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The purpose of this study is to examine the effect of compassion experienced by low-cost 
carriers customers on their brand attitudes. Specifically, this study aims to unbox the 
mechanisms through how the customers’ experiences of compassion influence the 
formation of positive brand attitudes. Using the data from 423 low-cost carriers customers 
in South Korea, this study found that the more low-cost carriers’ customers experience 
compassion, the more positive their brand attitudes are toward the low-cost carriers. 
Notably, this study demonstrated that the positive relationship between compassion and 
brand attitudes is serially mediated by positive emotion and positive brand image. The 
results from this study contribute to the literature on the airline industry by examining the 
roles of compassion, which is relatively new to the field, and also provide practical insights 
for a low-cost carrier to come up with competitive strategies to achieve a competitive 
advantage over its competitors in the industry.

Keywords: compassion, positive emotion, brand image, brand attitude, airlines, low-cost carriers

INTRODUCTION

The continued growth and success of newly entered low-cost carriers (e.g., Southwest Airlines 
in the United  States; Ryan Air and Easy Jet in Europe; and Air Asia, Nok Airlines, One-two-go 
Airlines, Tiger Airways, and Value Air in Asia) have accelerated more new competitors to 
enter the market (Baker and Mc, 2013). The first low-cost carrier, British South America 
Airways, started in 1946 with a test flight from London Heathrow Airport to Buenos Aires 
in South America. Southwest Airlines began operations in 1967, and have been operating 
alongside full-service carriers in the U.S. Ryan Air also started operations in 1986, and have 
been carrying the largest number of international passengers worldwide (Baker and Mc, 2014). 
Additionally, Malaysia’s Air Asia has been operating in Southeast Asia, with sales exceeding 
1 trillion since the 9/11 terrorist attack in 2001. Therefore, the number of customers using 
low-cost carriers has increased exponentially; accordingly, it is more important for low-cost 
carriers to increase their customers’ brand loyalty.

South Korea reformed the air transport business licensing and eased airline establishment 
licensing to promote new airlines’ entry into the market and secure international competitiveness. 
The range of airlines was relatively limited from customers’ perspective in South Korea until 
the advent of low-cost carriers; all airlines provided relatively similar services and fares, as 
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such service quality or brand image did not act as an important 
factor in the customer’s choice of airline. However, Hansung 
Airlines, the predecessor of T’way Air, launched its first service 
as a low-cost carrier in 2005 and launched international flights 
in 2009. Six low-cost carriers operate in South Korea as of 
2018. According to an announcement by the Ministry of Land, 
Infrastructure, and Transport in February 2018, the number 
of international passengers who used domestic low-cost carriers 
was 20,302,100 in 2017, an increase of 41.9% from the previous 
year. This advancement of low-cost carriers can be  attributed 
to low prices amid the economic recession and increased 
overseas travel among young people.

Although low fares are still the strongest predictor of one’s 
intention to use low-cost carriers over full-service carriers, 
customers’ perceptions of service quality also matter in such 
decisions (Pan and Truong, 2018). Supporting that, Pearson et al. 
(2015) showed that, for both low-cost and full-service carriers, 
service reputation is one of the core intangible resources to 
gain competitive advantages. That is, even though the major 
differences between low-cost carriers and full-service carriers 
are price and service quality (Dobruszkes, 2006; Han et  al., 
2014), customers still expect high levels of service quality from 
the low-cost carriers. Likewise, despite the remarkable 
advancement, low-cost carriers that simply offer low fares cannot 
survive fierce competition with full-service carriers in Korea. 
According to a recent survey by a Korean market research 
company (Embrain Trend Monitor), customer satisfaction with 
low-cost carriers, including even the low-cost carriers owned 
by Korean full-service carriers, did not reach the level of satisfaction 
with full-service carriers. That is, low-cost carriers did not exceed 
the brand power of full-service carriers. Therefore, they need 
to reinforce their brand power as a real “airline” beyond the 
mere image of a low-cost airline. Especially, given the importance 
of high-quality in-flight services for Korean travelers, improving 
high-quality services for Korean low-cost carriers are vital for 
Korean low-cost carriers to have more travelers return to their 
flight services (Han et  al., 2019). In addition, given the dearth 
of empirical studies on low-cost carriers in Korea (Khan et  al., 
2019), Korean low-cost airlines are ideal to explore the roles 
of customers’ experiences of compassion.

