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Abstract

In contrast to the current service-quality models in the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry, which are primarily designed on the basis of low price,
embellishment, and fast service that are expected to enhance customer retention,
this study explores the potential effectiveness of a new service-quality strategy for
the Hong Kong Fast-food Restaurants (FFRs) involving an employee-focus on the
elements of service, knowledge, information, and process (SKIP) that could
enhance customer satisfaction and retention.

A qualitative, phenomenological-interview approach was used in this study,
where 30 taxi drivers were interviewed. The use of a phenomenological approach
was appropriate as it has been effectively adopted to study customer satisfaction
and service quality. In contrast to the traditional thinking that FFRs could retain
customers by simply focusing on fast service, this study found that a focus on fast
service along was ineffective in enhancing customers’ repurchase intentions. The
study found support for the concept that an employee-focus on the elements of
SKIP could increase customer satisfaction and retention for Hong Kong FFRs.
The findings also revealed that the standardized Hong Kong fast-food service
process could be replaced by this new SKIP-based service-quality model
incorporating a focal point of customization and innovativeness (that is SKIP) in
order to improve Hong Kong FFR’s competitive advantage.

i

Based

on

the

findings,

an

emergent

Employee-centric

SKIP-based

Service-Quality Model for the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry was
developed. This new service-quality model would be particularly suited to the use
of a flex-casual-service approach for the evening meal session, as FFRs could
provide families with a more pleasant environment in which to enjoy personalized
service, whereby the frequency of family dining can be increased. The findings
also suggested that there would be a willingness by customers to pay an additional
charge of 5%-10% when having their meals at FFRs with implementing a
SKIP-based service-quality model. Moreover, by training employees to focus on
SKIP elements, FFRs can enhance customer satisfaction and retention, thus
leading to a growth in business and an increase their market share.
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1.

Introduction

In a 2004 survey conducted in 28 countries, Hong Kong was ranked first in terms
of frequency of fast-food restaurant (FFR) visits, with 61% of the participants
visiting fast-food shops at least once a week to as frequently as more than once a
day (Kwok, 2004). According to a report from Bloomberg (2011), the prospect for
the global fast-food industry is forecasted to have a growth of 19.2% in terms of
global sales receipts from US$201.1 billion in 2009 to US$239.7 billion in 2014.
In contrast to the full-service restaurant market, which is becoming saturated and
mature (Lan and Khan, 1995), FFR chains are expanding, and “fast-food is
becoming more popular with a growing generation that adopts this style of food
from birth” (ChinaContract, 2001, p. 28).

With the rapid pace of life in Hong Kong, working couples and professionals like
to eat out for breakfast and lunch. Fast-food chains are frequented by people of all
ages from all walks of life (Chenxin, 2007). Furthermore, a study conducted by
the Department of Health, Hong Kong Government, has found that more than half
of Hongkongers go out for lunch more than five times a week (HKG, 2005b;
Chenxin, 2007). This is echoed by Stone, Chen, and Chow (2010), who find that
the busy Hongkongers take their lunch break in FFRs on an average of three times
a week. As Hongkongers prefer Chinese food as their main diet (Lan and Khan,
1995), therefore, local Chinese-style, FFR chains have been actively providing
their services to meet this demand. The top three Chinese-style fast-food chains in
Hong Kong are Café de Coral, Maxim’s, and Fairwood, and these fast-food chains
control over 45% of Hong Kong fast-food market (Li, 2011). The market share of
1

Hong Kong FFRs for the entire restaurant industry in 2011 was only 19% (HKG,
2011a) vis-à-vis 80% in China (ChinaDaily, 2008), indicating that the market for
FFRs in Hong Kong may have room to grow.

However, the fast-food restaurant industry is characterized by a low switching
costs (de Ruyter et al, 1998). Therefore, in order to increase customer retention,
the current service-quality model in Hong Kong focuses mainly on providing a
comfortable physical setting, fast service, and a low price (Kwok, 2004; Fairwood,
2008; CafédeCoral, 2009; Yan, 2009). Even though the offer of an upgraded
restaurant environment and hotel-style comfort (CafédeCoral, 2006) may reduce
customer dissatisfaction with waiting times (Sulek and Hensley, 2004), FFRs in
Hong Kong fail to consider that “the customer role in an elegant restaurant
invokes very different actions than an appropriate role in a fast-food setting”
(Solomon et al, 1985, p. 102). Although Law, Hui, and Zhao (2004) suggest that
FFRs should invest resources in manpower to speed up the service, they fail to
recognize that incompetent employees are likely to behave in an ad hoc manner
(Poulston, 2008). Customers dislike cold and impersonal service, or interactions
that are proceeded by rote communication that presents an impression of
“mindlessness” (Langer, 1978, p. 636). Customers do not simply want to
appreciate personal attention from service employees, they also like to reward
them for it (Sulek and Hensley, 2004). Therefore, it is only the competent service
employees whose customized service can have an impact on customers’ views of
the FFRs and on their purchasing behaviour (Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004).

Moreover, there is a common view that low prices are an essential feature for
2

fast-food service (Lee and Ulgado, 1997) in order to cater for a transactional
model of “buyers wanting a good price” (Auruškevičienė et al, 2007, p. 79).
Unfortunately, a direct cut in price (Li, 2008), which is a common strategy to
attract customers, often comes at the expense of the FFRs’ earnings. Furthermore,
the situation has been further aggravated in recent years for in addition to the
fierce competition arising amongst 14,000 restaurants in Hong Kong (HKG, 2012),
stiff operating expenses (see Table 1.1) are eroding profit margin (Wang, 2009;
Che, 2012).

Table 1.1:

Hong Kong Restaurants Sales Receipt and Expense Trend
(2003-2011)
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Source: Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Government (2012)

The productivity of a FFR is heavily dependent on a combination of information,
3

knowledge,

process,

and

customer

service

(Mills

and

Turk,

1986;

Haywood-Farmer, 1988). Similarly, Buttle, Ahmad, and Aldlaigan (2002) suggest
that competitive advantage needs to be sought from the elements of “service,
knowledge, information, and process (SKIP)” (p. 4). Accordingly, then, FFRs
should consider a shift to a SKIP-based service-quality model implemented via
employees, whose interactions with customers are the experiences that customers
remember best (Solnet, 2007). The importance of these interactions are
recognized by de Chernatony and Riley (2000, p. 139), who echo that service
organizations should “increase customers’ involvement and loyalty to the brands
through personal relationships”. This is for the reason that when customers
develop trust in both a service organization and its employees, the customers’
future interactions with the organization will increase (Zolkiewski et al, 2008).
Given the changing environmental conditions, the old rules of interaction in a
seller-buyer dyad have changed. The personal values and characteristics of service
employees are becoming more effective in influencing the outcome of a service
encounter (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Caldarola, 2009).

Therefore, in order to survive in such a competitive market, FFRs must be aware
that the service quality of customer-employee encounters could have a greater
impact on how customers feel about a FFR than its quality of food (Kivelä and
Chu, 2001). Therefore, they should be aware that customers are satisfied not only
with the quality of the food but also with the service provided by employees (Lam
and Zhang, 2003; Chiang et al, 2005; Chow et al, 2006).

In consideration of new customer acquisition being very costly and
4

time-consuming (Kumar et al, 2011), Hong Kong FFRs must find ways to retain
their customers. To this end, the aim of this study is to explore the potential
effectiveness of a new service-quality model for the Hong Kong FFR context
involving an employee-focus on the elements of service, knowledge, information,
and process (SKIP) that could enhance customer satisfaction and retention
(Ahmad and Buttle, 2001a; 2001b; Buttle et al, 2002; Patterson, 2004; Wong and
Mula, 2009).

1.1

Statement of the Research Problem

As of the fourth quarter of 2011, there were 1,609 FFRs in Hong Kong, and their
total business receipts amounted to HK$3,958 million (HKG, 2011a). This was an
increase of seven percent in value as compared to the fourth quarter of 2010
(HKG, 2011a; 2011b). The promising outlook for the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry certainly offers strong potential for investment (Li, 2011).
However, high operating costs and cutthroat competition (Lo, 2009) threaten the
industry so that the effectiveness of fast service, competitive pricing and elegant
embellishment to retain customers is questionable (CafédeCoral, 2008; 2010a;
Fairwood, 2008; 2010). As service employees are the key element in operating a
successful hospitality business (Chow et al, 2006), they should be considered to
be one of the critical components of competitive strategy (Goldstein, 2003;
Chiovitti and Piran, 2003). Therefore, FFRs should build strategies to derive
relational benefits from customer-employee contact, as “employees and
consumers become better acquainted [social benefits], knowledge related to
customization opportunities [special treatment benefits], is likely to increase”
(Gwinner et al, 1998, p. 111).
5

Based on the proposition by Buttle et al (2002) that SKIP is the new battleground
for enhancing customer retention, and Niranjan and Metri’s (2008) suggestion that
service employees have to be included in any service-quality design, therefore, the
researcher seeks to study the feasibility of a new service-quality model by
implementing a SKIP-based service-quality model via service employees that can
enhance the “customer satisfaction-retention linkage” (Patterson, 2004, p. 1304)
in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry. This leads to the following
research problem: What is the potential effectiveness of a new service-quality
strategy for the Hong Kong FFR context that can enhance customer
satisfaction and retention?

In consideration of the high cost in acquiring new customers (Kumar et al, 2011),
FFRs have to find ways to retain their customers. Considering that Hong Kong is
an individualistic-culture society (Liu et al, 2000; 2001; Chow et al, 2006; Chow,
2007), where the critical success factor for retaining customers is to gain a
competitive advantage through the customer-employee relationships (Goldstein,
2003), especially the employees who are a critical component of competitive
strategy (Chiovitti and Piran, 2003). Therefore, the purpose of this study is
two-fold. Firstly, it serves to explore the important role of a service employee in
enhancing customer satisfaction and retention in Hong Kong FFRs. Secondly; it
serves to explore the feasibility of a new SKIP-based service-quality model that
could enhance customer satisfaction and retention in Hong Kong FFR context.

6

1.2

Justification of the Importance of the Problem

In addition to the economic considerations previously stated, there are other
important considerations of this study, which include:
1.

There has been little empirical work to substantiate and quantify the direction
and contribution of personal bonding between service employees and
customers toward customer retention in FFRs (Zolkiewski and Ioannou, 2007;
Chow et al, 2006);

2.

There has been limited attention given to the role played by employees in
their relationship interactions with customers (Guenzi, 2003; Heung and Gu,
2012);

3.

Studies of the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry have been largely
confined to the effects of waiting time, organizational commitment,
eating-out habits, and employee turnover (Lam et al, 2001; Law et al, 2004;
Lai Yeung, 2007);

4.

There is a lack of empirical evidence regarding the effectiveness of service
employees in fostering long-term seller-buyer relationships in the fast-food
restaurant industry in Hong Kong;

5.

There is a lack of research specifically for the Chinese food-service industry
(Wong and Chung, 2003; Lockyer, 2008).

1.3

Literature Gap

Wren and Simpson (1996) argue that traditional thinking and managing of a
seller-buyer relationship may not be necessarily appropriate in all situations. They
contend that:
7

“…the purpose of Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh’s (1987) model is to
outline a framework for developing buyer-seller relationships. As
such, no attempt is made to incorporate external factors related to
the buyer-seller interaction” (Wren and Simpson, 1996, p. 65).

Dash, Bruning, and Guin (2007) echo that this relationship model is focused
primarily in the maintenance stage of a buyer-seller relationship. They argue that:
“…in a dyadic relationship, both buyer’s and seller’s observations are
very important for deriving meaningful conclusions that future study
should be expanded to cover the buyers at other stages (e.g. inquiry)
of the buyer-seller relationship, whereby a difference in the type of
relationship preferences of the buyer at different stages is achievable”
(Dash et al, 2007, p. 17).

More importantly, Han, Kwortnik, and Wang (2008) consider that a relationship
model should aim to foster trust and customer satisfaction, which are the
antecedents for loyalty determinants. To this end, they suggest a model of
customer retention by focusing on service quality and commercial friendships
between service employees and customers. However, there is still a lack of detail
in the literature as to which elements that service employees should pursue (de
Run and Ting, 2006; di Mascio, 2010). Therefore, this study serves to

explore

the potential effectiveness of a new service-quality strategy for the Hong Kong
FFR context involving an employee-focus on the elements of service, knowledge,
information, and process (SKIP) that could enhance customer satisfaction and
retention (Ahmad and Buttle, 2001a; 2001b; Buttle et al, 2002; Patterson, 2004;
8

Wong and Mula, 2009). Drawing on the research problem and the gap identified
in the literature, the research questions that form the foundation of this study are:
1. How can a service employee influence the success of customer retention in the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
2. What is the role of a service employee in a seller-buyer interaction in the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
3. What is the relative contribution of each SKIP element to customer retention
in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?

1.4

Benefits of the Study

By examining the role of service employees in implementing a new
service-quality model that focused on the elements of SKIP, this study also serves
to help improve our understanding regarding how a service employee can increase
a customer’s repurchase intentions. Furthermore, the combination of SKIP
elements could provide synergistic effects toward an outcome of good service,
which is actually the combination of knowledge, information, and the delivery
process (Mills and Turk, 1986; Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Fyall and Garrod, 2005).
As the new service-quality model with an employee-focus on the elements of
SKIP can potentially foster customer satisfaction and repurchase intentions, the
findings of this study should have crucial implications for Hong Kong FFRs’
management and their customer-retention strategies.

1.5

Theoretical Justification

Varadarajan (1996) posits that an appropriate theoretical framework can guide a
study to achieve its objective. Recalling that the objective of this study is to
9

explore the potential effectiveness of a new SKIP-based service-quality model for
Hong Kong FFRs, therefore, the outcome focus should be placed on customer
satisfaction, as service quality can lead to customer satisfaction, which is a strong
predictor of customer retention and repurchase behaviour (Huam et al, 2011;
Smith and Albaum, 2013). Furthermore, service quality refers to the collective
effort of service performance, which affects the degree of customer satisfaction.
Here, the theoretical justification of the linkage between service quality and
customer satisfaction is confirmed by Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000), whose
study confirmed that good service quality is an important determinant of customer
satisfaction. Furthermore, the justification of focusing on a customer
satisfaction-retention linkage is supported by the empirical studies by Patterson
(2004) and Wong and Mula (2009), who confirmed a positive linkage between
satisfaction and retention in the service industries with low switching costs, for
example, the auto-servicing industry in Australia and the retail Internet banking
service in Hong Kong. As the fast-food restaurant industry is characterised by a
low switching cost (Keaveney, 1995; de Ruyter et al, 1998), therefore, examining
the customer satisfaction-retention linkage in this study is merited.

Furthermore, the focus on examining customer satisfaction in this study is
appropriate with reference to a prominent performance indicator of the Hong
Kong fast-food restaurant industry, that is, the Hong Kong Consumer Satisfaction
Index (HKCSI) (Chan et al, 2003), which reports the degree of customer
satisfaction with the quality of a variety of service industries in Hong Kong on a
scale of 0 to 100 for representing customer satisfaction. According to the latest
HKCSI released by the City University of Hong Kong, the HKCSI for Hong Kong
10

FFRs is showing a declining trend, namely: from 67.9 in 2007 to 67 in 2010
(Leung, 2011). In contrast, the HKCSI for Hong Kong full-service restaurants is
showing a rising trend, namely: from 69.1 in 2007 to 71.3 in 2010. The
information provides support for this study, which is trying to examining the ways
for enhancing customer satisfaction and retention in Hong Kong FFRs.

1.6

Research Methodology

To address the information needs of the research problem and research questions,
a phenomenological approach by using qualitative semi-structured interviews (Lin,
2011) was employed in order to derive information from the participants’ lived
experiences (Sin, 2010) for a better understanding of the factors that foster
customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry. A
phenomenological approach was chosen, for it emphasizes on the qualitative
approach that serves to understand participants’ experiences of service quality,
rather than measuring their experiences (Marton, 1986; Richardson, 1999; Wertz,
2005; Larsson and Holmström, 2007; Finlay, 2009; Holloway et al, 2010; Küpers
et al, 2013). Furthermore, as it has been effectively adopted to study customer
satisfaction and service quality (Foumier and Mick, 1999; Schembri and Sandberg,
2002; Janda et al, 2002), it is an effective methodology for the researcher to study
the variation of how customers conceive service quality and to understand
customer satisfaction in the fast-food restaurant industry (Lin, 2011).

A sample of 30 taxi drivers was selected as previous phenomenological studies
found

that

theoretical

saturation

occurred

at

around

20

participants

(Alexandersson, 1994; Sandberg, 2000; Halldórsdóttir, 2000; Larsson and
11

Holmström, 2007). At the outset of the interview, data probing was based on a
critical-incident-classification scheme, which served as an interview guide (Bitner,
1990; Bitner et al, 1994). Follow-up, open-ended questions were subsequently
used for further elaboration and clarification (Sin, 2010). In order to explore the
potential effectiveness of the new SKIP-based service-quality model for Hong
Kong FFRs, speculation was used to stimulate dialogue, whereby valued
experiences of good service quality and the ways of delivering it were elicited
(Churchill and Perreault, 1982; Helkkula et al, 2012). The researcher adopted
standardized code notes as memos for recording the interviews (Ng and Hase,
2008), where a chain of evidence was built for ensuring a logical, sequential
process (Sinkovics et al, 2008). Transcription of field notes and documentation of
the impressions gained by the researcher (Schembri and Sandberg, 2011) was
completed within one day of the interview in order to avoid the loss of memory
and impressions about the interview (Ashill et al, 2003). During the analysis, the
researcher first searched for similarities and differences by making systematic
comparisons of the data (Ryan and Bernard, 2003). Then, an inductive approach
was employed to identify patterns and interrelationships in the data by means of
thematic codes (Bowen, 2006). In this study, the standardized procedures and
rigorous planning, which made “all steps in the analysis transparent”
(Gummesson, 2005, p. 312), served to increase the accuracy, credibility, and
reliability of this study. Finally, an emergent, theory-building process (Eisenhardt,
1989; Wacker, 1998) was used to develop the emergent model of an
Employee-centric SKIP-based Service-Quality Model for the Hong Kong
fast-food restaurant industry.
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1.7

Organization of the Thesis

The thesis begins by first outlining the overview of the study in the Introduction
(Chapter 1) that includes the statement of the research problem and the
background of the problem. Chapter 2 presents a critical review of the literature
addressing the importance of developing a long-term customer relationship, which
is the result of customer satisfaction that has a positive impact on customer
retention. The significant role of an employee in a customer-employee encounter
and the individual elements of SKIP are reviewed. Furthermore, the
individualistic-culture of Hong Kong is discussed, whereby personalized service
is found to be very important in enhancing customer retention.

Chapter 3 describes the research design and methodology used to examine the
research problem. The justification of adopting a qualitative methodology and a
phenomenological approach is explained. Furthermore, the research design, data
collection, and data-analysis method are also described.

Chapter 4 presents an integrated findings and discussion based on the major
themes that emerged from the analysis of the data. Following the participants’
responses being broken down into meaning units and examined in terms of
thematic codes, the findings are presented through the use of selected quotes from
interviews that serve to enrich the research analysis.

