0.0437 0.2152 	0.20 	0.0622 0.2147 	0.29
Working hours 0.0115 0.0069 1.68† 0.0115 0.0065 1.76† 0.0111 0.0068 1.64
SCCs 0.2270 0.1264 1.80†

NA 0.2299 0.0895 2.57�

� Deviance 1.89 65.52��� 35.73���c

Level 1 intercept 0.5618 0.5618 0.5428 0.5555
Level 2 intercept 0.5610 0.5476 0.5410 0.5765

Note. SCCs � social conflicts with customers at work; NA � negative affect.
a Gender is coded as 1 � female, 2 � male. b Leadership position is coded as 1 � no, 2 � yes. c Deviance comparison with Model 1.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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When it comes to practical implications, our study suggests that
responsible organizations should be aware of the detrimental as-
sociations of difficult customer interactions, not only with employ-
ees’ NA, but also with their private life experiences. It appears
central to uplift employees’ negative mood in order to put employ-
ees in the mode to recover from demanding work environments.
According to the affective shift model (Bledow, Schmitt, Frese, &
Kühnel, 2011), helping individuals to put themselves in a positive
mood can improve workplace outcomes. Positive self-instructions
might help employees to put themselves in a better mood and to
increase their self-esteem (Lange, Richard, Gest, de Vries, &
Lodder, 1998). Moreover, allowing employees to take breaks at
work might be an effective intervention because it shifts power and
control to employees and gives employees opportunities to recover
from customer conflicts immediately (cf. Sliter et al., 2011). In
addition, it might help to offer support from supervisors and
coworkers (Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Ilies et al., 2011). Experi-
encing others offering to help to deal with difficult customers and
to share the problems should diminish the negative effects of SCCs
on employees’ well-being and beyond. Organizations could also
provide service workers with training to learn deep-acting skills,
such as situation reappraisal techniques, or teaching employees to
focus on the positive aspects of a situation (Grandey & Diamond,
2010). Adjusting organizational factors (e.g., offering autonomy,
supervisor support) and considering individual differences (e.g.,
personality, emotional intelligence) in staffing decisions may also
help service providers to interact with clients and customers in an
effective way (Grandey, 2000; Grandey et al., 2004; Judge et al.,
2009). For example, Grandey et al. (2004) found that service
workers who felt threatened by verbal customer aggression used
surface acting, whereas those who felt less threatened used deep
acting. In addition, the authors showed that employees with a
high level of job autonomy felt less threatened by customers.
Therefore, although organizations are not able to curtail all
customer conflicts, they have the power to design the work
environment.

Potential Limitations

Our study is not without limitations. The first limitation refers to
our data collection procedure. Although researchers conducting
diaries studies also have used survey packages (e.g., Sanz-Vergel,
Demerouti, Bakker, & Moreno-Jiménez, 2011; Xanthopoulou,
Bakker, Heuven, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2008), future research
should make use of electronic data collection procedures (e.g.,
handheld computers), which provide reliable information on when
participants filled out the questionnaire (Tennen, Affleck, Coyne,
Larsen, & DeLongis, 2006). Green, Rafaeli, Bolger, Shrout, and
Reis (2006) concluded that “compliance is much more an issue of
study design and participant motivation than it is an issue of
whether a diary is administered in paper-and-pencil form or elec-
tronically” (p. 102). The number of surveys completed after the
workday ranged between 446 and 460; between 479 and 482
surveys were completed at bedtime. The compliance rate of the
workday surveys was slightly smaller than the compliance rate of
the bedtime surveys. The workday surveys included items on the
experience of SCCs, which employees could—on very rare occa-
sions—not fill in because they had not had customer interactions
on that particular day.

Following Green et al. (2006), we used some strategies to
motivate participants (e.g., regular contacts before and during data
collection between our research team and participants, detailed
feedback on study results), which resulted in compliance rates
higher than those normally observed in daily surveys. Participants’
hand-made time and date stamps also indicated high compliance
with our instructions. In addition, it seems unlikely that our par-
ticipants had filled out the daily questionnaires at one time. The
data showed that there was considerable within-person variance
across the days for SCCs (60.59%), NA (44.71%), negative work
reflection (49.96%), and psychological detachment from work
(49.50%). In sum, although objective verification data would have
been better, it seems that our participants showed a high amount of
compliance with the diary protocol.

Table 5
Multilevel Estimates for Models Testing the Mediating Role of Negative Affect (NA) in
Relationship Between Social Conflicts at Work With Customers (SCCs) With Psychological
Detachment From Work (Model 1a) and Negative Work Reflection (Model 1b) Reported
at Bedtime

Variable

Model 1a Model 1b

Estimate SE t Estimate SE t

Intercept 3.4923 0.0841 41.53��� 1.9252 0.0827 23.27���

Age 	.0079 0.0075 	1.06 	0.0079 0.0072 	1.09
Gendera 	.00454 0.2161 	0.21 	0.0833 0.2118 	0.39
Leadership positionb 	0.0071 0.2402 	0.03 	0.0481 0.2136 	0.23
Working hours 	0.0185 0.0082 	2.27� 0.0108 0.0068 1.59
NA 	0.3043 0.1098 	2.77�� 0.1970 0.0850 2.32�

SCCs 	0.1417 0.1032 –1.37 0.1917 0.1249 1.54
� Deviance 11.43��� 9.21��

Level 1 intercept 0.5686 0.5288
Level 2 intercept 0.5621 0.5442

a Gender is coded as 1 � female, 2 � male. b Leadership position is coded as 1 � no, 2 � yes.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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Second, our sample consisted of civil service agents in Ger-
many, leaving open the extent to which our findings can be
generalized to other populations and other national cultures. We
chose civil service agents because these employees have to deal
with customers frequently over a workday. Future research should
replicate findings with participants from other professions and
cultures.

Third, as nonwork experiences we considered psychological
detachment from work and negative work reflection. This was
done to capture both resource-providing and resource-consuming
activities. Theoretically, psychological detachment from work and
negative work reflection are different constructs: Psychological
detachment from work means that one is able to “switch off” from
work, whereas negative work reflection refers to an employee’s
focus on the negative aspects of one’s work. Future research
should expand our findings by analyzing other indicators of em-
ployees’ afterwork experiences that do not correlate highly with
each other like psychological detachment from work and negative
work reflection do (although they can be separated theoretically
and empirically as two distinct constructs), such as relaxation,
mastery, and control.

Summary and Conclusion

Our diary study extends past research by showing that negative
customer interactions impair employees’ nonwork experiences,
suggesting that social stressor outcomes are not limited to the
workplace context. Stressful customer interactions are negatively
related to resource-providing experiences at bedtime and posi-
tively related to resource-consuming experiences at bedtime. Our
study further demonstrates that employees’ higher NA is a link
between negative customer interactions and employees’ nonwork
experiences. Most important, our study broadens the scope of
existing workplace conflict research by aligning daily customer
conflicts’ effects on work outcomes with nonwork experiences.
For future research, it would be particularly useful to investigate
individual and organizational factors that buffer the negative ef-
fects of social conflicts to improve the working conditions of a
growing number of service workers.
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