Research related to airline service has mainly focused on 
service quality and customer satisfaction attributes of general 
airlines. For example, studies have analyzed the relationship 
between brand personality and satisfaction with the service 
quality of low-cost carriers (Wongleedee, 2017), brand image 
and the barriers to customer satisfaction (Koklic et  al., 2017), 
and service quality on performance variables (Curras-Perez 
and Sanchez-Garcia, 2016). However, albeit airline customers 
interact with airlines or airline employees in various contexts, 
from booking through boarding to flying, affecting their formation 
of either positive or negative perceptions toward the airlines, 
the previous studies are somewhat limited in that they did 
not explicitly capture the interpersonal processes between 
customers and airlines. Especially since air travel can entail 
many interpersonal situations, while using the airlines services, 
customers often experience suffering (Bejou and Palmer, 1998; 
Heller, 2003; Bor, 2007) that are likely to negatively affect 

their attitudes toward the carriers. Thus, the extent to which 
low-cost carriers customers experience compassion, “an 
interpersonal process involving the noticing, feeling, sense-
making, and acting that alleviates the suffering of another 
person” (Dutton et  al., 2014, p.  278), can serve important 
roles in the customers’ formation of either positive or negative 
perceptions toward the low-cost carriers.

Therefore, this study aims to empirically investigate the effect 
of compassion experienced by customers on their brand attitude 
toward low-cost carriers. Particularly, it grounded on the 
psychology, marketing, and management literatures. This study 
examines the double mediation effect by focusing on customers’ 
positive emotion and brand image through which compassion 
experienced by their customers influences the formation of 
their brand attitude. That is, this study intends to demonstrate 
that customers who experience compassion while using low-cost 
airlines are likely to experience more positive emotions which, 
in turn, helps the formation of positive brand images and 
attitudes. Accordingly, given the dearth of research on the 
customers’ experiences of compassion, this study provides 
theoretical implications to the existing literature by examining 
customers’ experience of compassion and its effects that have 
received relatively less attention in prior research on airlines 
services and consumer behaviors. Practically, this study also 
provides implications for low-cost carriers about how to improve 
low-cost carriers’ service level and spreading an empathetic 
culture among employees and crew critical for gaining competitive 
advantages in the airlines industry.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
AND  HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Our conceptual model is presented in Figure  1.
Consumer compassion is a dynamic process in which 

emotional reactions are projected into the customer’s 
consciousness, particularly the consumer’s imagination about 
others’ experiences (Meyer et  al., 2019). Specifically, the 
consumer’s empathy consists of cognitive and emotional empathy. 
Whereas cognitive empathy refers to the degree of understanding 
and sympathizing toward objects, emotional empathy means 
not only understanding but reaching a state of deep emotional 
immersion as if you  experienced the other’s situation (Ephron, 
2006). Particularly, consumers’ empathetic reactions contribute 
to creating a relationship by projecting themselves into the 
brand, thereby eliciting a favorable response.

We expect that consumers’ experiences of compassion while 
using low-cost carriers could help them form positive brand 
attitudes toward the related low-cost carriers. Brand attitude 
is a consumer’s emotional state that evaluates positive or negative 
reactions to a corporate brand. Specifically, Fishbein (1963) 
defines brand attitude as the overall psychological state of an 
individual to a brand. Brand attitude is developed by forming 
an attachment to the brand’s attributes and activities in a 
specific situation. This is important because it is a criterion 
for evaluating the brand as a whole regarding the actions and 
choices of consumers (Faircloth et al., 2001). In addition, brand 
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attitudes are formed and can be changed through the modification 
of one’s cognitive structure (Lutz, 1975) and experiences 
(He et al., 2016). Previous studies on service quality also provide 
support that service quality customers perceive affect the levels 
of brand associations (Alexandris et  al., 2008), brand loyalty 
(Hemsley-Brown and Alnawas, 2016), and behavioral intentions 
(Carlson and O’Cass, 2010).