Chapter 5 presents the conclusions, insights, and implications drawn from the
findings in Chapter 4. Based on the findings of this study, the crucial role of
service employees in FFRs is substantiated. Furthermore, the justification of the
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focus on the elements of SKIP for FFRs is also explained. The decline of a
standardized fast-food concept is revealed, whereby the feasibility of introducing
self-service technology and personalized service is identified so to provide a
balance between customization and standardization.

Chapter 5 also discusses the contributions and limitations of this study. A
significant contribution of this study is the development of an emergent
service-quality model that features a SKIP-based approach implemented via
employees that could enhance the competitive advantage of FFRs in Hong Kong.
The limitations of this study and the directions of future research are also
addressed.

1.8

Conclusion

To conclude, this chapter has presented the outline of Hong Kong competitive
fast-food restaurant industry, which supports the exploration of a new SKIP-based
service-quality model for FFRs that could potentially enhance the customer
satisfaction-retention linkage. The foundation of this study is based on a critical
review of the related literature, which is presented in the next chapter.
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2.

Literature Review

2.1

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to critically review and analyse the literature in
order to establish a theoretical basis for developing a new SKIP-based
service-quality model for customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry. To this end, the literature in relation to the contextual and
theoretical issues of this study are identified and discussed. In the next section, the
literature review begins with an explanation that a FFR provides a service
encounter for the employee in enhancing customer value. Despite some argument
over the importance of a customer relationship in the fast-food restaurant industry,
this section finds support for developing a long-term customer relationship that is
the result of customer satisfaction.

Section 2.3 discusses that attitudinal loyalty is more important than behavioural
loyalty, as behaviourally loyal customers prefer to shop around for better service
offerings. Section 2.4 explains the importance of customer satisfaction, which can
enhance customer retention. The importance of service quality is discussed in
Section 2.5, which also presents an overview, shortcomings and modification of
service-quality models. Based on the extant literature regarding the shortcomings
of existing service-quality models and the suggestions for improvement, a gap
was identified in relation to the need for a service-quality model designed to
reflect customers’ experiences of Hong Kong FFRs. Accordingly, the development
of a new SKIP-based service-quality model for FFRs for enhancing customer
retention is justified, as service have to be delivered by service employees,
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therefore the importance of employees in the SKIP-based service-quality model is
explained, which is followed by an explanation of each element of SKIP. Section
2.6 discusses the significant role of a service employee in an employee-customer
interaction and their ability to foster customer satisfaction, commitment, and trust.
As cultural factors significantly influence consumers’ purchasing behaviour, the
culture of Hong Kong is discussed in Section 2.7. Lastly, the literature review
presents the research problem and the research questions in Section 2.8, along
with a chapter conclusion in Section 2.9.

2.2

Visiting a Fast-food Restaurant

Although Ward, Bitner, and Barnes (1992) posit that the role of a FFR is to serve
the hungers, whereas a customer’s choice of a FFR is simply based on its
efficiency, customers in Hong Kong are not simply satisfied with a FFR’s fast
service and low price, as they are also looking for good service quality (Lam and
Zhang, 2003; Chiang et al, 2005). However, FFRs in Hong Kong place a heavy
emphasis on product-related benefits, such as fast service and low price, which is
consistent with the view of Stuart (1997) that the characteristics of a FFR should
include:
“(1) the end-product is served quickly; (2) low relative monetary price;
(3) the food is cooked in bulk in advance and kept hot or reheated to
order; and (4) the food offered by the fast-food restaurant is suitable
for eating with fingers and has disposable packaging” (Stuart, 1997, pp.
102-103).
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Despite these product-related benefits being commonly used to attract customers,
they can be easily duplicated by the competition (Tauber, 1972). Furthermore, the
spiralling rise in food costs, which reduce the FFRs’ profit margins (Fairwood,
2008; Siu, 2011), further jeopardises the competitiveness of the fast-food
restaurant industry in Hong Kong. These squeezed margins are worsening due to
cut-throat promotions offered by other restaurants, for example, the “HK$1.00
campaign” run by Tao Heung restaurant (Lo, 2009; Scent, 2009; Cheung, 2012;
Cao, 2013). FFRs cannot afford to keep pleasing customers by means of a
price-cut to attract them (Law et al, 2004), for should the price competition persist,
the profit erosion may cause some FFRs to go bankrupt (Heil and Helsen, 2001).
Most importantly, when customers get used to low prices, their key purchase
criterion becomes price rather than service (Heil and Helsen, 2001). Ironically,
low prices, which are expected to enhance customer retention, conversely
encourage customers to shop around the FFRs for the best price and service
efficiency (Chen et al, 1994; Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998; Chen and Cai, 2011).
Considering that “time is money” (Lee and Ulgado, 1997, p. 45), service
employees of FFRs in Hong Kong commonly prioritize service efficiency in a
service encounter in order to satisfy customers, who are thought to require a quick,
convenient, economic meal only (Qin and Prybutok, 2008).

2.2.1

Service Encounter

As far as the service encounter is concerned, it refers to the activities that are
involved in an employee-customer interaction (Solnet, 2007). Simply put, it is the
dyadic interaction between a customer and a service employee (Surprenant and
17

Solomon, 1987). However, Gutek, Groth, and Bennett (2002) clarify that service
encounters are too broad to cover all interactions. These authors have categorized
three types of service encounters on the basis of whether the customer will repeat
purchase with the same service employee, namely: service encounters;
pseudo-relationship; and service relationship. Specifically, service encounters are
a single interaction with no expectation of future interaction between the two
parties, whereas a pseudo-relationship is an encounter with the service-provider
but not the same employee (Gutek et al, 2002; Gwinner et al, 2005), and are the
encounters that are commonly found in the FFRs (Gutek et al, 2002). In contrast,
a service relationship, which refers to a service encounter where the customer and
service employee expect to have repeat purchases, is more important and is the
type that a service organization should focus on (Gutek et al, 2002; Gwinner et al,
2005). This view is supported by Wall and Berry (2007), who find customers’
repurchase at the same restaurant is based on the performance and attitudes of the
service employees, including the friendships and relationship with the service
employees. It is this kind of humanic motives that can enhance customer
satisfaction and value (Wall and Berry, 2007).

2.2.2

Customer-Perceived Value

Lee and Ulgado (1997) consider that faster service and service time are more
important for a FFR as they can create value for customers. Therefore, a fast
delivery of meal is considered to be “value for money” (Walker et al, 2006, p. 30).
As far as value is concerned, Zeithaml (1988) explains that customer value is the
overall assessment of the utility of a product that based on the perceptions of what
is received and what is given. However, as traditional views of value may not be
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able to adequately interpret the value from a service perspective, therefore, Cottet,
Lichtllé, and Plichon (2006) clarify that value should comprise utilitarian value
and hedonic value. More specifically, utilitarian value is created for customers
who acquire the service with an aim to be reached, for example, customers taking
a meal at a FFR for fulfilling their basic need of hunger (Babin and Babin, 2001;
Cottet et al, 2006). In contrast, hedonic value is created for customers who feel
joyful or exciting that created by the service, for example, a full-service restaurant
that can provide a relaxed and happy evening meal for customers to enjoy with
their families and friends; or a fine dining with personal interactions between
customers and employees when the meals are prepared tableside (Babin et al,
2005; Ryu et al, 2010; Ha and Jang, 2013).

There are also views that hedonic fulfillment is even more important because it
has a strong influence on customer satisfaction and retention (Ryu et al, 2010).
This is because, although customers have utilitarian motives of acquiring the
service, they like to have fun as well (Mattila, 2001; Arnold and Reynolds, 2003;
Babin et al, 2005; Ryu et al, 2010). This provides support to the findings by Goyal
and Singh (2007) that customers do not visit FFRs only for food but also for fun.
As customers’ repurchase intentions are actually based on their memory of the
value as a result of the service quality that provided by the service-provider, focus
should also be placed on the hedonic value of the service experience (Babin and
Babin, 2001). This is because when customers enjoy a service experience as a
result of the hedonic fulfilment; they would then be motivated to encourage their
friends and families to use the service (Arnold and Reynolds, 2003; Babin et al,
2005; Yan, 2009; Ryu et al, 2010).
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According to Zeithaml (1988) customer value is a direct consequence of service
quality. Furthermore, as customer value and service quality could lead to customer
satisfaction in a service encounter (Zeithaml, 1988; Cronin et al, 2000), this view
is supported by Cronin, Joseph, Brady, and Hult (2000), whose study confirmed
that a collective linkage of these three constructs is able to enhance customer
retention.

2.2.3

The Importance of a Customer Relationship

Although FFRs in recent years have been strengthening their business strategies
by improving their ambience and adopting the use of promotional offers to attract
customers (Fairwood, 2006; CafédeCoral, 2009), the approach of these business
strategies actually lack a focus on building a customer relationship (Crosby et al,
1990). Arguably, the interpretation of customer value should be extended to cover
a customer relationship (Buttle, 2009a), as the benefits that attained through the
development of a customer relationship are actually a form of customer value,
which can ultimately enhance customer satisfaction (Fandos Roig et al, 2006;
Buttle, 2009a), for example, an additional comfort or sincere service that is
offered by a service employee. Accordingly, there is a logical linkage between
customer relationship, value, and satisfaction (Fandos Roig et al, 2006). Therefore,
it is appropriate to elaborate on a customer relationship in the FFR context.

The importance of developing a customer relationship can be traced to the notion
of building a long-term seller-buyer relationship as proposed by Dwyer et al
(1987), who highlighted the importance of viewing a customer relationship as an
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ever-changing phenomena that requires continuous betterment of service in order
to meet the changing needs of the customer. Dwyer et al (1987) contend that a
relational exchange takes place in a unique dyad between an individual seller and
buyer amongst which the development of their relationship is not simply a
discrete activity, rather it is an ongoing relationship that has to go through five
stages, namely “awareness, exploration, expansion, commitment, and dissolution”
(Dwyer et al, 1987, p. 15).

Building further on Dwyer et al’s (1987) model, Wilson (1995) identifies several
variables that can nurture a successful seller-buyer relationship, namely:
“… commitment, trust, performance satisfaction, cooperation, mutual
goals, interdependence and power, structural bonds, comparison level
of alternatives, adaptation, non-retrievable investments, shared
technology, and social bonds” (Wilson, 1995, p. 340).

As can be seen, the original proposition of common key variables in the
customer-relationship models are trust, commitment, and satisfaction. Selnes
(1998) further elaborates the importance of these three pillars of a customer
relationship by stating that:
“… when the relationship between the two parties develops over time,
as they gain experience and learn to trust each other, they will gradually
increase their commitment through transaction-specific investments …
trust and satisfaction are the key concepts in relationship management
whereas commitment is a key characteristic of successful customer
relationships” (Selnes, 1998, pp. 308-312).
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Although the above views of Dwyer et al’s (1987) and Selnes (1998) are more
inclined to the perspective of a business-to-business relationship, as business is
run by people, a successful business-to-business relationship has to include both
interpersonal and inter-organizational satisfaction and value (Bolton et al, 2003;
Bolton et al, 2008; Turnbull and Wheeler, 2009). Therefore, applying these
scholars’ proposition of customer relationship to the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry is feasible.

2.2.4

Applicability of Customer Relationships in the Fast-Food
Restaurant Industry

There are controversies over the need for a customer relationship in the fast-food
restaurant industry for the “time commitment required in relationship building is
inconsistent with most consumers’ goal for a quickly served meal” (Gremler and
Gwinner, 2000, p. 100). As consumers are not deeply involved in a fast-food
service line, the situation of the standardized offer of product typically does not
provide any opportunity for employees to build relationships with customers
(O'Malley and Tynan, 2000). As a result, there are arguments as to the
effectiveness of building a relationship with customers in the fast-food restaurant
industry, where the service is simply a transactional model, as the FFRs want to
make a healthy profit, whereas the customers want a good price (Auruškevičienė
et al, 2007).
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However, as an Asian service style considers that an orientation towards
developing a relationship and service is especially important, therefore, creating
long-term relationships with customers is the key to survival and growth of a FFR
(Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007). Furthermore, it has been found that customers like
to be assisted by service employees, who can create added customer value (de
Run and Ting, 2006; Buttle, 2009a). This supports the existence of a relational
exchange opportunity, which is supported by the recent studies that found that a
customer relationship has a favourable impact on customer satisfaction in the
fast-food restaurants in China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong (Chan, 2008; Qin et al,
2010;

Cheng

et

al,

2011).

These

studies

suggest

that

applying

a

customer-relationship approach to the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry is
appropriate.

2.2.5

Summary

To summarise, this section identifies the key drivers for a customer to visit a FFR,
where the most important motive for a customer to visit a FFR is the humanic
factor, such as the performance and attitudes of the service employees who can
create added customer value. It was also discussed that customer value can be
divided into hedonic value and utilitarian value (Babin and Babin, 2001; Cottet et
al, 2006). Hedonic value is more important, because it can enhance customers’
repeat purchase intentions (Babin and Babin, 2001; Cottet et al, 2006; Ryu et al,
2010). Most importantly, it was found that the linkage of customer value and
service quality can lead to customer satisfaction and retention (Yang and Peterson,
2004). Although the key variables in a customer relationship are trust,
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commitment, and satisfaction, a long-term customer relationship is based on
customer satisfaction, which can enhance customer retention. As fast-food service
has to be delivered by employees, and Hongkongers are concerned with both the
service and food quality (Lam and Zhang, 2003), strengthening customer
relationships is, therefore, necessary for FFRs to survive in the competitive
fast-food restaurant industry. To this end, FFRs should focus on closing the gap
between customers’ expectations and experiences of service quality (Ahmad and
Buttle, 2001a), which is the most effective way to strengthen a customer
relationship and customer satisfaction, rather than offering low prices (Lee and
Ulgado, 1997).

2.3

Loyalty

There is a general view about the importance of loyalty, for example, Salegna and
Goodwin (2005, p. 60) suggest that “satisfaction leads to trust, which leads to
commitment, which results in loyalty”. This is echoed by Pesämaa and Hair
(2007b), who posit that loyalty is crucial in attaining cooperation, trust, and
commitment. However, some scholars have a different view, especially in
restaurant industry: Mattila (2001) argues that true loyalty cannot be assured in
the restaurant industry without the promise of a discount coupon. This is further
supported by some scholars who find that customers, who frequent a particular
FFR or full-service restaurant are doing so based on momentary rewards (Fu and
Parks, 2001; Jang and Mattila, 2005). Furthermore, Salegna and Goodwin (2005)
counsel that repeat customers should not necessarily be considered as loyal to a
service-provider, for they may not have a better choice of another provider, and as
a result, they have to tolerate the mediocre service provided by the
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service-provider.

Interestingly, the study by Kim, Ok, and Canter (2010, p. 141) found that
“multi-loyalty” is commonly seen in a highly competitive restaurant industry,
where customers like to switch among the restaurants for the special service
offerings, for example, a special discount or a price-cut. These multi-loyal
customers, who like to take advantage of the special offers, are less likely to stay
loyal with any one service-provider (Meyer-Waarden, 2007; Kim et al, 2010).
Therefore, there are suggestions that the service-provider should enhance the
customer satisfaction-retention linkage by increasing the relational benefits in
order to retain their customers (Gwinner et al, 1998; Kim et al, 2010). For
example, the customer-employee rapport is a very effective means of enhancing
customers’ retention and repurchase intentions (Fu and Parks, 2001; Lee and
Dawes, 2005; Gremler and Gwinner, 2008).

There are also arguments that attitudinal loyalty is more important than
behavioural loyalty, as the behaviourally loyal customers prefer to shop around
for better service offerings (Kandampully and Suhartanto, 2000; Fu and Parks,
2001; Ball et al, 2006; Hyun, 2010; McKercher et al, 2012). Attitudinal loyalty
means a sense of emotional attachment to a service, for example, customers’
loyalty that are based on their satisfaction with a restaurant’s social benefits, such
as friendships and personal connection in addition to a fun atmosphere
(Kandampully and Suhartanto, 2000; Fu and Parks, 2001; Ball et al, 2006; Yan,
2009; McKercher et al, 2012). This view is supported by Khan (2012), whose
study found that loyalty, which depends on the degree of customer satisfaction,
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can be divided into emotional loyalty and attitudinal loyalty. In contrast to the
attitudinally loyal customers who frequently look for better alternatives;
emotionally loyal customers have a very high level of satisfaction with a
service-provider, therefore, they are willing to act as a referee and have stronger
repeat purchase behaviour than attitudinally loyal customers.

It was also found that customer satisfaction is a key to customer retention and
loyalty, as for those customers who are emotionally loyal to a service-provider;
they are having a very high level of satisfaction with the service-provider (Lam et
al, 2004; Harris and Ezeh, 2008; Khan, 2012).

2.4

Customer Satisfaction

The definition of customer satisfaction can be traced to Howard and Sheth (1969)
who suggest that:
“…the buyer’s cognitive state of being adequately or inadequately
rewarded in a buying situation for the sacrifice has undergone. The
adequacy is a consequence of matching actual past purchase and
consumption experience with the reward that was expected from the
brand in terms of its anticipated potential to satisfy the motives served
by the particular product class. It includes not only reward from
consumption of the brand but any other reward received in the
purchasing and consuming process” (Howard and Sheth, 1969, p. 145).
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Later, Churchill and Surprenant (1982, p. 493) define that “satisfaction is an
outcome of purchase and use resulting from the buyer’s comparison of the
rewards and costs of the purchase in relation to the anticipated consequences”.
Based on these conceptualizations, Han and Ryu (2009, p. 492) define
“customer satisfaction as an overall judgment process of the perceived
discrepancy between prior expectation and actual consumption”. These definitions
of customer satisfaction are akin to the definition of service quality, which is the
discrepancy between service expectations and performance of service (Shahin,
2005). In other words, the higher the negative discrepancy between a customer’s
expectations and the service performance,

the higher the customer’s

corresponding dissatisfaction. (Churchill, 1979; Solomon et al, 1985; Surprenant
and Solomon, 1987). This is supported by Cronin et al’s (2000) study that there is
a positive linkage between customer satisfaction and service quality in the
fast-food restaurant industry.

Customer satisfaction is an important focus in the hospitality marketing research
domain, especially in the restaurants with Chinese culture (Line and Runyan,
2012). For example, Kivelä, Inbakaran, and Reece’s (1999; 2000) study found
that repurchase intentions are the consequence of customer satisfaction in Hong
Kong restaurant industry. Furthermore, Hoare, Butcher, and O’Brien (2011)
suggest that Chinese restaurateurs should increase customer satisfaction by
implementing a face-enhancing strategy, such as using customers’ names, in order
that customers feel that they are being attentively treated.
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The importance of customer satisfaction was identified in Oliver’s (1980) seminal
empirical study, which showed that satisfaction can influence a customer’s
repurchase intentions. This was later confirmed by Han and Ryu (2009), who
found that

satisfaction

has

an

important

influence on

a customer’s

decision-making in choosing a restaurant for having a meal. Furthermore,
customer satisfaction is very important to the success of a FFR (Andersson and
Mossberg, 2004). Although a fast-food meal can satisfy customers’ biological
needs of food and beverage, customer satisfaction arising from a high level of
service quality can add something extraordinary to customers’ experiences
(Andersson and Mossberg, 2004). For example, a friendly employee who is able
to provide a high level of service quality can enhance customer satisfaction and
retention with the FFR (Solomon et al, 1985; Andersson and Mossberg, 2004;
Han et al, 2009). The influence of customer satisfaction on customer retention has
been confirmed by other scholars (Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009). For
example, Patterson’s (2004) study found that customer satisfaction had a greater,
positive influence on repeat purchase intentions in a service industry with low
switching costs. This finding was echoed by Wong and Mula (2009), who also
confirmed that customer satisfaction had a positive relationship with customer
retention in Hong Kong retail Internet-banking service industry. Therefore, it is
logical to apply the customer satisfaction-retention linkage to the Hong Kong
fast-food restaurant industry, which is characterised by low switching costs (de
Ruyter and Scholl, 1998; Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009).
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More specifically, there is a consensus in the literature that customer satisfaction
is positively related to customer retention and/or repurchase behaviour in service
industries, such as FFR, and full-service restaurants (Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Law
et al, 2004; de Run and Ting, 2006; Qin and Prybutok, 2008; Han et al, 2009).
Therefore, it is logical for the FFRs to use a service-quality model that involves
service employees, who provide a service that satisfies with the goal of customer
retention (Salegna and Goodwin, 2005; Lee and Dawes, 2005).