Likewise, the extent to which customers experience compassion 
while using low-cost carriers services can capture their 
perceptions of low-cost carriers service quality. Specifically, 
customers using low-cost carriers will focus on airlines’ 
compassionate services cognitively and experience them 
emotionally, reaching emotional empathy and thereby evaluating 
low-cost carrier brands more favorably (Wuthnow, 2012; Childs 
and Kim, 2019) because they are likely to perceive that they 
are receiving genuine cares. As such, when customers experience 
spiritual, material, and temporal compassion, they will develop 
a positive brand attitude overall, such as liking and trusting 
the brand.

H1: Low-cost carriers’ customers’ experiences of 
compassion are positively related to brand attitudes.

Lilius et  al. (2008) define compassion as an emotion that 
responds to and sympathizes with others’ suffering and argue 
that individuals who experience compassion forms positive 
emotions, such as pride, joy, inspiration, and comfort. Likewise, 
although the majority of research was conducted in the 
organizational setting using the employees sample, positive 
organizational psychologists also support that the experiences 
of compassion lead to positive emotional responses (Kahn, 1993, 
1998; Hallowell, 1999; Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000; Dutton, 
2003; Frost, 2003; Dutton et  al., 2010). In this study’s context, 
according to the affective events theory (Weiss and Cropanzano, 
1996), when customers experience compassion while using the 
low-cost carrier services (e.g., booking, rescheduling) or during 
interactions with employees or flight crews, they are likely to 
interpret them as positive events, invoking positive emotions. 
For example, when low-cost carrier employees or crew express 
compassion toward customers’ problems or requests, customers 
are likely to perceive that they are genuinely cared for, leading 
to positive emotions. Previous studies on service quality also 
provide the support that customers perceiving high levels of 
service quality are likely to have more positive affective responses 
to the services (Baumann et  al., 2007; Gracia et  al., 2011). 
Similarly, the positive emotion appears high when customers 
are satisfied with a product or service (Wirtz et  al., 2000). 
Therefore, we  predict the following:

H2: Low-cost carriers’ customers’ experiences of 
compassion are positively related to the positive  
emotions.

According to the pleasure, arousal, and dominance model 
developed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974), an individual’s 
emotional reactions (i.e., pleasure, arousal, and dominance) are 
manifested by the environment, which acts as an important 
variable in determining attitudes and behaviors. Accordingly, 
Fredrickson (2001) argues that people’s thoughts, actions, and 
relationships expand when they experience positive emotions. 
Thus, when individuals experience positive emotions, they are 
more likely to recall positive memories, interpret related situations 
or objects more positively, and be connected to external expressions 
like extending kind behaviors toward others (Sallam, 2014). 
Similarly, the broaden-and-build model of positive emotion 
(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001) shows that positive emotion caused 
by a specific event arouses an individuals’ attention, having them 
recognize the experienced event anew, build confidence, and 
alleviate negative emotions effectively. Therefore, the experiences 
of compassion while using low-cost carriers are likely to allow 
the customers to experience positive emotions toward a specific 
low-cost carrier which, in turn, have them feel persistent emotional 
attachment (Oliver, 1980; Dick and Basu, 1994) and build positive 
brand images because they can easily retrieve positive experiences 
associated with the low-cost carriers they used. In sum, we predict 
that customers who report positive emotions owing to their 
experiences are likely to form emotional attachments helping 
them form positive images toward the related low-cost carrier.

H3:   Low-cost carriers’ customers’ positive emotions 
are positively related to brand images.

Customers’ perceptions of brand image could affect their 
perception of the quality of a specific brand by recalling past 
experiences, which could influence their brand attitudes (Grubb 
and Grathwohl, 1967). Specifically, an individual’s attitude toward 
specific brands could evoke the halo-effect, facilitating positive 
attitudes toward them. Previous studies provide the support 
to the positive relationship between brand image and attitudes. 
For instance, Richard and Allaway (1993), while exploring the 
relationship between service quality and selective behaviors, 
provide the support that customers who have a positive brand 
image toward a specific brand are more likely to form positive 
brand attitudes. Similarly, Nguyen and Leblanc (2001) also 
showed that an organization’s brand image affects one’s attitudes 
toward a specific organization. Also, Chung et  al. (2009) 
demonstrated that positive brand images increase positive 

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.
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attitudes because it affects customers’ decisions to purchase 
products or services. Hence, customers who have positive images 
toward related low-cost carriers are likely to amplify their 
positive experiences of compassion (i.e., receiving compassion 
from low-cost carriers and their employees) leading to the 
formation of positive brand attitudes toward related 
low-cost carriers.