2.5

Service Quality

Service quality relates to a consumer’s judgement on the excellence or superiority
of service (Zeithaml et al, 1988). In other words, it is a customer’s degree of
satisfaction towards the quality of service offered by a service-provider (Bitner,
1990; Buttle, 2009b). In the FFR context, service quality has been seen as an
important factor in influencing customers’ repurchase behaviours (Lam and Zhang,
2003; Law et al, 2004; de Run and Ting, 2006; Qin and Prybutok, 2008; Cheng et
al, 2011; Huam et al, 2011). The general view of service quality is that it drives
customer satisfaction, which, in turn, enhances customer retention and leads to a
service-provider’s growth in business and profit (Heskett et al, 1994). Service
quality has a critical role to play in the FFR context, for example, Law, Hui, and
Zhao (2004) posit that good service quality can differentiate a FFR from its
competitors in Hong Kong. This is supported by Huam, Seng, Thoo, Rasli, and
Abd Hamid (2011, p. 216), who posit that “service quality leads to customer
satisfaction” in the fast-food restaurant industry of Malaysia. However, despite the
extensive research information into service quality, there has been a lack of
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consensus on a definitive conceptualization of this construct with a large number
of models introduced (Seth et al, 2005; Ladhari, 2008). Therefore, the remainder
of this section critically reviews two of the major influential service-quality
models and establishes the general shortcomings of these models.

2.5.1

Overview of Service-Quality Models

As service quality relates to how well the service delivery meets or exceeds a
customer’s expectations (Olorunniwo et al, 2006), it can be considered a key
strategic tool for FFRs to understand customer satisfaction, as it has a favourable
impact on a customer’s repeat purchase behaviour and willingness to act as a
referee, that is, positive word-of-mouth (Hartline et al, 2000; Fullerton, 2005;
Solnet, 2007; Qin and Prybutok, 2008). Although scholars generally agree that
customers’ evaluation of service quality should be on a multi-dimensional basis,
there is a lack of agreement regarding which types of dimensions that should be
included in a service-quality model (Pollack, 2009). Therefore, the rest of this
section presents the two main schools of thought that have dominated the
controversy in the literature. In this regard, Table 2.1 provides some examples of
service-quality models in relation to these two main schools of thought.
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Table 2.1

Two Main Schools of Thought regarding the Measurement of
Service Quality

SERVQUAL-Based or Related SQ
Model

Grönroos-Based or Related SQ
Model

GAP model (SERVQUAL)
(Parasuraman et al, 1985; 1988)

The Perceived Service-Quality (PSQ)
Model (Grönroos, 1984)

Performance-based scale developed
model (SERVPERF) (Cronin and
Taylor, 1992)

Synthesised model of service quality
(Brogowicz et al, 1990)

DINESERV service-quality model
(Stevens at al, 1995)

Tourism planning model (Sautter and
Leisen, 1999)

Retail service-quality scale (RSQS )
(Dabholkar et al, 1996)

Retail service-quality and
perceived-value model (Sweeney et al,
1997)

Service quality, customer value, and
customer satisfaction model (Oh, 1999)

Service productivity model (Ojasalo,
1999)

Internal service quality DEA model
(Soteriou and Stavrinides, 2000)

Antecedents and mediator model
(Dabholkar et al, 2000)

HISTOQUAL scale (Frochot and
Hughes, 2000)

Service quality in high education
(Smith and Ennew, 2001)

Key Quality Characteristics Assessment SYSTRA-SQ bank service-quality
for hospitals (KQCAH) (Sower et al,
model (Aldlaigan and Buttle, 2002)
2001)
Hierarchical Service-Quality Model
(HSQM) (Brady and Cronin, 2001)

ServiceScape Customer Service Quality
(SSCSQ) (Perrone and Ward, 2006)

ECOSERV (Ecotourists quality
expectations) (Khan, 2003)

Higher education institutions (HEI)
service-quality model (Kong and
Kanesan, 2011)

E-S-QUA multiple-item scale
(Parasuraman et al, 2005)

Tour operator’s service-qualityevaluation model (Śimkus and
Pilelienė, 2012)
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The European-developed Perceived Service Quality (PSQ) model conceptualises
that a customer’s evaluation of service quality should be based on technical
quality and functional quality (Grönroos, 1982; 1984; Pollack, 2009). In this
model, Grönroos (1982; 1984; 1988) identified three components of service
quality, namely: technical quality; functional quality; and corporate image. More
specifically, technical quality refers to the quality of the service outcome, that is,
how well the service meets customers’ expectations. Functional quality refers to
the quality of service process, that is, how the service production and delivery
process are perceived (Grönroos, 1982; 1984; 1988; Pollack, 2009). These two
qualities of service performance are used to understand customers’ expectations
and perceptions, which consist of their view about the service culture and process
(Samat et al, 2006). Furthermore, the combination of technical quality and
functional quality has an important influence in enhancing the corporate image,
which could have an impact on customers’ service quality perceptions as provided
by the service-provider (Grönroos, 1982; 1984; 1988; Pollack, 2009). The
Grönroos model has been used in various industries, for example, the cell phone,
and banking industries (Lassar et al, 2000; Kang and James, 2004).

Conversely, the American-developed SERVQUAL model conceptualises service
quality as having five dimensions: responsiveness; assurance; tangibles; empathy;
and reliability (Parasuraman et al, 1985; 1988). In fact, the original service-quality
model of Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985) comprised ten components,
namely:

reliability;

responsiveness;

competence;

access;

courtesy;

communication; credibility; security; understanding/knowing the customer;
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tangibles. However, these ten components were later combined into five
dimensions, that is, the components of reliability, tangibles, and responsiveness
remain unchanged, the remaining seven components were then combined and
formed the dimensions of assurance and empathy (Parasuraman et al, 1988).

As far as the five dimensions are concerned, reliability refers to the ability to
perform the promised service; responsiveness refers to the willingness to provide
prompt service; assurance refers to the employees’ knowledge and their ability to
inspire trust and confidence; empathy refers to individualized attention to
customers. Finally, tangibles refer to the appearance of physical facilities
including equipment and employees. In contrast to Grönroos’ (1984) model,
SERVQUAL focuses on functional quality rather than technical quality (Brady
and Cronin, 2001; Ladhari, 2008). As SERVQUAL serves to examine the gap
between the customer’s expectations and the customer’s perceptions of the actual
service, therefore, it is also known as the gap model (Buttle, 1996; Seth et al, 2005;
Baccarani et al, 2010). The SERVQUAL model has been widely used in the
hospitality and service industries, for example, the travel agent, hotel and
fast-food industries, etc. (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Lam and Zhang, 1999; Gržinić,
2007; Campos and Nóbrega, 2009).

2.5.2

Shortcomings of Service-Quality Models

Although SERVQUAL model is the best known and most widely used of the
models (Buttle, 1996; Seth et al, 2005), there has been criticism regarding the
effectiveness of this model, which is used as a generic instrument for measuring
service quality across different service sectors, such that its effectiveness has been
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questioned (Buttle, 1996; Al Bassam and Al Shawi, 2011). In response to the
criticism of SERVQUAL, Parasuraman et al (1988) later suggested that the model
could serve as a skeleton that could be adapted or supplemented to fit the specific
needs of any organization. Parasuraman et al (1988) also suggested that the gap
analysis by means of a perception-minus-expectation score can measure customer
expectations and perceptions separately, and it also enables an understanding of
the degree of difference between these two elements. However, there are various
interpretations of the concept of expectations for the model (Cronin and Taylor,
1992), for example, expectations are defined as “desires or wants of customers” or
“a service-provider should offer” (Parasuraman et al, 1988, p. 17). As perceptions
and expectations are loosely defined, they are then open to multiple interpretations;
and the use of a gap analysis in finding their arithmetic differences lacks support
in the literature, therefore, the reliability of the gap scores is uncertain (Cronin and
Taylor, 1992; Buttle, 1996; Van Dyke et al, 1999; Oh, 1999; Ladhari, 2008).
Furthermore, other SERVQUAL criticisms include: it only measures the process
of service delivery and not the result of service experience (Seth et al, 2005); it
does not consider cultural aspects (Ladhari, 2008); as the five dimensions are not
universal, there is a high degree of inter-correlation among these dimensions that
increase the practical difficulties in obtaining information on customer
expectations (Buttle, 1996; Gržinić, 2007; Ladhari, 2008). Here, Andaleeb and
Conway (2006) have pointed out the ambiguities in interpreting the concept of
expectations for the SERVQUAL model, which is inapplicable to the restaurant
industry, for example, whether the dimension of tangibles should include the
employees’ neat in appearance and courteousness, which could be considered as
the item of responsiveness (Andaleeb and Conway, 2006). Similarly, whether the
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dimension of responsiveness should include knowledgeable and helpful
employees, who could also be considered as the item of assurance dimension
(Andaleeb and Conway, 2006).

Equally, the Perceived Service-quality model (PSQ) is not without criticism. One
criticism is that it is a static model, because it does not consider the complex
service environment (Bitner, 1990; Schembri and Sandberg, 2002). Grönroos
(1988) posits that the combination of technical quality and functional quality has
an important influence in enhancing the corporate image. Therefore, a favourable
image should enable customers to forgive a service-provider if the service error
was a minor one (Grönroos, 1988). In reality, customers often criticize service
errors and poor service performance, as failure to meet their expectations is an
important issue from their perspective (Bitner, 1990; Buttle, 1996). Furthermore,
there are disagreements that corporate image can be enhanced simply by the
combination of technical quality and functional quality, as there are other factors
that can help build a strong corporate image, for example, employees’ positive
behaviour, customers’ trust, favourable word-of-mouth, and repeat purchase
intentions (Satır, 2006; Rahman et al, 2012).

The PSQ model has also been criticised that the functional and technically quality
are not able to fully address all the issues of a service and customers’ expectations
and, furthermore, they do not have the same important influence on corporate
image (Bernhardt and Shostack, 1983; Kang and James, 2004). Here, an example
of the limitation of the qualities in fully addressing customers’ expectations can be
found in the study by Clow, Kurtz, Ozment, and Soo Ong (1997). Based on
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Grönroos’ (1984) model, Clow et al’s (1997) study found that the functional
quality of a restaurant is the behaviour of service employees, and the technical
quality is simply the food. Therefore, it is concluded that food and behaviour of
service employees are important factors that can meet customer expectations and
can enhance their satisfaction (Clow et al, 1997). Furthermore, the same limitation
appears in the study by Rasila and Gersberg (2007), who found that the functional
quality of an outsourced facility-maintenance service is the service recovery
process including the employees, and the technical quality is the quality of
maintenance. Therefore, it was concluded that simply skilful employees and good
communication can meet customer expectations and can enhance their satisfaction
(Rasila and Gersberg, 2007).

In order to resolve these shortcomings, there have been suggestions for
improvement that include: either creating a new service-quality model with
reference to SERVQUAL or by introducing industry-specific measures and/or
creating new dimensions in order to better reflect customers’ service expectations
in a particular service setting (Bolton and Drew, 1991; Ladhari, 2008; 2009;
Baccarani et al, 2010; Al Bassam and Al Shawi, 2011). In regard to creating a new
service-quality model with reference to SERVQUAL, Cronin and Taylor (1992)
have developed their performance-based, scale-developed model (SERVPERF) by
using the dimensions of customers’ expectations, perceptions of performance, and
important feature of service quality in order to understand customers’ satisfaction
and their repurchase intentions (Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Seth et al, 2005;
Gilmore and McMullan, 2009). However, there has been criticism regarding the
model, which may not be able to measure each of the dimensions consistently and
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accurately. As a result, the effectiveness of SERVPERF in reflecting customers’
expectations is uncertain (Taylor and Cronin, 1994; Gilmore and McMullan,
2009). The limitation of SERVPERF was also identified by Qin and Prybutok’s
(2009) study, which found that simply service quality and food quality should be
able to meet customer expectations and enhance their satisfaction in the fast-food
restaurant industry.

In regard to introducing industry-specific measures and/or creating new
dimensions in order to better reflect customers’ service expectations in a service
setting; there are examples of different service-quality models that have been
created for a better understanding of customers’ expectations in the Internet retail
service industry (Janda et al, 2002; Francis, 2009). Here, Janda, Trocchia, and
Gwinner (2002) have created their Internet retail service quality (IRSQ) model for
the Internet retail industry. By means of phenomenological interviews, they
identified five important dimensions that reflected customers’ expectations for
retailers’ service and products brought through the Internet, namely: information,
access, sensation, security, and information (Janda et al, 2002). However, the
accuracy of these five dimensions in reflecting customers’ expectations is
uncertain (Francis, 2009). For example, two dimensions (access and sensation) are
the least important when compared to the rest of the dimensions, which have an
important influence in meeting customer expectations and enhancing customer
satisfaction (Janda et al, 2002).
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2.5.3

The Case for Improving Service-Quality Models

As can be seen from the above examples of SERVPERF and IRSQ (Cronin and
Taylor, 1992; Janda et al, 2002; Qin and Prybutok, 2009), any improvement is
meaningless if a service-quality model is not able to provide an improvement
strategy that is based on customers’ expectations (Shahin, 2005). This is because a
service-quality model should not be simply highlighting customers’ needs, it
should also identify their unexpressed expectations and problems, whereby
improvements of the service could be implemented in order to create additional
customer value (Gaster, 1995; Shahin, 2005). To this end, there is a case to be
made that a modified service-quality model could serve as a diagnostic for: the
improvements in service quality, specifically in the areas of customer-employee
interaction, process efficiency and service customization; identifying the cultural
influence of service quality, particularly with respect to individualism/collectivism;
identifying the predictors of customer satisfaction; the needs for employee
empowerment and training; the needs for process automaton, as service-providers
are increasingly offering technology-based options for their customers; identifying
professional quality particularly with respect to competence and knowledge; and
the needs for greater sharing of information and knowledge with customers
(Gaster, 1995; Dabholkar et al, 1996; Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Shahin, 2005; Seth
et al, 2005; Ladhari, 2008; Pollack, 2009; Baccarani et al, 2010).

Arguably, in light of the shortcomings identified in the extant literature, a case can
be made that there should be a service-quality model designed to reflect
customers’ service expectations of Hong Kong FFRs, which can ultimately assist
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in enhancing customer satisfaction and retention (Ahmad and Buttle, 2001a;
Ladhari, 2008; Qin, 2008). It is argued that a service-quality model for restaurants
should comprise three practical elements, namely: physical facilities and
processes; the service employees’ professionalism, comprising knowledge and
information,

and

the

personal

behaviour

of

the

service

employees

(Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Sulek and Hensley, 2004). Accordingly, applying a new
service-quality model involving the elements of service, knowledge, information
and process (SKIP) could be a suitable path to explore for the Hong Kong FFR
context.

The use of a SKIP-based approach has support in the literature, where a view is
emerging that: reliability should refer to a willingness to deliver service accurately
and to help customers; assurance should refer to knowledge and information for
conveying trust and confidence; tangible should refer to the service process
incorporating courtesy and competence; empathy should relate to an employee’s
personalized service comprising personal communication and care provided to
customers and responsiveness should refer to the ability to deliver fast service
accurately (Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Olorunniwo et
al, 2006; Najjar and Bishu, 2006; Kumar et al, 2008; Martínez García and
Martínez Caro, 2010). In short, it can be argued that this perspective supports a
service-quality model comprising the building blocks of service, process,
knowledge, and information.
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2.5.4

The

Importance

of

Employees

in

the

SKIP-based

Service-Quality Model
In a very competitive environment, a service-provider should strengthen its
competitive advantage in order to provide the best service quality, which can
enhance customer satisfaction and retention (Buttle, 1996; Al Bassam and Al
Shawi, 2011). Buttle et al (2002, p. 4) suggest that competitive advantage needs to
be sought from the elements of “service, process, knowledge, and information”.

Although this suggestion focuses on social and structural bonds in a
business-to-business relationship (Buttle et al, 2002), as the maintenance of a
business-to-business relationship has to rely on several persons, for example, the
key account managers and their customers (Schellhase et al, 2000), therefore,
there is an increasing interest to understand the role of a social bonding that plays
in a business-to-business relationship, as the benefits and value that generated by
the social bonds are able to facilitate a smoother business transaction (Turnbull
and Wheeler, 2009). Similarly, although a FFR is a retail purchase setting that
offers customers the prospect of enjoying the meal and service (Tauber, 1972), it
has to attract and retain customers in order to maintain its competitiveness and
survival (Cann, 1998). This is similar for the case of Pizza-Hut-HK. In order to
strengthen its position in the retail market, Pizza-Hut-HK has developed its
iPhone-App online ordering system, which serves to offer personalized service in
order to attract new customers and to enhance customer relationships
(GreenTomato, 2013). The Pizza-Hut-HK’s online ordering system, which has the
functions of pizza ordering and online games, can increase customers’
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convenience and joyful experience (Sharp and Rowe, 2006; GreenTomato, 2013).
Considering the increasing importance of customer service in business-to-business
market, where the focus is shifting from merely selling to customers to serving
them effectively, consequently, there are suggestions that service marketing
concepts could also be used in business-to-business market, for example, value
creation, customer satisfaction and retention, customer relationships, and
switching costs, etc. (Patterson et al, 1997; Parasuraman, 1998; Parasuraman and
Grewal, 2000; Yanamandram and White, 2006; Grönroos, 2008). Therefore, it is
argued that seeking to build competitive advantage based on the elements of
service, process, knowledge, and information (SKIP) with the ultimate purpose of
increasing customer satisfaction and retention (Buttle et al, 2002) is a plausible
and relevant approach for FFRs.

Niranjan and Metri (2008) contend that service employees cannot be excluded in
order to present a new paradigm for an effective service-quality design. A
high-quality customer relationship is characterized by knowledgeable employees,
personalization of service, and sharing of information and knowledge with
customers in order to serve them more effectively (de Búrca et al, 2004;
Eisingerich and Bell, 2006). Therefore, an employee focus on the elements of
service, knowledge, information, and process (Buttle et al, 2002) is a valid basis
for a model of service quality.

To conclude, Buttle (2009a) identified that service-providers can enhance the
value-creating benefits to their customers through applying the elements of SKIP.
Therefore, it is argued that FFRs should apply a SKIP-based service-quality
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model (see Figure 2.1) involving service employees as a key component of
employee-customer interactions (Barnes and Morris, 2000; Dovalienė et al, 2007),
so as to differentiate themselves and to drive their profitability through improved
customer satisfaction and retention (Crosby et al, 1990).