H4:  Low-cost carriers’ customers’ brand images are 
positively related to brand attitudes.

Building up the previous hypotheses, we propose that positive 
emotions and brand image sequentially mediate the relationship 
between compassion and brand attitude. The affective events 
theory (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996) suggests that the 
compassion customers experience from low-cost carriers would 
be  recognized as an event entailing temporal, mental, and 
material care services, forming a positive emotion. Per the 
broaden-and-build model (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), positive 
emotion that low-cost carriers’ customers developed through 
compassion experience would lead them to build a favorable 
brand image and attitudes of the low-cost carrier. In other 
words, positive emotions arouse individual attention and improve 
the brand image of low-cost carriers, leading customers to 
form an overall positive attitude toward them. Therefore, 
we  hypothesize the following:

H5:  Low-cost carriers’ customers’ positive emotions 
and brand image sequentially mediate the positive 
relationship between compassion and brand attitudes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Participants and Procedure
Data were collected by inviting 460 Koreans who use low-cost 
carriers for an online survey. Specifically, we  used the simple 
random sampling method for recruiting the study participants 
(i.e., those who have experiences of using low-cost carriers in 
their 20s or older), and they completed the online surveys 
during the first 2  weeks in December, 2020. Participants were 
asked to participate voluntarily and informed of their 
confidentiality. In addition, they provided their written informed 
consent online to participate in this study. While completing 
the surveys, participants were asked to provide their responses 
for the survey items based on their experiences of using low-cost 
carriers in general. Upon the competing of the surveys, they 
received mobile gift cards. Among them, 445 responded to 
the survey, resulting in a response rate of 96.7%. After excluding 
22 surveys (e.g., responses with missing records or a central 
tendency bias), the study finally considered 423 surveys for 
the data analysis.

The sample consisted of 218 men (48.7%) and 230 women 
(51.3%). Eighty-four respondents were in their 20s (18.8%), 90 in 
their 30s (20.1%), 91  in their 40s (20.3%), 91  in their 50s 
(20.3%), and 92  in their 60s (20.5%). Sixty-three respondents 
had an education level lower than high school (14.1%), 72 were 

two-year community college graduates (16.1%), 280 were four-
year college graduates (62.5%), and 33 were postgraduates (7.4%).

Measures
Compassion
Three items developed by Lilius et  al. (2008) to measure 
compassion were adapted to this study. They are “an experience 
of compassion from flight attendants on board (when using 
a low-cost airline, I  often get temporal, material, and mental 
help from flight attendants when I  am  in trouble.);” “an 
experience of compassion while booking a flight (when using 
a low-cost airline, I  often get temporal, material, and mental 
help from airlines when I’m in trouble.);” and “an experience 
of compassion from airline ground crew (when using a low-cost 
airline, I  often get temporal, material, and mental help from 
the ground crew.),” all rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The correlation among 
the items was acceptable (Cronbach’s α  =  0.858).

Positive Emotion
This study defines positive emotion as a psychological and 
emotional state of a positive mood based on the customer’s 
experiences of a product or service (Tsaur et  al., 2015). Four 
items used by Lilius et  al. (2008) to measure the construct 
of positive emotions were adapted to this study (e.g., “I am proud 
of myself when using a low-cost airline” and “I feel joy when 
using a low-cost airline”). The items were rated on a 5-point 
Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The 
correlation among the items was strong (Cronbach’s α = 0.857), 
confirming a reliable construct of positive emotions.

Brand Image
Drawing on Keller (1993, 1998), this study defines brand image 
as the perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand 
associations held in consumer memory. Eight items were adapted 
from Driesener and Romaniuk’s (2006) study to measure the 
construct of brand image (e.g., “I think I have some confidence 
in low-cost carriers” and “I think the customer service of 
low-cost carriers is good”). The items were rated on a 5-point 
Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The 
correlation among the items was strong (Cronbach’s α = 0.893), 
confirming the reliability of the construct of brand image.