Figure 2.1:

SKIP-based Service-Quality Model

SQ-SKIP
Service

Knowledge

Customer

Customer

Satisfaction

Loyalty

Information

Process

Source: adapted from Rucci et al (1998)

2.5.4.1 The SKIP-based Service-Quality Model
As previously argued, the elements of service, knowledge, information, and
process can act as the building blocks of a service-quality model for fast-food
restaurants (Buttle et al, 2002; Sulek and Hensley, 2004). The relevance of the
combination of the individual elements of SKIP in a service context has a history
in the literature. For example, the linkage of a service process and information
was identified by Campbell (2003), who argued that a service process should
incorporate a competence process that generates and integrates information, which
should include both customer and market information. Likewise, Carrion,
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Gonzalez, and Leal (2004) suggest that the service process should link with a
knowledge process that integrates knowledge sharing into staff training in order to
establish a clearly defined infrastructure towards a relationship commitment that
each employee should follow.

Furthermore, as the service provision to customers is also an opportunity for the
service employees to garner information and knowledge from customers
(Gwinner et al, 2005), the willingness of both parties to share information and
acquire mutual knowledge will further enhance the development of social bonds
during which trust can be developed (Buttle et al, 2002). Moreover, the formation
of customer satisfaction can also be described as a cognitive process, where
customers consider whether they can be satisfied with the quality of the service
including the exchange of information and knowledge, and employee performance
(van Dolen et al, 2004).

In view of the importance of SKIP in customer-employee interactions, the rest of
this section reviews the literature on service, knowledge, information, and
process.

2.5.4.2 Service
What is meant by the term “service”? The answer can be traced to the oldest
definition, which considers that service is “a deed, a performance or effort”
(Rathmell, 1966, p. 33). The conventional thinking of service has changed with
the inclusion of the concept of service quality, as Lewis and Booms (1983)
consider that service is a measure of how well the service delivered that can match
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with customer expectations. However, Edvardsson and Gustavsson (2003, p. 150)
argue that “service is actually a process, which is the result of production and
consumption”. As production and consumption of service take place
simultaneously, where service employees and customers are interdependent,
therefore, employees are also part of the service (Edvardsson and Gustavsson,
2003; Sierra and McQuitty, 2005).

Further to this discussion, Vargo and Lusch (2004; 2008) provide a broader
conceptualization that service is the application of a service employee’s
knowledge and competences through processes; and the provision of information
to customers. In addition to the service that should create value for customers,
Vargo and Lusch (2008) remind us that an important contribution of a good
service is its ability to create value-in-use. This means that additional value of the
service can be co-created by customers and the service-provider (Vargo and Lusch,
2008; Schumann et al, 2012), for example, the “personal e-banking service” (HSB,
2013) that enable the customers to benefit from the service’s value-in-use by
sharing extra investing information in addition to the automated banking service.

As far as a good service is concerned, Surprenant and Solomon (1987, pp. 86-87)
define a good service as “more personalized service, leading to a contest to
determine which service outlet can be the friendliest to the customer”. In other
words, service personalization is the social content of the interaction between
service employees and customers (Lai et al, 2009). The importance of
personalized service is because it is the best service that can fit the individual
requirements of a customer (Buttle et al, 2002; Ball et al, 2006), such that the
44

personalization of service is considered to have a positive influence on both the
customer value and relationship (Price et al, 1995; Buttle, 2009a). Here, the use of
technology can enhance the value-creating benefits of personalized service, for
example, the Pizza-Hut-HK’s online food-ordering system could help reduce
customers’ waiting times for pickup and payments, accordingly, customers could
experience a more personalized and enjoyable service (Lauderdale, 2007; Noone
and Coulter, 2012; Dahlström and Edelman, 2013; GreenTomato, 2013).

For the service in Hong Kong FFRs, unlike the full-service Chinese restaurants,
the fast-food chains are mainly operating on a self-service basis (Madden, 2009).
In Hong Kong, full-service restaurants are those with waiter/waitress table service,
whereas self-service restaurants are those where the customers pay and order at
the cashier, then they serve themselves to the meal by carrying their meal to their
tables (Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Kennedy et al, 2003). After finishing the
meal, customers leave their rubbish on the tables for the service employees to
clean up (Yan, 2009).

Although FFRs in Hong Kong commonly adopt the principle of “first come, first
served” (Larson, 1987, p. 898), this kind of egalitarian encounter is actually a
standardized encounter, which does not involve any personalized encounters at all,
as the repeat customers are treated in the same manner as those who purchase
fast-food occasionally (Gutek et al, 2000). As employees are part of the service,
their interpersonal skills are very important in offering good service, where, the
efforts to “stay in touch” (Crosby et al, 1990, p. 71) with customers are an
important means of understanding their expectations.
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In Hong Kong, customers commonly evaluate FFRs on the service quality and the
food quality of the restaurant (Sulek and Hensley, 2004). As they judge fast-food
service not only on the efficiency of the service delivery, but also the service and
politeness of service employees (Law et al, 2004), therefore, service
personalization is very important in assisting the FFRs to conform with customer
expectations consistently (Lewis and Booms, 1983; Buttle, 2009a). Accordingly,
service employees should pay particular attention to their “social competence”
(Edvardsson and Gustavsson, 2003, p. 150), that is, an understanding and caring
for an individual customer.

2.5.4.3 Knowledge
As far as the element of knowledge is concerned, knowledge is referred to “a fluid
mix of framed experience, values, contextual information, and expert insight”
(Egbu, 2006, p. 305). Knowledge includes “both explicit, documented knowledge
and tacit, subjective knowledge” (Rowley, 1999, p. 420). In regard to a FFR, it is
the service employees’ specialized knowledge and skills to accommodate
customer needs that are the sources of customer satisfaction (Bitner et al, 1994;
Buttle, 2009b). In other words, successful service has to rely upon the employees’
competency, which lies in the application of their basic knowledge (Nonaka,
1994). It is, therefore, the knowledge of individual service-quality dimension by
which a FFR can judge the performance of employees (Shahin, 2005).

The importance of knowledge can be seen from an increase of customer
satisfaction when a customer is served by the coordinated efforts of
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knowledgeable service employees (Grant, 1996; Vargo and Lusch, 2004).
Accordingly, a customer relationship can be strengthened by encouraging
customers and employees to exchange their knowledge and ideas on the quality of
service and food in the course of service encounters (Gremler and Gwinner, 2000).
This is because the mutual interest, which exists on a more personal and relational
level, can further develop their relationships into friendships as a result of an
increase of the customer satisfaction and value arising from the service provided
(Gremler and Gwinner, 2000; Buttle, 2009a).

Therefore, the knowledge developed by service employees is very important, as it
provides “a foundation for a more unified understanding of exchange” (Vargo and
Lusch, 2004, p. 325). Although a customer’s attitude towards a brand is based on
his/her knowledge, beliefs, and perceptions of the brand (Bhuyan, 2007), a
customer’s accrued knowledge on the performance of a product actually provides
a general understanding of similar brands in the market. Therefore, when a service
employee has built a relationship with a customer, any advice provided by the
customer is actually based on knowledge obtained from other relationships or
sources (Bell et al, 2005).

To this end, a service-provider should modify its service quality by actively
promoting their knowledge-sharing practices, as an increase in customer
knowledge is a precursor to an increase in customer value and satisfaction (Buttle
et al, 2002; Mithas et al, 2005; Buttle, 2009a). In the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry, the importance of knowledge is reflected by the Hong Kong
Most Admired Knowledge Enterprise Award (MAKE, 2012), which is set up to
47

recognize the service-providers publicly for their customer value creation through
training and knowledge-sharing practices. For example, Café De Coral, one of the
leading fast-food chains in Hong Kong, has received a MAKE award for the
fourth consecutive year in recognition of its significant achievements in this area
(MAKE, 2012).

2.5.4.4 Information
In regard to the information element of SKIP, although “information” and
“knowledge” are often used interchangeably, Nonaka (1994, p. 15) makes a clear
distinction: “information is a flow of messages, while knowledge is created and
organized by the very flow of information, anchored on the commitment and
beliefs of its holder”. As information is a necessary material for formalizing
knowledge, therefore, if information is treated as raw material, then knowledge is
the finished product (Nonaka, 1994; Bontis, 1998). More specifically, Nonaka
(1994) suggests that for the purpose of knowledge creation, it is important to
concentrate on the semantic aspects of information, such as customers’
communication and interpretations, market intelligence, etc.

In a fast-food setting, service employees are a critical source of information about
customers (Bitner et al, 1994), whose information can be used by them to
facilitate their service interactions with customers. This is supported by Cukor and
McKnight (2001), who posit that information can be divided into four types,
namely: informal information; information access; open and development
networks. They also assert that the most important type is informal information
arising from semantic, ad-hoc perspectives, as this form of information is without
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structure and it is often not disseminated (Cukor and McKnight, 2001). Service
employees who deal with customers on a day-to-day basis should have first-hand
information regarding customers’ requirements and the ability of a FFR to meet
their needs, therefore, the sharing of informal information between frontline
personnel allows all service employees to learn how to adjust their roles to satisfy
customers (Lundberg, 2008; Buttle, 2009b).

A service-provider can enhance customer commitment by taking initiatives to
capture customer information (Buttle et al, 2002). Therefore, based on the above
clarification of information from the employee’s side, there should be an internal
communication system designed to disseminate shared information among service
employees (de Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley, 2000; Buttle, 2009b). On the
customer’s side, taking into consideration their roles in creating service outcomes
(Sierra and McQuitty, 2005), there must be initiatives provided in exchange for
the purchasing and marketing information learned from customers, for example,
customized offers or discounts (de Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley, 2000). This
information is vital in managing customer relationships and for appropriately
diagnosing and fulfilling their needs, whereby FFRs can enhance value creation
by making appropriate service modifications (Crosby et al, 1990; Bitner et al,
1994; Vieira and Ennew, 2004; Buttle, 2009b). To this end, some FFRs in Hong
Kong have installed a communication system, such as a Point-of-Sale (POS)
system (Perez, 2006; CafédeCoral, 2010b), to help make more informed and
better decisions. POS enables these FFRs for enhancing their competitive
advantage by exchanging the information about service quality and ordering
between the front lines and back office (CafédeCoral, 2010b).
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2.5.4.5 Process
In regard to the process element of SKIP, Buttle et al (2002) posit that an
organization’s commitment to improving its process is equivalent to its
commitment to providing the best service to its customers. Here, an example can
be found from a FFR in Hong Kong, Café De Coral, that, in order to shorten
customers’ waiting time during the service process, has collaborated with the City
University of Hong Kong to develop the School Lunchbox Order Processing
System (SLOPS) (Chun, 2005). The use of technology in this production process
enables the FFR to satisfy its customers by delivering the weekly orders of 10,000
lunch box efficiently (Chun, 2005; Noone and Coulter, 2012; Dahlström and
Edelman, 2013).

The importance of such commitment in a process is because a customer’s
evaluation of the process is strongly influenced by the initial stages of the delivery
process to the extent of whether the customer believes the best service quality can
be offered (de Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley, 2000). Furthermore, the service
delivery process can be divided into three segments, namely: pre-process;
in-process; and post-process (Noone et al, 2007). Applying these three segments
to a FFR means that customers are going through the processes of ordering,
preparation and delivering of food, where the responsiveness of employees and
waiting time can affect customer satisfaction (Noone et al, 2007). For example,
the attitudes and behaviour of service employees at the food-delivery counter can
influence perceived service performance, for these behaviours are actually
associated with process, which can be interpreted as “the how of service delivery”
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(Bitner, 1990, p. 72).

Therefore, by fostering a closer relationship between a customer and an employee
in the service process, not only can the customer value and relationships be
significantly improved (Buttle, 2009a), but the increased mutual understanding
among them can further raise the switching costs and business opportunities
(Eisingerich and Bell, 2006). As part of this, when an employee motivates a
customer to take part in improving the service process, the development of a
trust-based relationship can further enhance customer value (Buttle, 2009a). To
this end, there is a suggestion that customers can be involved in the service
encounters by rewarding them for the contribution of their ideas to improve
service quality and customer satisfaction (Hermansson and Larsson, 2005).

2.5.5

Summary

In summary, this section has critically reviewed two of the major influential
service-quality models and has established the general shortcomings of these
models. Although there is a general view that service quality can lead to customer
satisfaction in a service encounter (Heskett et al, 1994; Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Oh,
1999; Cronin et al, 2000; Qin and Prybutok, 2009; Akinyele, 2010), there is a lack
of agreement regarding which types of dimensions should be included in a
service-quality model that effectively reflect customers’ expectations (Pollack,
2009). However, a service-quality model should not be simply highlighting
customers’ expectations, it should also identify their unexpressed needs and
problems, whereby an improvement strategy based on customers’ expectations
can be implemented (Gaster, 1995; Shahin, 2005). To this end, the literature
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review finds support for a new service-quality model comprising the building
blocks of service, knowledge, information, and process (SKIP) (Buttle et al, 2002),
which should be able to effectively reflect customers’ expectations. Furthermore,
an improvement strategy based on the elements of SKIP with the ultimate purpose
of increasing customer satisfaction and retention (Buttle et al, 2002) is a plausible
approach for FFRs. In order to survive in a very severe competitive environment,
the SKIP elements could be a crucial tool that a FFR should pursue in order to
improve its competitiveness.

There is also evidence in support of developing a long-term customer relationship
that is based on customer satisfaction. As service quality can lead to customer
satisfaction (Huam et al, 2011), therefore, developing a service-quality model to
keep customers returning is sensible (Kivelä, 1997). However, fostering
rewarding customer relationships relies heavily upon service employees, therefore,
the next section will examine the contributions of service employees to a
successful customer-employee interaction (Sierra and McQuitty, 2005).

2.6

Service Employees

Keillor and Fields (1996) posited that personal service should be developed in the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry; therefore, a service employee should
play a significant role in the new SKIP-based service-quality model for Hong
Kong FFRs. As identified previously, a service encounter requires an
employee-customer interaction (Solnet, 2007), where a strong bond can enhance
an organization’s competitive advantage (Gremler and Gwinner, 2000; Buttle et al,
2002). Here, the most important position for a service employee is played by the
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FFR member of staff, who serves as the first contact point of the service
encounter (Vieira and Ennew, 2004). As they are the first and direct representative
for the FFR (Solnet, 2007), they have to competently provide customers with
knowledge on the service, production, and delivery process, as the faster the
service that customers receive, the more satisfaction they will derive (Grönroos,
1994; Andaleeb and Conway, 2006). When customers interact with a competent
employee, they receive increased value (Buttle, 2009a), and when their
relationships developed and become more important, they are willing to invest
more effort to maintain it (Palmatier et al, 2006). In order that these service
employees can perform effectively, their expertise involves their knowledge,
experience, and competence, which can strengthen the three pillars of a customer
relationship, that is, customer commitment, trust, and satisfaction (Selnes, 1998;
Lee and Dawes, 2005; Palmatier et al, 2006).

2.6.1

The Nurture of Customer Commitment by Service Employees

“Customer commitment is a psychological force that links the customer to the
organization with which the customer does business” (Fullerton, 2005, p.100). In
other words, committed customers are likely to have a high patronage with a
service-provider (Salegna and Goodwin, 2005). However, customer commitment
is often affected by the quality of the interpersonal interaction between customers
and service employees, whose friendliness and personableness are able to
strengthen customer commitment (Bitner et al, 1994; Mittal and Lassar, 1996;
Salegna and Goodwin, 2005). This is for the reason that the friendliness of a
service employee in a fast-food setting can create a good customer impression
(Sulek and Hensley, 2004; Andaleeb and Conway, 2006).
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Although there are challenges about the feasibility of developing friendships in a
FFR, where customers simply want fast service (Auruškevičienė et al, 2007),
Tjosvold, Moy, and Sasaki’s (1999) study found that the employees in Hong
Kong restaurants liked to build friendships with customers for the purpose of
service-quality enhancement. Furthermore, Yim, Tse, and Chan (2008) suggest
that, similar to a hair salon where a customer makes consecutive visits to a hair
stylist for a long-term committed relationship, FFR employees in Hong Kong can
enhance the customer-employee relationship by having a greater focus on
friendships in order to rejuvenate customer intimacy. This is because, when such a
relationship develops over time, customer retention can flow from a personal
friendship that is established between customers and employees (Yim et al, 2008;
Han et al, 2009).

Therefore, a potential new service-quality model for Hong Kong FFRs should
actively promote a personal friendship, which can elicit better ideas for service
delivery and mutual benefits that have a favourable effect on customer
commitment and retention (Grayson, 2007; Jamal and Adelowore, 2008). Most
importantly, such ideas can contribute to promoting good service quality and the
development of a distinct image for the employees and the FFR (Grayson, 2007;
Jamal and Adelowore, 2008).

2.6.2

The Nurture of Trust by Service Employees

Trust is defined as a “willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has
confidence” (Moorman et al, 1993, p. 82). Based on this definition, Morgan and
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Hunt (1994) elaborate that “willingness” actually plays a very important role in
the conceptualization of trust. This can further be explained that if customers are
confident in a service-provider, they would be willing to rely on it; if customers
are not willing to rely on a service-provider; this means that customers are not
genuinely confident in the service-provider (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Most
importantly, the definition of trust provides an important implication of
willingness, which is a measure of trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Furthermore,
customers’ trust and confidence in a service-provider’s brand can be interpreted
that as customers expecting that the service-provider will provide the best service
that can meet their expectations (Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-Alemán, 2005;
Rosenberger, 2009). Accordingly, this positive effect of brand trust can have an
important influence to customers’ repurchase intentions and a service-provider’s
competitiveness (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). This is supported by Bougoure
and Leung’s (2006) study, which found that as customers were more confident in
the brands of Café de Coral and Fairwood (two famous FFR chains in Hong
Kong), they were more willing to frequent these FFRs.

It is widely believed that trust leads to successful relationships and improved
satisfaction (Rashid, 2003). In regard to trust in a customer-employee partnership,
it is a two-dimensional trust-based construct that comprises perceived credibility
and benevolence (Lee and Dawes, 2005). Here, credibility relates to a partner’s
expectations of credibility or reliability of the other’s commitment or exchange of
information, whereas benevolence relates to a partner who genuinely cares about
the other partner’s wellbeing (Lee and Dawes, 2005; Aurier and Siadou-Martin,
2007). As credibility and benevolence can have an important influence on
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customers’ perceptions of service quality provided by a restaurant, therefore, this
trust-based construct is able to enhance customer relationships and satisfaction
(Aurier and Siadou-Martin, 2007).

Further to this, Kriz and Fang’s (2003) study revealed a direct link between trust
and liking. As the FFR encounter is actually a fusion of a customer and employee,
an increase in the frequency of their personal interactions should help establish
trust and liking with one another, whereby commitment in their relationship can
be enhanced (Solomon et al, 1985; Kara et al, 1995). As customers are inclined to
form more enduring relationships with the employees whom they trust and like
(Kara et al, 1995; Nicholson et al, 2001), therefore, the degree of mutual liking
between a customer and an employee is actually an indication of the degree of
their mutual trust (Zolkiewski et al, 2008). This is why many consumers desire
familiar employees who understand them, care about them and reinforce their
values (Gremler and Gwinner, 2000; Solnet, 2007).

Based on the logic that trust leads to commitment and commitment leads to
satisfaction (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Salegna and Goodwin, 2005; Hess and Story,
2005; Han and Ryu, 2009), a new service-quality model for Hong Kong FFRs
should aim to reinforce trust through interpersonal commitment in order to
enhance customer satisfaction and customer retention (Morgan and Hunt, 1994).

2.6.3

The Nurture of Customer Satisfaction by Service Employees

An employee’s attitudes, efforts, and performance have a favourable influence on
customer satisfaction and switching behaviour (Macky and Boxall, 2007; Wall
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and Berry, 2007). As personal elements provided by employees, such as
experience, skill, and knowledge, are important components of service (Szmigin,
1993; Lee and Ulgado, 1997), these elements can positively affect the entire
service process, whereby customer confidence in the food and service can be
maximised (Macky and Boxall, 2007; Huang, 2008). Other than these personal
elements, de Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley (2000) find that personal values
and characteristics of service employees can influence the outcome of the service
relationship, where attention should be drawn to “the concept of reciprocity” (de
Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley, 2000, p. 138). Reciprocity, which is “a feeling
of attachment to or affection for a company’s people, products or services” (Law
et al, 2004, p. 547), is important, as it can result in repurchase behaviour, which is
a type of loyalty. There is support in the literature for the notion that an
employee’s

soft

attributes,

such

as

attitudes,

courteousness,

and

service-mindedness, can affect customer satisfaction and the choice of a FFR
(Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Solnet, 2007; Dovalienė et al, 2007).

An employee’s attitudes and behaviours can be very influential factors in shaping
customers’ perceptions of high- and low-preference brands (Wall and Berry, 2007).
Therefore, a new service-quality model for Hong Kong FFRs has to make use of
their employees’ positive attitudes and behaviours in closing the gap between the
customers’ expectations and experiences of service quality in order to enhance
customer satisfaction and customer retention (Ahmad and Buttle, 2001a; Chow et
al, 2006).
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2.6.4

Summary

To conclude, it has been argued that the inclusion of a service employee in the
new service-quality model is valid, especially when taking into consideration the
crucial role of service employees in a successful customer-employee interaction
(Sierra and McQuitty, 2005; Huam et al, 2011). As the frequency of personal
interaction can help establish a customer’s trust with the employees (Solomon et
al, 1985; Kara et al, 1995), therefore, service employees should play an active role
to fill the gap between discrete and relational exchange (Dwyer et al, 1987; Wertz,
2005). This is particularly so when employees and consumers become better
acquainted, customization opportunities increase (Gwinner et al, 1998).

However, Shamir (1980) warns that service employees, who intend to promote
customer relationships, run a high risk of role conflict and burnout as a result of
the “two bosses dilemma” (Shamir, 1980, p. 748), as both their management and
the customers want the employees to fulfill their demand for a timely problem
resolution. Nevertheless, Edvardsson and Gustavsson (2003) argue that this
dilemma can be resolved by management’s empowerment, which means that
employees are free and flexible to decide to take responsibility and solve
problems in interactions with customers. This makes sense that for a service
encounter in a FFR under time pressure, it is often the employees, not the
management, being asked by the customers to speed-up. This again highlights the
crucial role of service employees in the success of service quality as they are often
the only part of the service encounter that the customers see (Najjar and Bishu,
2006; Solnet, 2007).
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2.7

Cultural Influence

Cultural factors significantly influence a consumer’s purchasing behaviour (Liu et
al, 2001). As the individualism-collectivism cultural dimension holds important
insights for consumer behaviour (Ock Yum, 1998), therefore, it is worth
discussing culture’s influence in order to gain a better understanding of the
purchasing phenomenon in the fast-food restaurant industry of Hong Kong.

However, what is meant by the term “culture”? Culture is defined as the sum of
learned beliefs, values, and norms that are shared among a group of people that,
when taken together, constitute a design for living (Laroche et al, 2004; van
Heerden and Barter, 2008). Furthermore, culture, by way of its values, norms, and
standards, shapes people’s beliefs and attitudes, which are the major influence on
customers’ lifestyle and, therefore, directly affect their interpersonal relationships,
satisfaction, perceived service quality, and purchasing behaviour (Fan, 2000;
Laroche et al, 2004).

One of the most famous cultural studies is Hofstede’s (1984) cultural dimensions
model. Hofstede’s model initially covered four primary dimensions, namely:
Power Distance; Individualism; Masculinity; and Uncertainty Avoidance.
Hofstede later added a fifth dimension, which is Long-Term Orientation
(Hofstede, 1984; 2009a). A summary of these dimensions are delineated below.
These dimensions are then discussed in relation to the Hong Kong context in the
following section.
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Power Distance Index is the extent to which the less powerful members of
organizations and institutions (including family) accept and expect that power is
distributed unequally (Hofstede, 2009a). Power distance measures how much a
culture has respect for authority. Accordingly, in a high power distance culture,
supervisors rarely interact or socialize with workers.

As far as individualism is concerned, it is the opposite of collectivism and is the
degree to which individuals are integrated into groups (Hofstede, 2009a). In an
individualistic-culture society, people emphasize individual value, achievement,
and taking care of their immediate families only (Hofstede, 1994; 2009a). In
contrast, people in the collectivistic society tend to put the interests of a society
over their own interest in exchange for unquestioning loyalty (Hofstede, 1994;
2009a).

Masculinity and its opposite, femininity, refer to the distribution of roles between
the genders (Hofstede, 2009a). The society that values competitiveness and
assertiveness is more masculine than the society that values modesty and care,
which are, therefore, the core values for femininity.

Uncertainty Avoidance Index refers to a society’s tolerance for uncertainty and
ambiguity. It measures a society’s preference for strict laws and regulations over
ambiguity and risk. It indicates the extent to which a culture programs its
members to feel either uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations
(Hofstede, 2009a).
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Finally, Long-term Orientation refers to the extent to which a society is grounded
in pursuit of virtue and forward-thinking values. Here, values associated with
Long-term Orientation culture are thrift and perseverance, whereas values
associated with the Short-term Orientation culture are respect for tradition and
fulfilling social obligations (Hofstede, 2009a).

As Hofstede’s model lacks some crucial elements of Chinese culture, such as
Confucianism, guanxi, and face, such that it cannot effectively explain Chinese
cultural values that have a direct effect on both service expectations and
satisfaction (Yau et al, 1999). Therefore, the importance of Confucianism, guanxi,
and face in Chinese culture is articulated below.

For Chinese culture, Confucianism is undisputedly the most important influence
on Chinese cultural tradition. Confucianism provides the basis for the norms of
interpersonal behaviour and social orientations in Hong Kong (Fan, 2000). It
emphasizes the need for harmonious social relationships, which are the basis of
society, as such, relationships are conducive to cooperation, care, and
consideration of others (Ock Yum, 1998). As the main function under
Confucianism is to develop and maintain social relationships, it is very common
to observe Hongkongers initiate small talk or communicate information that
initiates guanxi with each other (Ock Yum, 1998; Tsang, 2007).

The concept of guanxi refers to interpersonal relationships. Guanxi can be applied
to other relationships, such as in-group relationships, friendship relationships or
dyadic relationships (Lee, 2010). The word guanxi is commonly interpreted as
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relationship; however, the inherent meaning of guanxi is more complicated than
“relationship” (Kriz and Fang, 2003). This word is composed of two Chinese
characters, guan and xi. Guan means “gate” while xi means “relationship” (Lee,
2010). Therefore, combining guan and xi together means the social relationship
between two people has broken through a gate, and their relationship is based
implicitly on mutual benefits and interests toward a successful guanxi (Lee and
Dawes, 2005). In order to maintain a successful and stable guanxi relationship,
loyalty is a crucial ingredient (Lee and Dawes, 2005; Lee, 2010). Furthermore, the
development of guanxi has a direct linkage with personal trust, for example, when
a customer has limited experience with a service-provider; trust in the service
employees can be inferred on the basis of the perceptions of the employees’
trustworthiness. Accordingly, the trust that the customers obtained from the
employees will be ultimately transferred to the service-provider that the
employees serve (Lee and Dawes, 2005). Therefore, an employee’s expertise,
knowledge, and competence are important elements in building guanxi,
interpersonal trust and organizational trust.

Face refers to a person’s claimed sense of positive image in a relational context
(Bond, 1991; Ock Yum, 1998). Face has a significant influence in all
interpersonal interactions in Hong Kong. The norm of defending face in Chinese
society encourages people to be active players in social occasions and to be liked
by other members of the same group (Ock Yum, 1998; Lee and Dawes, 2005).
Face can be extended to link with the rule of reciprocal favour, which is a strong
social norm within Chinese society. People who do not repay favours are
considered to be not giving face to other members of the group (Lee and Dawes,
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2005). Face is the most important cultural value for the Chinese (Bond, 1991; Yau
et al, 1999). A typical example of face is that many Chinese consumers do not
want to express their dissatisfaction in order to shield the service-provider from
“losing face” (Laroche et al, 2004, p. 61). Likewise, many Hongkongers are not
willing to express their views publicly for fear of a loss of face (Nguyen et al,
2009). Interestingly, Rui Jin and Butcher’s (2008) study, which investigated the
influence of Chinese face on customer satisfaction and loyalty, found that face,
which has no direct effect on Chinese customers’ loyalty to restaurants, has a
significant effect on customer satisfaction. As face has an important influence on
customer satisfaction, Rui Jin and Butcher (2008) suggest that service employees
should provide prompt service to customers. Furthermore, they must not ignore
customers’ needs in front of their families and friends in order to shield the
customers from losing face (Rui Jin and Butcher, 2008).

2.7.1

Culture in Hong Kong

In regard to the Hofstede’s cultural-dimensions model, Hong Kong has a
relatively high rank of 68 for the power-distance index (Hofstede, 2009b).
Accordingly, FFRs’ managers who come from a high power-distance culture may
expect their employees to follow their instructions strictly (Ting-Toomey, 1999;
Warden et al, 2003). Interestingly, Chow’s (2007) study found that, as Hong Kong
is a social class-conscious society, where the people are chasing for wealth and
authority aggressively, therefore, “power distance is welcome” (Chow, 2007, p.
916).

As far as masculinity is concerned, Hong Kong has a relatively high rank of 57
63

(Hofstede, 2009b). A high masculinity ranking indicates that the desire of the
parents to have sons rather than daughters. Accordingly, males dominate a
significant portion of the society, where the females are controlled by male
domination (Hofstede et al, 1998; Ting-Toomey, 1999).

For the uncertainty-avoidance dimension, Hong Kong has a relatively low rank of
29 (Hofstede, 2009b). A low rank for uncertainty avoidance indicates a society
that has less concern about uncertainty and is able to accept more changes and
risks (Ting-Toomey, 1999). This is supported by Chow (2007), who found that
Hongkongers are more speculative and are more prone to take risks.

According to Hofstede (2009b), Hong Kong has a very high rank of 96 for
long-term orientation. This indicates that the society respects for tradition and
pursues the values of long-term commitments (Ting-Toomey, 1999). Here, the
Confucian dynamism can be used to explain Hong Kong’s long term orientation
culture, which places a strong emphasis on perseverance, thrift, guanxi,
face-saving and self-respect (Bond, 1991; Ting-Toomey, 1999).

However, Fan (2000) contends that the key problem of Hofstede’s models is that
they are too simplistic, with only several variables that cannot be applied
effectively to the complexity of a society’s culture. Similarly, there are
controversies over the rank for Hong Kong’s individualism. According to the
Hofstede’s culture dimension model, Hong Kong has a very low rank of 25,
which indicates that the society belongs to a collectivist nature with close ties
between individuals (Hofstede, 2009a; 2009b). In contrast, Leung (1996) argues
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that Hong Kong is an individualistic-culture and a materialistic society. This is
supported by Chow’s (2007, p. 914) study, which found that “Hong Kong Chinese
individuals are more collectively oriented to their families but they are more
individualistic oriented within their society”. According to Chow (2007), Hong
Kong is basically individualistic in its societal culture. Furthermore, Parker,
Haytko, and Hermans’ (2009) study found that China is shifting towards a more
individualistic-culture society, and Hongkongers are more individualistic than
expected. Based on these findings, it appears that there is a notable divergence in
Hong Kong’s score on Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism dimension (Voronov
and Singer, 2002). As Hongkongers are very individualistic, Hong Kong should
have a relative high rank for individualism (Wong, 2001; Voronov and Singer,
2002; Chow, 2007), which indicates that individuality and individual rights are
considered to be more important in the society (Ting-Toomey, 1999).

Interestingly, the consumer behaviours of Americans are very similar to those of
Hongkongers. The United States of America has a relatively high rank of 91 for
individualism (Hofstede, 2009a). Similar to Hongkongers, Americans have a
relative low tolerance for service errors; they also expect to have personalized
service offered by the friendly and helpful employees (Lee and Ulgado, 1997;
Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007; Min and Min, 2013). In contrast, South Korea,
which has a collective-culture society, has a relatively low rank of 18 for
individualism (Hofstede, 2009a). Koreans have a relative high tolerance for
service errors, personalizes service is less important for Koreans, who are more
brand conscious than Americans (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Chang, 2007; Kong and
Jogaratnam, 2007; Min and Min, 2013).
65

2.7.2

The Relationship between Culture and Customer Behaviour

Cultural influence has a favourable impact on customer behaviour (Keillor and
Fields, 1996; Liu et al, 2000; 2001). Among the cultural dimensions that
mentioned before, the one that favourably affects customer behaviour is the
individualism-collectivism dimension (Ock Yum, 1998). Accordingly, the
individualistic-collectivistic dichotomy is commonly adopted to explain the
differences in service expectations (Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007). For example,
customers in the collective cultures have a wide tolerance zone, and they are more
likely to tolerate service errors as a result. In contrast, the individualistic-culture
customers in Hong Kong like to be served differently from the others, and as they
are more demanding for error-free service, they are more likely to complain about
the service problems. Furthermore, as they are more willing to express their
personal experiences and feelings, they are more concerned with the sincerity,
care, respect, empathy, and personalized service rendered by service employees
(Liu et al, 2001; Chong, 2003; Chiang et al, 2005; Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007;
Lee and Kacen, 2008; Qin et al, 2010). Mostly important, as the
individualistic-culture customers have a higher intention to switch to another
service-provider upon any unsatisfactory experience with the service quality,
therefore, building a corporate culture of empowering employees to provide
personalized service and to solve service problems can be conducive to helping
create customer satisfaction (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007;
Qin et al, 2010).

Interestingly, there are some similarities with the customer behaviour that are
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influenced by other cultural dimensions. For example, Hong Kong has a high
power-distance culture, where customers are more likely to shop around for a high
level of customer service that provided by the competent and knowledgeable
employees. Likewise, loyalty is less valued in the masculine culture of Hong
Kong, where customers expect the service employees to be more sincere and
empathic; accordingly, they are more willing to shift to other service-providers
because of unsatisfactory service quality (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Liu et al, 2000;
2001; Laroche et al, 2004; Chiang et al, 2005; Hoare et al, 2011).

As a weak uncertainty avoidance culture encourages an acceptance of more
changes and risks, therefore, customers in Hong Kong are more likely to shift to
other service-providers upon a service problem if the employees cannot provide a
quick solution. Finally, with a high long-term oriented culture, customers in Hong
Kong are more willing to stay with a friendly service-provider, where a personal
relationship has been built (Liu et al, 2000; 2001; Liu et al, 2004; Laroche et al,
2004; Chiang et al, 2005; Merkin, 2006).

As cultural influence has a significant impact on customer satisfaction (Liu et al,
2001), customer satisfaction is also closely related to the organizational culture
that affects the service employees’ eagerness to serve customers. Therefore, a
clear vision and standard of service should become a part of the FFR’s culture so
that employees understand the role they play in creating loyal customers that will
increase customer retention (Sierra and McQuitty, 2005).
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2.8

Research Problem

Based on the proposition by Buttle et al (2002) that SKIP is the new battleground
for enhancing customer retention, the research problem addressed by this study is
to explore the potential effectiveness of a new service-quality model for the Hong
Kong FFR context involving an employee-focus on the elements of service,
knowledge, information, and process (SKIP) that could enhance customer
satisfaction and retention.

In consideration of the high cost in acquiring new customers (Kumar et al, 2011),
FFRs have to find ways to retain their customers. Considering that Hong Kong is
an individualistic-culture society (Liu et al, 2000; 2001; Chow et al, 2006; Chow,
2007), where the critical success factor for retaining customers is to gain a
competitive advantage through the customer-employee relationships (Goldstein,
2003), especially the employees who are a critical component of FFR’s
competitive strategy (Chiovitti and Piran, 2003).

Therefore, the purpose of this study is two-fold. Firstly, it serves to explore the
important role of a service employee in enhancing customer satisfaction and
retention in Hong Kong FFRs. Secondly; it serves to explore the feasibility of a
new SKIP-based service-quality model that could enhance customer satisfaction
and retention in Hong Kong FFR context.

2.8.1

Research Questions and Research Objectives

Arising from the critical review of the literature, a gap has been identified that this
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study seeks to address regarding the elements that a service-quality model should
incorporate in order to enhance customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry. To this end, the following three research questions serve to
guide the design and implementation of this study so that, ultimately, the potential
for a SKIP-based service-quality model for Hong Kong FFRs can be explored.
1.

How can a service employee influence the success of customer retention in
the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?

2.

What is the role of a service employee in a seller-buyer interaction in the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?

3.

What is the relative contribution of each SKIP element to customer retention
in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?

The focus of these research questions are delineated as follows:
Regarding Research Question 1, although there is a general agreement that
customer retention is the result of a successful employee-customer relationship
(Sierra and McQuitty, 2005; Chow et al, 2006; Solnet, 2007; Shepherd et al, 2009;
Castellanos-Verdugo et al, 2009), there are challenges regarding the effectiveness
of building a relationship with customers in a FFR context, where customers
simply want the employees to serve the meal quickly (Gremler and Gwinner,
2000; O'Malley and Tynan, 2000; Auruškevičienė et al, 2007). Whilst the
literature identifies that employee attitudes, efforts, and performance can affect
customer satisfaction and the choice of a FFR (van Dolen et al, 2002; Gwinner et
al, 2005; Solnet, 2007; Dovalienė et al, 2007; Wall and Berry, 2007; Macky and
Boxall, 2007), there is an alterative suggestion that customer retention could be
enhanced through employee recognition of a customer’ uniqueness (Gremler and
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Gwinner, 2008). Therefore, the first research question of this study serves to
explore the ways that a service employee can enhance the customer retention in
the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.

In regard to Research Question 2, Solomon, Surprenant, Czepiel, and Gutman
(1985) view that service satisfaction is a function of customer expectations and
the perceived performance of the role of service employees. These role
expectations should have a favourable impact on service performance, as “the
greater the negative discrepancy between expectations and performances, the
greater the corresponding dissatisfaction” (Solomon et al, 1985, p. 103). However,
there are arguments that the standardized self-service offerings in FFRs are less
customizable by the service employees, as the role of a service employee is
confined to offering a quick meal (Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Bettencourt and
Gwinner, 1996; Sutton and Rafaeli, 1988; Gutek et al, 2000). Therefore, by
examining the role of a service employee in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant
industry from the perspective of customers, the degree of the importance and the
role expectation of a service employee (Solomon et al, 1985; Bitner et al, 1994) in
the new service-quality model being explored can be determined.