Brand Attitude
This study adopted four items from Batra and Ray (1986), 
Mitchell (1986), and Keller and Aaker (1992) (e.g., “I got a 
good feeling about the low-cost carriers brand I  used” and 
“Compared to other airlines, I  like the low-cost carriers brand 
I  used”) to measure brand attitude. All four items were rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.” The reliability was strong enough to measure the construct 
of brand attitude (Cronbach’s α  =  0.872).

We collected the demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, 
and education) of our study participants for controlling their 
potential effects on our hypothesized relationships. However, 
none of the demographic variables were not significantly 
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correlated with any of our study variables. Thus, following the 
recommendations for the use of control variables (Becker, 2005; 
Spector and Brannick, 2011; Becker et  al., 2016). Even when 
including the demographic variables in our analyses, the results 
showed a consistent pattern with those of our main analysis 
(results are available upon request to the corresponding author).

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
Confirmatory factor analysis results are presented in Table  1. 
This study used the average variance extracted (AVE) and 
Cronbach’s Alpha (α) to test each latent variable’s discriminant 
validity and reliability, respectively. Cronbach’s α and AVEs 
were greater than the conventionally recommended thresholds 
of 0.7 and 0.6, respectively, for all latent variables. The results 
of the confirmatory factor analysis are as follows: χ2 
(142) = 313.779, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.964, TLI = 0.956, GFI = 0.915, 
IFI  =  0.964, RMSEA  =  0.054, and RMR  =  0.021, satisfying 
the traditional criteria (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

Common Method Bias
We collected the data from the same sources using a cross-
sectional research design, raising potential issues of common 
method bias. Hence, per Podsakoff et  al. (2003) suggestion, 
we  used the latent variable approach. That is, we  attempted 
to identify if common method exists or not by comparing 
the changes of df and χ2 between before and after controlling 
the latent variables (Williams and Anderson, 1994; Podsakoff 
et  al., 2003).

Latent variable analyses results are presented in Table  2. 
The model fit indices for the measurement model (i.e., before 
controlling the latent variables) were χ2 (142)  =  313.779, 
p < 0.001, CFI = 0.964, TLI = 0.956, GFI = 0.915, IFI = 0.964, 

RMSEA  =  0.054, and RMR  =  0.021. The model fit indices for 
the controlled model (i.e., after controlling the latent variables) 
were χ2 (123)  =  174.348, p  <  0.01, CFI  =  0.989, TLI  =  0.985, 
GFI  =  0.958, IFI  =  0.989, RMSEA  =  0.031, and RMR  =  0.013. 
The χ2 difference (df  =  19) was not statically significant, 
indicating that our study does not suffer from serious common 
method bias.

Hypotheses Testing
Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations. 
The variance inflation factor (VIF) of our independent variable, 
mediators, and the dependent variable was used as an index 
to test the potential multicollinearity. The VIF values ranged 
from 1.451 to 1.930. Thus, multicollinearity among our study 
variables was not an issue. Consistent with our predictions, 
compassion was positively related to the positive emotion 
(r  =  0.532, p  <  0.01). Additionally, positive emotion was 
positively related to brand image (r  =  0.682, p  <  0.01) and 
brand image to brand attitude (r  =  0.764, p  <  0.01).

We used path analysis to test Hypotheses 1 through 4. 
Table  4 and Figure  2 summarize the path analysis results. 
Hypothesis 1 on the effect of compassion experienced by 
low-cost carriers’ customers on brand attitude was supported 
(β  =  0.173, SE  =  0.042, CR  =  4.163, p  <  0.001). Hypothesis 
2 on the effect of compassion experienced by customers on 
positive emotions was also supported (β  =  0.169, SE  =  0.013, 
CR = 12.923, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 3 on the effect of positive 
emotion felt by customers on brand image was also supported, 
that is, the path coefficient from positive emotion to brand 
image was significant (β  =  0.559, SE  =  0.029, CR  =  19.146, 
p  <  0.001). Finally, Hypothesis 4 on brand image’s effect on 
brand attitude was also supported (β  =  0.796, SE  =  0.191, 
CR  =  14.677, p  <  0.001).