Regarding Research Question 3, Buttle et al (2002, p. 4) suggest that “the new
battlegrounds are service, knowledge, information, and process (SKIP)”.
According to Buttle et al (2002), a business needs to seek competitive advantage
based on these elements. Although this perspective is supported by some service
strategies of enhancing customer satisfaction that are built on these elements
(Baccarani et al, 2010; Noone and Coulter, 2012), it appears that there is a
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divergence in determining the relative importance of these elements. For example,
an efficient queuing process is able to satisfy the customers in the fast-food
settings regarding the speed of service, however, there are different views in the
literature that good service, pre-purchase information about the food, or the
employees’ knowledge could be considered to be more important in enhancing
customer satisfaction (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Lam and Zhang, 2003; Law et al,
2004; Galetzka et al, 2006; Noone et al, 2007; Hensley and Sulek, 2007;
Namkung and Jang, 2010). Therefore, the third research question serves to clarify
the relative importance of these service elements in contributing to customer
satisfaction so that a new service-quality model can be effectively developed for
the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.

These research questions lead to a qualitative phase of further inquiry, whereby
data can be collected and coded (Wertz, 2005) that enables an examination by
means of “dimensional analysis” (Chant, 2002a, pp. 44-45). Accordingly, the
methodology employed in this study is explained in the following chapter.

2.9

Conclusion

In contrast to the traditional thinking that the motivation of a customer to visit a
FFR is simply the choice of a quick meal, the critical review of the literature
conducted in this chapter revealed that humanic motives, such as the performance
and attitudes of the service employees, also play a significant role in motivating
customers to patronise a FFR. Furthermore, as Hongkongers are increasingly
looking for value-added service on top of fast service; the employees’ knowledge,
interpersonal skills, and even their relationship with the customers can provide
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additional comfort, which is actually a form of customer value that can ultimately
enhance customer satisfaction.

In addition to the linkage of service quality and customer satisfaction being
confirmed, the satisfaction-retention linkage was also substantiated in the
literature review. As service quality relates to how well the service delivery meets
a customer’s expectations, this chapter also justified the designing of a
SKIP-based service-quality model implemented via employees in order to
enhance customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.

As cultural influence has a favourable impact on customer behaviour, a critical
review of the literature was conducted in order to have a better understanding
about the culture in Hong Kong. Mostly important, the literature revealed that
Hong Kong is an individualistic-culture society, where the customers have a
higher intention to switch to another service-provider upon any unsatisfactory
service-quality experience. Accordingly, FFRs in Hong Kong should find ways to
retain their customers by raising their satisfaction with the aim of encouraging a
pattern of continuous repurchase is required. Therefore, this chapter outlined that
it is meaningful to develop a new SKIP-based service-quality model that involves
the service employee as a key component to retain customers that will ultimately
enhance the profitability of FFRs. Whether the development of such a model is
justified in Hong Kong will be explored in this study with its methodology and
procedure depicted in the next chapter.
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3.

Methodology

3.1

Introduction

This chapter details the methodology employed in this study to examine the
research problem. Sections 3.2 and 3.3 discuss the rationale for employing a
qualitative methodology and the appropriateness for selecting a realism paradigm
view for this study. Section 3.4 discusses the research design of the study. It also
presents the justification for choosing a phenomenological approach that served to
elicit the participants’ lived experiences about FFRs’ service. The interview
protocol development with the justification and modus operandi of a
critical-incident-classification scheme are explained in Section 3.5. Section 3.6
presents the data-analysis procedure used. Sections 3.7 and 3.8 cover the issues of
trustworthiness, quality and ethical considerations of this study. A summary of
this chapter is depicted in the final section.

3.2

Ontological and Epistemological Considerations

Krauss (2005) contends that the assumptions of ontology and epistemology have
to be translated into distinct methodological strategies. Epistemology refers to
“how we know what we know” (Resca, 2008, p. 1). In other words, it relates to
the knowledge that can be extracted from the phenomenon being studied
(Groenewald, 2004; Resca, 2008). As epistemology also relates to the method in
order to extract knowledge, there are suggestions that phenomenological inquiry
is an effective method of extracting knowledge because this approach seeks to
stay close to the phenomenon, whereby knowledge can be extracted by a careful
analysis of the data (Cope, 2005; Englander, 2012). “Ontology refers to the study
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of what really exists” (Olsen, 2008, p. 4) and the “nature of that existence”
(Mingers and Brocklesby, 1997, p. 490). Ontologically, post-positivists consider
that an objective world exists beyond the human mind, where truth is only
attainable through research and statistical analysis, whereby a priori research
hypotheses with an experimental or a quasi-experimental design are appropriate.

3.3

Selection of a Theoretical Paradigm

However, Olsen (2008) argues that ontology should relate to “causality” and “a
tendency to cause an outcome” (p. 6). Applying this proposition together with the
researcher’s experience derived from a participation observation assignment (an
experience that took place at two FFRs that focused on fast efficiency in lieu of
employee-customer interaction (van Dolen et al, 2004) in fostering long-term
customer relationship) may warrant an ontological position of “what is the form of
reality and what is there that can be known about it” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p.
108).

A research design refers to the plan or proposal to conduct research involving the
intersection of philosophy, strategies of inquiry, and specific methods (Creswell,
2009), the implementation of these elements is affected by the paradigm, which is
the worldview that guides the study (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). There are four
paradigms, namely: the worldviews of positivism, realism, critical theory, and
constructivism (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Riege, 2003), which represent different
ontological views, thus involving the selection of different methods for observing
and measuring the phenomena under study (Fossey et al, 2002).
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In positivism, the researcher views the world as a “one-way mirror” (Guba and
Lincoln, 1994, p. 110), and attempts to reach an objective truth through a
scientific and predominantly quantitative approach (Plack, 2005). The other three,
moving from positivism to constructivism (Skinner et al, 2000), focus more on
qualitative research.

In contrast to positivism, which is characterized by a deductive method in seeking
theory confirmation and statistical generalizations, realism utilises an inductive
approach for building theory instead of testing theory through analytical
generations (Riege, 2003). This is for the reason that realism postulates that
“reality exists in time and space independent of the human mind, may be observed,
and is more enduring than our perceptions of it” (Schurr, 2007, pp. 165-166). As
the aim of this marketing study is to analyse and explain a marketing phenomenon
in the fast-food restaurant industry, where the collection of data should be based
on participants’ lived experiences in order that “the reality of the data” (Jeong,
2009, p. 106) could generate a theory that reflects the reality. Therefore, the
appropriate scientific paradigm that is applicable to this marketing phenomenon
should be realism (Healy and Perry, 2000), which is the most appropriate one for
marketing studies (Riege, 2003).

The remaining paradigms are critical theory and constructivism. However, Healy
and Perry (2000) argue that these paradigms are rarely appropriate for marketing
research. Critical researchers focus on understanding the relationship between
societal structures (particularly the economic and political) and ideological
patterns of thought that constrain the human imagination and thus limit
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opportunities for confronting and changing unjust social systems. As a result, the
researchers’ ideological orientation or perspective determines the inquiry focus
and mediates the research findings. Critical theory focuses on how injustice and
subjugation shape people’s experiences and understanding of the world, the
researchers assume that the knowledge developed in their research may serve as
an initial step to address these injustices (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Perry, 1998a;
Healy and Perry, 2000; Sobh and Perry, 2006; Steinvorth, 2008; Clark, 2010). As
an approach with a definite normative dimension, the researchers aim for a
transformative outcome, and thus they are more eager to look for solving practical
problems rather than for “knowledge for knowledge’s sake” (Steinvorth, 2008, p.
399).

Within the constructivist paradigm, the world is ‘constructed’ by people (Sobh and
Perry, 2006). However, the world of human perception is not real in an absolute
sense, but is ‘made up’ and shaped by cultural and linguistic constructs (Seale,
1999; Christie et al, 2000; Healy and Perry, 2000; Easton, 2002). In a nutshell, the
emphasis is on the socially constructed nature of reality as distinguishing the
study of human beings from the study of other natural phenomena (Easton, 2002).
Similar to critical theory, as constructivism is interested in the values, which are
beneath the findings, therefore, it uses inductive methods (Guba and Lincoln,
1994; Christie et al, 2000), which require the researcher to be a ‘passionate
participant’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 112) during the fieldwork.

To conclude, according to Healy and Perry (2000), realism is the most appropriate
paradigm for a marketing researcher, who wants to know and understand a
76

customer’s views of quality service. It is for this reason that a phenomenological
approach, which fits within the realism view (Seifert, 1987; Lindgreen, 2001;
Thomasson, 2003; Wojnar and Swanson, 2007), is chosen to understand the
reality of the Hong Kong participants’ repurchase intentions for a FFR (van
Manen, 1984b; Rouse, 1987; di Salvo et al, 1989; Lindgreen, 2001).

3.4

Research Design

Research design means deciding what kinds of information to obtain and how to
obtain it in an effective and logical way (Landauer, 1988; Yin, 1994). However,
Westbrook (1994) argues that research is not a single, discrete event but a process,
therefore, the research methodology should “posit reality as holistic and
continually changing so that theory formation becomes an ongoing process
designed to understand phenomena” (Westbrook, 1994, p. 242). According to
Marshall (1996), the qualitative research design should be flexible with an
interactive, cyclical approach to data collection in order to explore meaningful
responses. This is further echoed by Krauss (2005), who notes that the
conceptualization should come from the interactions between the participants and
researchers, thus advocating flexibility in design, data collection, and analysis of
data in order to gain a deep understanding and valid reflection of the participants’
viewpoints.

3.4.1

Justification for a Phenomenological Approach

This study aims to explore the potential effectiveness of a new SKIP-based
service-quality model for the Hong Kong FFR context involving an
employee-focus on the elements of service, knowledge, information, and process
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(SKIP) that could enhance customer satisfaction and retention (Ahmad and Buttle,
2001a; 2001b; Buttle et al, 2002; Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009).
Therefore, adopting a qualitative methodology is appropriate because it provides
the necessary flexibility to deal with the complexity and fluidity of
person-to-person interactions between the customers and employees in the
fast-food restaurant industry (de Ruyter and Scholl, 1998; Geiger and Turley,
2003). To this end, a phenomenological approach was chosen for its emphasis on
the qualitative approach that serves to understand participants’ experiences of
service quality, rather than measuring their experiences (Marton, 1986;
Richardson, 1999; Wertz, 2005; Larsson and Holmström, 2007; Finlay, 2009;
Holloway et al, 2010; Küpers et al, 2013). As the phenomenological approach has
been effectively adopted to study customer satisfaction and service quality
(Foumier and Mick, 1999; Schembri and Sandberg, 2002; Janda et al, 2002),
therefore, it is an effective methodology for the researcher to study the variation
of how customers conceive service quality and to understand customer
satisfaction in the fast-food restaurant industry (Lin, 2011). To this end, questions
in relation to service employees, service, knowledge, information, and process
formed the skeleton of the interview schedule, which was administered to a total
of thirty taxi drivers in order to understand the consumers’ perspective on service
quality, so that ultimately a more effective SKIP-based service-quality model is
achievable (Schembri and Sandberg, 2002). Furthermore, there are no variables
for the researcher to operationalize in this phenomenological study, where the
researcher actually worked with a “null-null hypothesis” (Hycner, 1985, p. 299).
This is further explained by some scholars that, for a phenomenological inquiry of
a participant’s lived experience, it is not necessary to use an experiment with some
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hypothetical variables, because the focus should be put on the lived experience of
the participants, rather than measuring the outcome or variance of their
experiences (van Manen, 1984a; Wertz, 2005).

3.4.2

Sample Selection and Recruitment

Qualitative research should target informants who are information rich, as these
people are more likely to provide insight and understanding for the researcher
(Marshall, 1996). Therefore, Hong Kong’s well-educated taxi drivers (Cagape,
2011) logically fit the use of “purposeful sampling” (Creswell, 2008, p. 214), as
they are a group of people who use FFRs regularly and there is a high probability
that they have frequented FFRs numerous times (Chiovitti and Piran, 2003; Stone
et al, 2010). Accordingly, Hong Kong taxi drivers’ experiences should be able to
assist the researcher in understanding the research problem and research questions
(Limberg, 2000; Creswell, 2009).

The taxi drivers were initially contacted with the use of a flyer (see Appendix I)
that was distributed in places where taxi drivers gathered, such as parking lots and
taxi stands. The flyer, which provided a brief overview of the study, served to
invite interested drivers to contact the researcher by telephone if they were
interested in taking part in the study. In order to show the researcher’s sincerity,
the flyers were delivered personally to the taxi drivers. According to Saunders et
al (2003a), the likely response rate for this recruitment method was 30%-50%,
therefore, two hundred copies of the flyer were planned for delivery in order to
achieve a sample size suitable for realizing theoretical saturation.
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Choosing taxi drivers as participants in this study was done in consideration of
their occupational influences, such as roster changes and sitting in a vehicle,
which meant that participants were easier to access when required (Gribben,
2001). Furthermore, according to a study by the Department of Health, Hong
Kong Government, taxi drivers like to talk with someone to reduce the stress of
their jobs (HKG, 2006), they also like to observe the world and to share their
observations with others (Hackley, 2007).

Most importantly, the regular taxi-driver practice of eating out (Chiovitti and
Piran, 2003) meant that the lived experiences of taxi drivers are “information rich”
(Bitsch, 2005, p. 85), which is able to make the overall study more compelling
and more robust. Therefore, choosing taxi drivers as participants allows for the
opportunity for contrasts, greater explanatory power, greater generalisability to
theory, and improved validity (Firestone, 1993; Wengraf, 2001; Onwuegbuzie and
Leech, 2005; Wertz, 2005; Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2007).

3.4.2.1 Sample Size
In regard to the sample size, theoretical saturation was used in determining the
sample size. Theoretical saturation refers to a point at which the researcher stops
collecting the lived experiences of service from the participants (that is, the
dialogue partners), as there is no further new information being obtained from the
data (Guest et al, 2006; Halldórsdóttir, 2000). Although some previous
phenomenological studies found that theoretical saturation normally occurred at
approximately

20

participants

(Alexandersson,

1994;

Sandberg,

2000;

Halldórsdóttir, 2000; Larsson and Holmström, 2007), a purposive sample of 30
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participants was chosen for this study in order to ensure theoretical saturation was
achieved and to provide fruitful study findings (Bowden and Green, 2005). This
approach is further supported by Mason (2010), who finds that for qualitative
studies, the most common sample sizes are between twenty and thirty participants.
Although it was planned that more interviews would be conducted if theoretical
saturation had not occurred after the thirtieth interview, theoretical saturation
occurred when twenty-seven taxi drivers had been interviewed.

3.4.3

Conducting the Interviews

The interviews were completed from May to July, 2010. The interviews were
conducted at a location and time that were convenient and comfortable for the
participants (Jefferson, 2007). The interviews, which were conducted in Chinese,
took approximately thirty minutes to complete.

The interviews were performed in a semi-structured manner in order to elicit the
variations of the participants’ conceptions of service quality (Schembri and
Sandberg, 2002; Lin, 2011). As the participants in this study were taxi drivers, the
interviews were conducted at places where the drivers gathered, such as parking
lots and taxi stands, during the time of their shift-change or when they were
having a lunch break (Abraham et al, 2008; PediaView, 2009).

3.4.4

Respect for the Participants

Prior to commencing an interview, the participants were asked to read thoroughly
the Information Statement and to sign the Consent Form for the research project.
They were encouraged to seek clarification of the study from the researcher to
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their satisfaction. Here, in order to relieve the participants’ anxiety (Bryman and
Bell, 2007), establishing trust and respect through dialogue with the participants
was of utmost importance (Creswell, 2009). The participants were reminded that
their involvement in the project was entirely voluntary, and they would not receive
any reimbursement, payments or rewards for their participation (NHMRC, 2007b).
The participants were also informed that they had the right to withdraw from the
study at any time. Although basic English was required to comprehend the
Information Statement and Consent Form, these documents were translated into a
Chinese version in order to show “respect for persons” (NHMRC, 2007a, p. 11).
Other than ethical concerns (Kakabadse et al, 2002), the researcher gave an
assurance to protect the participants’ identities in order to provide anonymity and
confidentiality, which served to raise the response rate by an additional 10%
(Saunders et al, 2003b).

3.5

Interview Protocol Development

The interview guide was divided into two sections. The implementation of a
two-tier interview section with the use of a critical-incident-classification scheme
and open-ended questions strived to achieve a thick description in the study’s
findings and to faithfully reflect the rich experiences of the participants (Hycner,
1985; Ponterotto, 2006).

Phenomenological interviewing takes its origin from the Critical Incident
Technique (Flanagan, 1954; Cian, 2011) (“CIT”), which served to elicit the
participants’ satisfying and dissatisfying experiences on FFR’s service (Zhang et
al,

2010).

Therefore,

the

first

interview
82

section

was

based

on

a

critical-incident-classification scheme, with reference to the suggestions of Bitner
(1990) and Bitner et al (1994), that acted as a guide for the collection of data from
the participants.

The design of the critical-incident-classification scheme followed the steps and
processes of those developed by Bitner et al (1994) and Gremler and Gwinner
(2008). In order that the data collected could be compared with the literature
(Ashill et al, 2003), the SKIP-based service-quality model and service employees
were the “influencing factors” (Chant, 2002b, p. 5) that were used to develop the
questions for a critical-incident-classification scheme (Gremler and Gwinner,
2008).

3.5.1

Modus Operandi of the Critical-Incident-Classification Scheme

The first six questions in the critical-incident-classification scheme (see Appendix
III) comprised some suggested critical incidents that served to arouse the
participants’ interest and to think about any reactional triggers (di Mascio, 2010)
during their interactions with the service employees. More specifically, the
scheme served to elicit the participant’s lived experiences relating to the service
employees’ behaviour; competency; personalized service; responses and
customized offerings causing customer dis/satisfaction; and discussion involving
the SKIP elements.

However, the critical incidents that were provided to participants only suggested a
frame of reference (Zhang et al, 2010). They assisted the researcher and the
participants to discuss the aspects of customer-employee relationships and to
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understand the information arising from those critical service encounters between
customers and employees that could affect service quality and customer
satisfaction (van Doorn and Verhoef, 2008), but “not the critical incident per se”
(Lundberg, 2008, p. 28).

In regard to the number of the referenced critical incidents in the
critical-incident-classification scheme, the idea of theoretical saturation was used
to determine the number. To this end, a selection of twenty-six critical incidents
was influenced by Jaakson’s (2006) study, which found that a saturation point was
reached at around twenty critical incidents, whereby sufficient data about
satisfactory or unsatisfactory experiences with customer service is available.
Therefore, twenty-six critical incidents were chosen in order to ensure theoretical
saturation and to provide fruitful study findings (Jaakson, 2006; Lundberg, 2008).
The twenty six critical incidents appeared as the factors in questions 1–6, and the
rationale for the entire interview questionnaire is delineated in Appendix II. Even
though these twenty-six critical incidents might not be able to achieve a saturation
(Jaakson, 2006), continued collection of events would take place during the
second part of the questionnaire where open-ended questions would elucidate
more causal factors, particularly for the less common types of incidents (Bhasale
et al, 1998). Finally, a saturation point was reached at twenty-six critical
incidents.

Based on the critical-incident-classification scheme, an interview-guide answer
sheet was prepared for recording the discussion (Goulding, 2005) so that the
critical-incident analysis could reflect the events and behaviours that were
84

memorable for each participant either being satisfying or dissatisfying, and that
had a favourable impact on their repurchase intentions (Hoffman et al, 2003;
Cheng et al, 2011).

3.5.2

Justification for using the Critical Incident Technique

In phenomenological research, the use of critical incident technique is an effective
approach for collecting data (Reed, 1986). Such effectiveness can be referred to
the study by Hoare et al (2011), who found that phenomenological interviews
incorporating a CIT approach could provide a deeper understanding of the
customers’ dining experiences in full-service restaurants. Furthermore, as CIT is a
qualitative interview procedure that serves to illuminate critical incidents that can
enhance customer satisfaction (Flanagan, 1954; Bitner et al, 1994), it is able to
provide valuable insights to FFRs for service quality improvement (Gremler, 2004;
Kivelä and Chu, 2001).

However, the use of CIT in this study was also in consideration that the
participants were likely to be unaccustomed to providing a complete answer when
describing the critical incidents (Edvardsson and Roos, 2001; Gremler, 2004).
Therefore, CIT provided an efficient and systematic means for soliciting
sense-making data, as there were time pressures on the taxi drivers, who wanted
to finish their interview as soon as possible (van Leeuwen, 2006).

CIT is an inductive method that does not require hypotheses (Gremler, 2004), and
it has an antithetical form of analysis “combining rigor and vigor” (Bitner et al,
1990, p. 73). Thus, the CIT is able to provide more discursive data that could be
85

coded and categorized (Gremler, 2004). Most importantly, CIT is an
epistemological process in which qualitative, descriptive data are provided about
real-life situations (di Salvo et al, 1989). Furthermore, CIT has been applied
successfully to the study of customer and employee perceptions of service
(Keaveney, 1995), and it also provides a window to observe and discuss the
aspect of customer-employee relationships (Edvardsson and Strandvik, 2000) that
lead to repeat purchase intentions (Mattila, 2001). Hence, it should be able to
provide crucial information for suggesting that FFRs devise a service-quality
strategy for customer retention (Bitner et al, 1994; Keaveney, 1995).

3.5.3

Follow-up Questions

The second section of the interview questionnaire had six open-ended questions
for the purpose of uncovering any issues not captured by the CIT in the first
section (Wertz, 2005; Sobh and Perry, 2006). This also ensured a thick description
of the participants’ experiences that enriched the reporting of the research findings
(Geertz, 1973; Ponterotto, 2006). Furthermore, this section also served to extract
detailed views and observations (Sandberg, 2000) from the participants on the
feasibility of using a SKIP-based approach for Hong Kong FFRs; the
customer-employee relationships, and the suggestion of any relational strategy for
enhancing customer retention. To this end, the researcher presented each of these
follow-up questions to the participants and to encourage their in-depth responses
by using prompts, such as “when, where, why, who, how, and with what
consequences” (Tan, 2010, p. 104).
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3.5.4

Linkage with Service Quality

A linkage of service quality with the interview questions served to seek the
participants’ memories on critical incidents leading to their satisfactory and
unsatisfactory evaluation of the service provided at FFRs (van Dolen et al, 2001).
This is for the reason that “service quality leads to customer satisfaction” (Huam
et al, 2011, p. 216). As customer satisfaction is a key influence of customer
retention and service loyalty (Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Gustafsson et al, 2005;
Cheng et al, 2011), therefore, it was meaningful to link service quality with the
probing questions (Keaveney, 1995).

The objective of the thesis is to explore a new SKIP-based service-quality model
for Hong Kong FFRs. In order to achieve this objective, the research questions
(previously stated in Chapter 2) are addressed by using detailed interview
questions. The relationship between the research questions and the interview
questions is depicted in Appendix IV.

3.5.5

Record of Responses

All responses were recorded both by audio-tape and in a standardized code form
on the interview protocol. Although the researcher explained the definitions of the
Critical-Incident-Classification Scheme (see Appendix III), the participants were
also advised to go through the referenced critical incidents prior to responding to
the relevant questions.

A standardized interview guide answer sheet was used for recording the
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discussion (Goulding, 2005) during the interviews in order to facilitate building a
chain of evidence for ensuring a logical, sequential process, which could be
“reconstructed and anticipated by an external audit” (Sinkovics et al, 2008, p.
703). Here, the use of the participants’ own language at all levels of coding served
to strengthen the credibility of the findings (Chiovitti and Piran, 2003). In order to
avoid the loss of memory and impression about the interview, transcription of
field notes and audio-tape recording, documentation of the impressions of the
researcher, and description of the situation (Goulding, 1999) were based on a
“24-hour rule” (Ashill et al, 2003, p. 439), which meant that these processes had
to be completed within one day of the interview.

3.6

Data-Analysis Procedure

The analytic procedures of phenomenology are very similar to those of grounded
theory (Richardson, 1999; Jeong, 2009). Therefore, following the compilation of
data (Yin, 2011), an iterative process by means of a repeated reading of all the
interview transcripts was conducted in order to become better acquainted with the
content and to get an overall feel for the interview content (Storey, 2007; Lin,
2011). The researcher then grouped the entire interview protocols (Graneheim and
Lundman, 2004) with overall views into the categories of similarities and
differences, whereby the relationship between the categories could be identified
(Richardson, 1999; Edvardsson and Roos, 2001; Sin, 2010). As those similarities
and differences were actually based on the participants’ positive and negative
feelings (Holmlund and Hobbs, 2009), the analytic focus was centred on those
negative comments, which were expected to have a greater impact on a
customer’s relationship and expectations (Edvardsson and Roos, 2001). Quotes
88

from the interviews were used for illustrative purposes and adding richness to the
findings (Perry, 1998b; Limberg, 2000; Whiting, 2001; Wertz, 2005).

The categories of the similarities and differences were then compared and
analyzed (Fitzgerald et al, 2008) in order to choose the meaning units, that is,
those significant words or sentences expressed by the participants (Giorgi, 1975;
Whiting, 2001). The researcher then extracted and summarized the important
contents to facilitate “interpretations on a higher logical level” (Graneheim and
Lundman, 2004, p. 106). Identifying meaning units was necessary, as useful data
in response to the research questions could thus be rearranged to form a basis and
justification for elaboration (Ratner, 2001). As the research questions acted to
guide the selection of meaning units (Giorgi, 1975; Ratner, 2001; Wertz, 2005),
each group of the meaning units was paraphrased under the relevant research
question. The core themes gradually emerged (Lester, 1999; Limberg, 2000)
during the grouping of the meaning units, and when the researcher became
intimate with the data, logical associations with the research questions were made
and referenced back to the literature (Whiting, 2001; Bowen, 2006). The
importance of identifying themes is that they carry the essence of meaning or
experience drawn from the participants’ varied situations and contexts (Whiting,
2001; Bowen, 2006). Therefore, when themes were identified, they were
interlinked with one another in order to facilitate their explanation at a higher
logical level (Hermansson and Larsson, 2005).

Furthermore, by means of dimensional analysis, the researcher was able to
interpret and scrutinize the relationship between and across emerging phenomena
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(Burden and Roodt, 2007) derived from the data until “a critical mass dimension
was assembled that represented emerging pathways with explanatory power”
(Burden and Roodt, 2009, p. 26). Applying dimensional analysis in this study,
which involved a line-by-line method of open coding (Chant, 2002a), served to
focus the analysis on how participants thought about the phenomenon (for
example, did the participants come across any personal service that resulted in
customer satisfaction?). Therefore, consistencies and variations in how
participants understood SKIP could be identified through careful analysis of their
accounts of the service experience.

Although it is difficult to maintain absolute objectivity throughout a study
(Hycner, 1985), the researcher minimized his bias by temporarily putting aside his
preconceptions and beliefs while analysing the data from the participants in order
that he could look at the data with an attitude of relative openness so that new
experiences from the participants were achievable (Giorgi, 1994; LeVasseur, 2003;
Cope, 2005; Wertz, 2005; Finlay, 2009).

3.7

Reliability and Validity

Amongst the four common research quality concepts of validity, reliability,
generalization, and carefulness (Stenbacka, 2001), reliability and validity are
viewed as the two key measures of the accuracy and credibility of research
findings (Creswell, 2009). Reliability is the extent to which studies can be
replicated by means of the same methods with an attainment of the same results,
whereas validity refers to how well an instrument measures a concept and what it
should be actually measuring (Clonts, 1992; Maughan, 2009).
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However, reliability, which is basically a concept of quality to evaluate
quantitative research, is more frequently criticized than validity. As reliability for
qualitative research has the purpose of “generating understanding” (Stenbacka,
2001, p. 552; Golafshani, 2003, p. 601), this quantitative view of reliability is
inapplicable to qualitative research (Golafshani, 2003; Cohen and Crabtree, 2008).
This is particularly the case for qualitative data collection, where Miles (1979)
argues that “certain kinds of reliability must be intentionally violated in order to
gain a depth of understating about the situation” (p. 596).

3.7.1

Trustworthiness and Quality of the Study

Therefore, the concept of reliability should be replaced by the broader and more
flexible notion of generalizability theory. To this end, a four-fold design test was
used in this study, namely: credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability (Esteves and Pastor, 2004). These served as a reliability measure to
strengthen the trustworthiness of this study (Clonts, 1992; Esteves and Pastor,
2004; Sinkovics et al, 2008).

More specifically, credibility was achieved by establishing a truth-formulating
process between the researcher and participants, which was achieved by ensuring
each participant was given opportunities to refuse to participate in the study in
order to ensure that the collection of data involved only those who were genuinely
willing to offer data (Shenton, 2004). Transferability was achieved by maximizing
a data-base to facilitate transferability judgments. To this end, thick description of
the phenomenon under investigation (Shenton, 2004) in the literature review
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allows the reader to have a full understanding of the phenomenon, together with a
detailed explanation of the data-collection method and participant-recruiting
criteria, which all served this purpose. The issue of dependability was resolved by
the “prototype model” (Shenton, 2004) of data-probing design in this study that
served to account for dynamic changes in the phenomenon of design or
methodology. Finally, confirmability was achieved by the meticulous design of
the research methodology, with detailed description that enabled the readers to
determine the extent to which the data and constructs emerging from it were valid
(Shenton, 2004). Furthermore, the standardized and predefined questions
(Schembri and Sandberg, 2002) designed for the interviews were targeted at
building a chain of evidence (Díaz Andrade, 2009).

As the fundamental principle of research quality is to render research findings
trustworthy, testing reliability through any means becomes insignificant without a
real understanding of a “notion of truth” (Winter, 2000, p. 6), which should also
cover validity (Anfara et al, 2002). In other words, responsibility for judging
research quality has to be shifted from the researcher to a reader for more
objective and persuasive reasons, as “a study is trustworthy if and only if the
reader of the research report judges it to be so” (Rolfe, 2006, p. 305). To this end,
the research process, research design, data collection, and analysis procedures
have incorporated compliance verification and methodological coherence (Morse
et al, 2002), which are strategies for qualitative rigour that served the purpose for
improving the reliability of judgment-based data in this study (Bitner et al, 1994).
As has been demonstrated, the standardized procedures and rigorous planning,
which made “all steps in the analysis transparent” (Gummesson, 2005, p. 312),
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served to increase the accuracy, credibility, and reliability of this study (Grove
and Fisk, 1992).

3.8

Ethical Considerations

“Ethical problems arose when an individual interacted with other people” (Kavali
et al, 1999, p. 574), therefore, a research plan must be able to justify itself to the
members of the scientific community as well as to those involved in the study
(Grove and Fisk, 1992). The purpose for providing each participant with an
information statement outlining the reason for collecting their data served to
cultivate mutual understanding and confidence in such a way that the concerns of
each party could be taken into account (Kavali et al, 1999). Furthermore, the
participants were assured of confidentiality (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002) and that
their identities would be concealed from public inspection (Grove and Fisk, 1992)
and “invasions of privacy” (Kavali et al, 1999, p. 577). Upon seeking their
consent, the participants were asked to submit their signed “informed consent
form” (Creswell, 2009, p. 89) to permit their responses to be used for analysis,
and there was no pressure to release their responses for this study. All data gather
is stored in a secure cabinet or by password protected documents on a computer.
This study was approved by the Human Ethics Committee, University of
Newcastle, Australia.

3.9

Conclusion

To conclude, this chapter has outlined the research methodology, procedures, and
techniques employed in this study. Here, choosing a paradigm of realism is
appropriate because the researcher wants to know and understand a customer’s
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views of quality service. To this end, a phenomenological approach, which fits
within the realism view, is chosen to understand the reality of the Hong Kong
participants’ repurchase intentions for a FFR. A key characteristic of the research
design is that it focused on the phenomenological interviews incorporating a CIT
that should be able to study the participants’ beliefs on service quality, what
particular attributes were used by the participants for evaluating service quality,
and how participants conceive optimum service quality for FFRs. The research
design and justification of adopting phenomenological interviews incorporating
the CIT were explained in details so that the readers can gain confidence in the
study’s findings.

In this study, choosing taxi drivers as participants is in consideration of their
occupational influences, such as roster changes and sitting in a vehicle, meant that
FFRs are easier to access when required. Another consideration is their regular
practice of eating out (Chiovitti and Piran, 2003), meant that the lived experiences
of taxi drivers are information rich, which is able to make the overall study more
compelling and more robust.

The data analysis and findings that produced by the cogent research methodology
are depicted in the next chapter. Here, the analysis of data actually served as a
quality check, that is, it allowed the readers to make specific cross-references
between the findings and data analysis so that the readers could easily find the
supporting material in relation to each main analysis that was reported in the
findings section.
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4.

Findings and Analysis

4.1

Introduction

This chapter presents the findings and discussion of the data analysis. Section 4.2
presents the participation rates and demographic profile of the participants. The
findings and discussion of the data analysis are presented in Section 4.3, which
also explains the role of data analysis and the importance of identifying the
themes. A table is used to present a summary of the key findings of data analysis
for each major theme; which is followed by an elaboration and the discussion of
the analysis of the observations that also draws on the literature review. A
conclusion to this chapter is presented in Section 4.4.

4.2

Participation Rates and Demographic Profile of the Participants

A total of two hundred flyers were delivered to taxi drivers at different locations
over the period of May to July, 2010. A total of 43 taxi drivers contacted the
researcher by phone stating that they were interested in taking part in the study,
for an initial participation rate of 21.5%. However, 13 drivers indicated that they
could not find the time for a one-on-one interview, leaving the remaining 30 taxi
drivers; therefore, a net participation rate of 15% was achieved. The 30 taxi
drivers reported that their frequency of eating at FFRs was averaging three times
per week. A summary of the demographic profile of the participants is presented
in Table 4.1. Demographically, the average age of the participants was 44 years,
30% of the participants were female and 70% male, and 83% of the participants
were well educated. Self-owned and rented accommodation accounted for 73%
and 27%, respectively.
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Table 4.1:

Demographic Profile of the Participants

Participant

Gender

Marital Status

Age

Education Attainment

Accommodation

1

Male

Married

48

Secondary

Self-owned

2

Male

Married

51

Secondary

Self-owned

3

Female

Single

31

Secondary

Rented

4

Male

Married

46

Secondary

Self-owned

5

Male

Married

56

Primary

Self-owned

6

Male

Married

58

Secondary

Self-owned

7

Male

Married

46

University

Self-owned

8

Female

Married

39

Secondary

Self-owned

9

Male

Married

44

University

Self-owned

10

Female

Married

36

Secondary

Rented

11

Male

Married

48

Secondary

Self-owned

12

Male

Married

56

Primary

Self-owned

13

Male

Married

42

Secondary

Rented

14

Male

Married

36

Secondary

Rented

15

Male

Single

31

Secondary

Rented

16

Female

Married

37

Primary

Self-owned

17

Male

Single

49

Secondary

Self-owned

18

Female

Married

43

Primary

Rented

19

Male

Married

60

Secondary

Self-owned

20

Female

Married

48

Primary

Self-owned

21

Male

Single

34

University

Rented

22

Male

Married

47

Secondary

Self-owned

23

Female

Married

41

University

Self-owned

24

Male

Married

46

Secondary

Self-owned

25

Male

Single

45

Secondary

Self-owned

26

Female

Married

43

Secondary

Self-owned

27

Female

Single

36

Secondary

Rented

28

Male

Single

33

Secondary

Self-owned

29

Male

Married

50

University

Self-owned

30

Male

Married

51

Secondary

Self-owned

Summary

Male: 21

Single: 7

Female: 9

Married: 23

Average Primary: 5 Secondary: 20
age: 44
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University: 5

Self-owned: 22
Rented: 8

4.3

Findings of the Analysis of the Collected Data

This section presents the findings of the analysis of the collected data (Sampson,
2012). The focus of this section being to elaborate on the participants’
expectations and experiences of service quality in the FFRs. Here, considering
that the data-analysis process actually played a supporting role in assisting a
researcher’s analysis and interpretation of the data (Sandelowski, 1998; Sampson,
2012), therefore, the raw data analysis is reported in Appendix V (Sampson,
2012). The raw data analysis also provides an additional source of supporting
evidence that the reader can refer to.

An important part of the data-analysis process is to identify the themes that carry
the essence of meaning or experience that draw from the voice of the participants
(Whiting, 2001; Ryan and Bernard, 2003; Wertz, 2005; Bowen, 2006). To this end,
following the compilation of data (Yin, 2011), the researcher then grouped the
entire interview protocols (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004) with overall views
into the categories of similarities and differences, whereby the relationship
between the categories could be identified (Richardson, 1999; Edvardsson and
Roos, 2001; Sin, 2010). As those similarities and differences were based on the
participants’ positive and negative feelings (Holmlund and Hobbs, 2009), the
analytic focus was centred on those negative comments that should have a greater
impact on a customer’s relationship with a FFR (Edvardsson and Roos, 2001).
The categories of the similarities and differences were then compared and
analyzed (Fitzgerald et al, 2008) in order to choose the meaning units, that is,
those significant words or sentences expressed by the participants (Giorgi, 1975;
Whiting, 2001).
97

As the research questions acted to guide the selection of meaning units (Giorgi,
1975; Ratner, 2001; Wertz, 2005), each group of the meaning units was
paraphrased under the relevant research question. During the grouping of the
meaning units, the core themes gradually emerged (Lester, 1999; Limberg, 2000).
The searching for the categories of similarities and differences by making a
comparison of the participants’ responses in this study was an effective way of
both data analysis and themes identification (Richardson, 1999; Ryan and Bernard,
2003; Sin, 2010). According to Ryan and Bernard (2003), themes are actually the
fundamental concepts that should be elaborated on by a researcher. Therefore,
based on the findings of the data analysis, sixteen key themes were identified,
which were used to facilitate theory development (Van de Ven, 1989; Eisenhardt
and Graebner, 2007) (see Table 4.2. for these key themes). Furthermore, these
themes are grouped together and elaborated upon (Whiting, 2001) in the following
sections.

However, the findings and discussion are integrated in the following sections for
the sake of the storyline (Daymon and Holloway, 2011). This will begin with a
table that presents a summary of the key findings of the data analysis for each
major theme (Wertz, 2005; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), which is then
followed by a comprehensive discussion. Here, integrating the literature into the
discussion serves as an additional source of evidence for the discussion and a
valid interpretation of the data analysis (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984; Rowley,
2002; Daymon and Holloway, 2011; Sampson, 2012). In order that the useful data
can be presented towards resolving the research problem, the key findings and
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discussions arising from the data analysis are structured in sequence with the three
research questions (Perry, 1998b; Sampson, 2012; Urquhart, 2013).