Bootstrapping procedures were used to test Hypothesis 5, 
the double mediation hypothesis. Specifically, the PROCESS 
by Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2008) was used. Table  5 depicts 
the indirect effect of compassion on brand attitudes via our 
mediators. It shows that the indirect effect of compassion on 
brand attitudes via positive emotions and brand image is 0.232 
(SE  =  0.032, CI  =  0.173, 0.297). As the confidence interval 
does not include zero, our data support Hypothesis 5.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Implications
Based on the empirical results, this study has the following 
theoretical implications. First, the current study is one among 
the limited studies that examine the effects of customers’ 
experiences of compassion. Studies examining the causal 
relationship between compassion and the resulting positive 
outcome variables have been scarce in the field of business 
administration (Lilius et  al., 2008; Moon et  al., 2016; Ko and 
Choi, 2019) and focused on organizational members as subjects 
experiencing compassion. For example, studies on compassion 
in the existing business context have been centered on insiders 

TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analysis results.

Construct Items λ SE CR Cronbach’s α CR

Compassion Com1 0.826 – –
0.858 0.811Com2 0.862 0.057 18.941

Com3 0.769 0.051 16.965
Positive 
emotion

PE1 0.818 – –

0.857 0.837
PE2 0.823 0.061 18.862
PE3 0.786 0.057 17.775
PE4 0.68 0.052 14.835

Brand image BI1 0.786 – –

0.893 0.869

BI2 0.754 0.056 16.503
BI3 0.637 0.06 13.600
BI4 0.767 0.057 17.002
BI5 0.756 0.059 16.558
BI6 0.76 0.055 16.811
BI7 0.592 0.059 12.466
BI8 0.665 0.051 14.355

Brand attitude BA1 0.824 – –

0.872 0.850
BA2 0.779 0.06 17.871
BA3 0.773 0.055 17.664
BA4 0.808 0.054 18.759
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics.

S. no. Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Compassion 3.952 0.840 0.837
2. Positive emotion 3.163 0.662 0.532** 0.850
3. Brand image 3.347 0.542 0.472** 0.682** 0.872
4. Brand attitude 3.309 0.483 0.434** 0.633** 0.764** 0.886

**p < 0.01, the number in the diagonal is the square root of the AVE.

by examining compassion experienced by organizational 
members, their positive emotion (Lilius et  al., 2008), positive 
psychological capital (Ko and Choi, 2019), and positive work-
related identity (Hur et  al., 2016). Previous studies exploring 
the roles of compassion experiences from customers’ perspectives 
are somewhat limited. Moreover, a majority of them were 
conducted in healthcare settings (e.g., Austin, 2011; Kim and 
Choi, 2019) or regarding customers’ complaints toward the 
services or products they used (e.g., Stephens and Gwinner, 
1998; Hwang and Mattila, 2020). This study contributes to the 
compassion-related literature in the existing business context. 
It presents the empirical examination of compassion experienced 
by outsiders (i.e., customers who use low-cost carriers) and 
its effect on brand attitude.

Furthermore, this study enhances our understanding of 
customers’ compassion by investigating the mechanisms for the 
effect of compassion on brand attitude among customers, namely 
members outside the organization. Specifically, although previous 
studies in the aviation industry explored the roles of in-flight 
service quality in explaining passengers’ brand attitudes and 
images (e.g., Han et al., 2019), they merely measured passengers’ 
overall perceptions of service quality rather than looking much 
deeper into their psychological experiences (i.e., compassion).

Finally, this study presents a new topic called compassion 
to the existing literature on customer satisfaction and loyalty 

in the airline industry as this study was conducted with low-cost 
carriers’ customers.

Practical Implications
The practical implications of this study are as follows. Low-cost 
carriers have been less competitive than full-service carriers 
due to low-quality services and high delay rates. Therefore, 
many low-cost carriers actively implement strategies from a 
marketing perspective to improve their brand image to have 
a strategic, competitive advantage over full-service carriers. 
The results suggest that a strategy allowing customers to 
experience compassion by providing empathetic airline services 
should be  in place to build a favorable brand attitude and 
image of low-cost carriers. Specifically, an empathy education 
program at the workplace can strengthen low-cost carriers’ 
competitiveness. An empathy training program offered to the 
ground crew and flight attendants can potentially establish 
an empathetic service culture for customers. If the perception 
that low-cost carriers provide sincere and empathetic services 
is instilled in customers using low-cost carriers, they will 
feel empathy and positive emotion toward the airlines’ services, 
resulting in the behavioral intention to continue to use low-cost 
airlines in the future.

Limitations and Future Research 
Directions
This study is not without limitations. First, this study used 
cross-sectional data, limiting the claim of causality between 
latent variables. In addition, this study collected the data 
from single sources which raises a potential common method 
bias issue. Although we conducted the latent variable analysis 
following Podsakoff et  al. (2003), we  acknowledge that 
we  cannot completely rule of the possibility of common 
method in our research model. As such, given that compassion 
is experienced by low-cost carriers’ customers, and positive 
emotion and brand image are formed and maintained over 
a considerable period, future research will benefit by adopting 
the longitudinal research design to warrant the much clearer 
causal relationships and their changes over time (Sierra et al., 
2010). Furthermore, the future research could also explore 
the actual behaviors of low-cost carriers’ customers, such as 
returning to the low-cost carriers services, as focal outcomes 
extending our findings.

Second, this is the first study to empirically investigate the 
causal relationships between compassion and its outcome 
variables among low-cost carriers’ customers. Consequently, 
we  adapted an existing scale to measure compassion in the 

TABLE 2 | Analysis of common method bias.

χ2 df p χ2/df RMSEA CFI GFI TLI

Measurement model 313.779 142 <0.001 2.209 0.054 0.964 0.915 0.956
Controlled model 174.348 123 <0.01 1.417
Stepwie χ 2 analysis ⊿  χ 2 ⊿df Accepted model
M.M-C.M 139.431 19 >0.05 Measurement model

TABLE 4 | Path analysis results.

Hypothesis Path b SE CR p

H1 Compassion → brand 
attitude

0.173 0.042 4.163 p < 0.001

H2 Compassion → positive 
emotion

0.169 0.013 12.923 p < 0.001

H3 Positive emotion → brand 
image

0.559 0.029 19.146 p < 0.001

H4 Brand Image → brand 
attitude

0.796 0.191 14.677 p < 0.001
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context of low-cost carriers. Thus, it is necessary to validate 
the findings of this study through various methods. Although 
empirical studies on compassion have progressed steadily (Lilius 
et  al., 2008; Hur et  al., 2016; Moon et  al., 2016; Ko and Choi, 
2019), future studies need to employ a mixed-methods approach 
to secure the validity of the scale to measure compassion. 
Third, this study modeled compassion, positive emotion, and 
brand image as the antecedents of brand attitude. However, 
future studies need to consider the possibility that compassion 
can affect the perceived quality of the company’s services and 
brand preference. Therefore, studies need to go beyond the 
mechanisms empirically investigated in this study and examine 
new mechanisms. Finally, the generalizability of this study’s 
findings is limited because the sample includes only customers 
residing in South Korea using low-cost carriers. Therefore, 
future research needs to include samples from various countries 
for comparison and to arrive at more generalizable findings. 
Furthermore, a comparative study of compassion between 
customers from multiple countries using full-service and low-cost 
carriers should be  conducted.

CONCLUSION

This study theoretically and empirically investigated the effect 
of compassion experienced by low-cost carriers’ customers on 

brand attitude through positive emotion and brand image. The 
empirical results confirmed that customers’ compassion, experienced 
during the overall process of using low-cost carriers’ services, 
helps them form a positive brand attitude toward the carriers. 
Particularly, this study found that customers’ positive emotions 
and brand image play an essential role in the mechanism through 
how compassion leads to the formation of positive brand attitudes. 
Customers who perceive that low-cost carriers are actively engaged 
in empathetic air service are more likely to form positive emotions, 
encouraging them to have a more favorable brand image, 
consequently building a positive brand attitude. Given the evolving 
competition in the low-cost carrier industry, the results from 
this study contribute to the literature on the airline industry by 
suggesting fruitful ways to explore the role of compassion and 
provide practical insights for low-cost carriers to gain a competitive 
edge while maintaining price competitiveness.
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