Table 4.2:

Themes Identification

Research Question One: How can a service employee influence the success of
customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
Theme 1
Theme 2
Theme 3
Theme 4

Employee’s attitudes that can enhance customer satisfaction
Employee’s performance that can enhance customer satisfaction
Employee’s efforts that can enhance customer satisfaction
Feasibility of developing customer relationships in the fast-food
restaurant industry

Research Question Two: What is the role of a service employee in a seller-buyer
interaction in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
Theme 5
Theme 6
Theme 7
Theme 8
Theme 9
Theme 10

The important role of employees
Individualistic-culture customers
Customer-to-customer interactions
Competence and training
Customer-relationship employees
Support from management

Research Question Three: What is the relative contribution of each SKIP element
to customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
Theme 11
Theme 12
Theme 13
Theme 14
Theme 15
Theme 16

Contribution of service to customer satisfaction
Contribution of process to customer satisfaction
Contribution of information to customer satisfaction
Contribution of knowledge to customer satisfaction
Combination of SKIP
Feasibility of SKIP for fast-food restaurants
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4.3.1

Research Question One

In regard to Research Question One: How can a service employee influence the
success of customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?,
the four major themes that emerged from the data-analysis process will be
discussed in the following section. With regard to the key findings of the data
analysis that shed light on developing these themes, it was identified that a service
employee’s attitudes, performance, efforts, and relationship building can enhance
customer satisfaction and retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.
As a summary, Table 4.3 presents the important elements by which the employees
can enhance customer satisfaction.

Table 4.3:

The important elements that
can enhance customer dis/satisfaction

Theme
1

Employee’s Attitudes, Performance, and Efforts that can
enhance Customer Satisfaction

•
•

Participant

An employee’s positive soft attitudes and behaviours 1, 2, 4, 5, 7,
can enhance customer satisfaction.
8, 9, 11, 12,
An employee’s adverse attitudes and behaviours can 13, 14, 16,
diminish customer satisfaction.
23, 24, 25,
26, 27, 29,
30

2

•

An employee’s positive performance can enhance
customer satisfaction.

7, 10, 11,
24

3

•

An employee’s positive efforts can enhance customer
satisfaction.

3, 6, 7, 10,
11, 24, 27

4

•

Building customer relationships can enhance customer
satisfaction.

10, 11, 13,
20, 22, 28,
29

100

4.3.1.1 Theme One: Employee’s Attitudes that can enhance Customer
Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme one, which revealed that an
employee’s attitudes could enhance a customer’s favourable impression of service
quality and could have a favourable impact on customer satisfaction (Wall and
Berry, 2007; Huang, 2008; Hyun, 2010). As a summary, Table 4.4 delineates the
components of an employee’s positive attitudes that emerged from the data that
can enhance customer dis/satisfaction.

Table 4.4:

Employee’s
Attitudes
Dis/Satisfaction

that

The important elements that can
enhance customer dis/satisfaction
An employee’s positive soft attitudes
can enhance customer satisfaction.

can

enhance

Customer

Components
These include: a good; sincere;
empathic; polite; friendly; helpful;
courteous; observant; and personalized
attitude.

An employee’s positive behaviours can These include: sincerity; consideration;
enhance customer satisfaction.
attentiveness; a smile; observance;
promotion of food; and assisting the
elderly.
An employee’s adverse attitudes and
behaviours can diminish customer
satisfaction.

These include: inconsideration;
impatience; being uncaring; rudeness;
unresponsiveness; and impoliteness.

The data also provided insights into what the components of a positive, soft
attitude comprise (Dovalienė et al, 2007), which was the most influential factor in
shaping a customer’s perceptions of a courteous service were (di Mascio, 2010),
Examples of positive soft attitudes include having a: good; empathic; polite;
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helpful; observant; and/or personalized attitude. As Participant 16 noted:
“An employee’s attitude must be good, polite, helpful, observant,
personalized … if it is very busy, of course, the employee cannot offer
special service to customers, but being busy should not be a trade-off
for being polite, helpful, observant, and to smile, which are the basic
requirements of good service” (Participant 16).

The findings also suggested that FFR employees should avoid displaying adverse
attitudes and behaviours that would induce a negative impression from the
customers, namely: “inconsideration; impatience; being uncaring; rudeness;
unresponsiveness; and impoliteness” (Participants 1, 2, 11, 13, 23, 26, and 27).
This is in line with the proposition by Albrecht (1998) that service employees
should avoid irritating customers by committing the “sins of service” (pp. 14-16),
namely: apathy, brush-off, coldness, condescension, robotism, rule book, and
runaround (Albrecht, 1998; Baccarani et al, 2010). According to the participants,
the main culprits of these negative attitudes were the pressures of the standardized
process and what they perceived to be insufficient service training, because the
management of the FFRs only cared about efficiency. As noted by Participants 2
and 14:
“I think it was due to the standardized procedure. The employees
served the customers routinely; they acted like a robot which, needed
customers to push in order to provide service” (Participant 2).

And:
“I think their training is confined to the fast delivery of food but not
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the customer service” (Participant 14).

Other than those soft attitudes, the data revealed the potential contribution of an
employee’s positive behaviours for customer retention and their repeat purchase
intentions (Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Sutton and Rafaeli, 1988), for these elements
were able to make the customer feel comfortable with the employee (Kriz and
Fang, 2003). Examples of positive behaviours include: “sincerity; consideration;
attentiveness; a smile; observance; promotion of food; and assisting the elderly”
(Participants 11, 14, 25, 27, and 30). As Participant 14 stated:
“I think the employees should do the following: good service; polite;
sincerity; helpfulness; and observant. I mean that the employee should
be very smart in locating any customers who need help, for example,
the old people who need to be assisted. I have seen some employees
who pretended to be not seeing [customers]” (Participant 14).

Furthermore, an employee’s empathic attitude towards a service problem could
have a favourable impact on a customer’s impression of service quality.
Accordingly, an empathic attitude can engender a customer’s repeat purchase
intentions in anticipation of comfortable and sincere service from that employee
(Gutek et al, 1999). This finding is illustrated by Participant 25:
“I was very impressed with the empathic apologies of that employee
that I would like to go there again because of her sincerity and good
attitude. I went there several times later, because I like to be served by
her, who gave me a comfortable and secure feeling” (Participant 25).
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As a polite employee can favourably impress a customer, it follows that a polite
cashier working at the ticketing counter could help cement a customer relationship.
By creating a favourable impression for the customer, the first impression of a
polite employee can help shape the customer’s perceptions of receiving courteous
service, and could mark the beginning (or continuation) of a successful
relationship (Crosby et al, 1990; Keaveney, 1995). As noted by Participant 27:
“I think an employee’s politeness, friendliness, and smile are very
important to retain customers, especially those employees who work at
the cashier counter. This is because these front-line staff are the first
ones who meet the customers upon their food ordering. An employees’
first impression on customers is very important to a successful
customer service” (Participant 27).

While the predominant view held by twelve participants (2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 16,
23, 24, 25, and 29) was that the standardized concept of fast-food service caused
service employees to deal with customers rudely, there was an alternative view
also preferred that it was an individual’s natural attitude that could be problematic
for service (Participants 5 and 27). This different view identifies the importance of
an employee’s attitude from a customer’s perspective. Participants 5 and 27
illustrated this point:
“Besides those impolite employees, I saw an employee blame a
customer. The employee’s attitude was very poor. I think the fast-food
restaurant only cared about fast service, which was considered to have
satisfied customers. I do not want to go that fast-food restaurant again.
I was deterred by the negative attitude of that employee” (Participant
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5).

And:
“I think that the individual’s attitude is very important, whether it is a
routine service or personalized service, [the experience] very much
depends on the attitude of the employees” (Participant 27).

4.3.1.2 Theme Two: Employee’s Performance that can enhance
Customer Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme two, which revealed that an
employee’s performance can enhance customer satisfaction. As a summary, Table
4.5 delineates the components of an employee’s positive performance that can
enhance customer satisfaction.

Table 4.5:

Employee’s Positive Performance that can enhance Customer
Satisfaction

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction
An employee’s positive performance
can enhance customer satisfaction.

Components
This includes: a friendly, caring and
warm performance.

The data also offered support for previous findings that encounters with
employees having a friendly and warm performance could increase customer
satisfaction and the potential of a customer’s repeat purchase behaviour (Sutton
and Rafaeli, 1988). Here, two participants (10 and 24) noted that, when they liked
friendly employees, they would refer other customers to these employees.
Furthermore, there were other views offered that, when the participants liked
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friendly employees, they were more interested to see and be served by the same
employees in future. This suggests that participants were happy to form more
enduring relationships with the employees whom they trusted and liked. By
having repeat contact with the same employees, participants (7, 11, and 24) were
able to develop a friendly relationship with the employees, whereby their
repurchase intentions increased. As noted by Participants 7 and11:
“Friendliness and caring can improve the relationship with customers;
therefore, employees’ friendly services are very important to me.
Similarly, the relationship with the employees, whose good service,
smiling, and friendliness can drive my repurchase intentions”
(Participant 7).

And:
“I think friendships and relationship are very important. I usually go
to the fast-food restaurants where the employees know me, and they
usually smile to me and make me feel very warm and welcome. I find
that it will be more comforting to have meal there, and I am happy to
see their smiling faces upon my return visit” (Participant 11).

4.3.1.3 Theme Three: Employee’s Efforts that can enhance Customer
Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme three, which suggested that an
employee’s positive efforts can enhance customer satisfaction. As a summary,
Table 4.6 delineates the components of an employee’s positive efforts that can
enhance customer satisfaction that emerged from the data.
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Table 4.6:

Employee’s Positive Efforts that can enhance Customer
Satisfaction

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction
An employee’s positive efforts can
enhance customer satisfaction.

Components
This includes: building rapport;
sharing information on service;
imparting of knowledge on the service
delivery processes; asking questions to
understand the customer’s needs; and
to promote the best quality of food.

In regard to an employee’s positive efforts that can enhance customer satisfaction,
the data revealed that a number of actions of − building rapport; sharing
information on service; imparting of knowledge on the service delivery processes;
and asking questions to understand the customer’s needs (Gutek et al, 1999;
Gremler et al, 2001; Gwinner et al, 2005) − could provide additional fulfilment to
the customers, whereby the customer relationships could be strengthened
(Fullerton, 2005). These efforts should be able to increase customer reciprocity,
which would help result in their repurchase behaviour (Law et al, 2004). Although
there is a general positive view of building a rapport with employees, some
participants (3 and 6) were only more interested in developing a personal rapport
with the managers. This indicates that these participants only trusted employees
with a higher status, who should be more capable of fulfilling promises on behalf
of the FFR. As Participants 3 and 6 noted:
“I only talk with the employees at manager level, because they have
the authority to make improvements. I think that junior employees will
ignore my advice. I shall not talk with those who are responsible for
cleaning” (Participant 3).
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And:
“I only talked to the manager about our own personal and family
affairs” (Participant 6).

As customers are very dependent on the service employees to take care of their
needs and problems (Javalgi and Moberg, 1997), the overall responses were very
supportive

of

the

employees’

efforts

in

developing

a

successful

customer-employee interaction, especially their “building rapport with customers”
and “asking questions to understand customer needs” (Gremler and Gwinner,
2008, pp. 310, 318), which would result in a customer retention and their
reciprocal favour (Lee and Dawes, 2005). This was for the reason that a high level
of human interaction and communication, which could reduce misunderstandings,
was able to help nurture a successful customer relationship (Crosby et al, 1990;
Keaveney, 1995). Accordingly, the customers could feel confident, comfortable,
respected, and more contented toward the FFR. Therefore, “building rapport with
customers” was very effective in promoting information and knowledge sharing
with customers, whereas “asking questions to understand customer needs” was an
excellent means of showing care, especially toward elderly customers. It was
noted that:
“I think asking questions to understand customer needs is very
important, because this is the basic need of a customer other than
ordering food; it is also a way of showing care for the customer”
(Participant 27).
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Furthermore:
“Although I go to a restaurant in expectation of fast service, I think
that nobody could say that service is not important. That is why it is
important to ask questions to understand my needs, because, as a
customer, I need the employees to show how they care about my other
needs in addition to fast service. I think communication is very
important, where information and knowledge exchange is good for
both of us from the perspective of service improvement for the
restaurant, as well as gaining advantage from the perspective of the
user” (Participant 24).

The data also revealed that communication could be extended to include the
promotion of food in order to increase customer satisfaction (Gremler and
Gwinner, 2008). In contrast to the belief of participant 10 that an employee’s
promotion of meals could irritate customers, there were different views that
promotion of the best quality of food could increase customer satisfaction, as
good quality food had an impression of being good for one’s health. This also
created a favourable effect on the customer’s perceptions of the relationship
quality (Crosby et al, 1990). Furthermore, the promotional activities performed by
the employees should be able to assist FFRs to increase their market share and to
expand the customers’ demand for fast-food (Richards and Padilla, 2009). It was
noted that:
“An experienced cashier should deliver good service to a customer. I
have met a cashier in a fast-food restaurant; she promotes the best
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choice of food and soup to me. This is a good practice which makes me
happy” (Participant 7).

Furthermore:
“I think that the employees should promote the best quality of food to
the customers; this is a kind of good service that can enhance customer
satisfaction, as good quality of food has an impression of bringing
good health to the customers” (Participant 11).

4.3.1.4 Theme Four: Feasibility of Developing Customer Relationships
in the Fast-Food Restaurant Industry
This section explores the data related to theme four, which revealed that
developing customer relationships can enhance customer satisfaction. As a
summary, Table 4.7 delineates the ways of developing customer relationships that
can enhance customer satisfaction that emerged from the data.

Table 4.7:

Developing Customer Relationships can enhance Customer
Satisfaction

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction

The ways of developing
customer relationships

Developing customer relationships can
enhance customer satisfaction.

This includes: hiring
customer-relations employees in order
to build customer relationships; and to
build customer relationships with
regular customers.

The data revealed that there were some meaningful suggestions that FFRs should
expand the role of employees to promote customer relationships by hiring
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customer-relations employees. However, participants recognised that there were
challenges to the feasibility of nurturing relationships with customers during the
very short time of the service transaction, and that spending time on building
rapport would be at the expense of other waiting customers. As Participant 20
noted: “During the very short time of a service transaction in a fast-food
restaurant, I doubt whether there can be any more time given to nurture the
relationship with the customers”. Nevertheless, there were arguments that
developing personal relationships was very important in Chinese society.
Furthermore, when customers have built a relationship with the employees of a
FFR, they liked to be assisted by service employees, who could create added
customer value, and they were willing to frequent the FFR (Morgan and Hunt,
1994; de Run and Ting, 2006; Solnet, 2007; Buttle, 2009a). This was illustrated
by Participants 10 and 11.
“I think friendships and relationship are very important in Chinese
society. I am willing to frequent a fast-food restaurant where I have
built a relationship with the employees, who can provide additional
value-added service. They always smile at me and make me feel very
warm [and welcome]” (Participant 10).

And:
“We are Chinese; therefore, the relationship is of utmost importance”
(Participant 11).

Furthermore, there were meaningful responses that, in view of the short time of
the service transaction, the employees should aim to be building customer
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relationships with their regular customers (Mattila, 2001; Castellanos-Verdugo et
al, 2009). This is consistent with Cheng et al’s (2011) study that a customer
relationship should be developed in the fast-food restaurant industry of Taiwan in
order to enhance customer satisfaction and loyalty. This strategy was noted by
Participant 11, who stated:
“When the situation is not very busy, he [the employee] should build
rapport with the customers so as to know each other; he should lock in
the repeat customers by building a rapport with them so as to
strengthen their relationship” (Participant 11).

4.3.1.5 Summary
In summary, the employees’ positive attitudes, efforts, and performance were able
to enhance the employee-customer relationship, thus enhancing customer
satisfaction and retention (Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996; Patterson, 2004; Wall
and Berry, 2007; Huang, 2008; Castellanos-Verdugo et al, 2009; di Mascio, 2010).
This was also the reason that customers would make repeat purchases in
reciprocity of the employees’ positive attitudes and behaviours, especially their
employees’ rapport with customers, asking customers questions to understand
their needs, and providing good service (Bitner et al, 1994; Mittal and Lassar,
1996). The positive attitudes and behaviours of employees not only satisfied
customers, but also gave them confidence in the product, and helped differentiate
a FFR from its competitors (Law et al, 2004; Cao et al, 2006). Similar to the “sins
of service” as suggested by Albrecht (1998, pp. 14-16), a number of adverse
attitudes and behaviours emerged from the data that employees should avoid, as
these sins of service had an adverse impact on customer satisfaction and could act
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as a significant impediment to the development of a customer relationship
(Keaveney, 1995; Albrecht, 1998), namely: impatience; being uncaring; rudeness;
unresponsiveness; impoliteness; and inattentiveness to the customers’ ad hoc
requests. Unfortunately, these sins of service were reported as being commonly
seen in Hong Kong FFRs frequented by the participants.

The data also provided a definition of good service from the participants’
perspective, which was personalized service (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987;
Mittal and Lassar, 1996). Accordingly, good service strengthens the trust between
employees and customers (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Pesämaa and Hair Jr, 2007a).
When customers were impressed with an employee’s amiability, their future
interactions with that FFR tended to increase (Zolkiewski et al, 2008). Despite the
general view that employees’ personalized service, or their positive attitudes,
efforts, and performance, could influence the participants’ repeat purchase
intentions, participants recognized that the whole process of the FFRs in Hong
Kong had already been standardized on the logic of the fast delivery of food
(Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998). Therefore, the FFRs focused more on fast
efficiency than employee-customer interaction (van Dolen et al, 2004), and
participants understood that there could be a trade-off involved in FFRs’ offering
more personalized service at the expense of quick service.

4.3.2

Research Question Two

In regard to Research Question Two: What is the role of a service employee in a
seller-buyer interaction in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?, the six
major themes that emerged from the data-analysis process will be discussed in the
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following section. With regard to the key findings of the data analysis that shed
light on developing these themes, it was identified that the role of employees was
very effective in enhancing service quality and bolstering customer retention.
Table 4.8 summarises the themes and related elements identified by participants
relating to the important role of a service employee in a FFR in Hong Kong.

Table 4.8:

The Important Role of Service Employees in the FFRs
The important elements that
can enhance customer dis/satisfaction

Theme

Participant

5

•

A service employee has an important role in 1, 2, 3, 6, 7,
enhancing customer satisfaction.
16, 17, 18,
19, 20, 23,
26, 27, 29,
30

6

•

An employee’s personalized services are found to be 1, 2, 3, 4, 5,
very effective to enhance service quality and to bolster 7, 8, 9, 11,
customer retention in the individualistic-culture 12, 13, 14,
society of Hong Kong. To this end, a wider scope of 15, 16, 18,
personalized service is suggested, and this is 23, 24, 25,
supported by the participants who were willing to pay 26, 27, 24,
an additional price of 5%-10% for good service
28, 29
quality.

7

•

A service employee is able to facilitate the
customer-to-customer interactions that can help attract
customers’ repurchase intentions.

8

•

Training is very important in order that the employees 1, 3, 4, 5, 6,
can be competent and knowledgeable enough to 7, 8, 9, 10,
provide personalized service to their customers.
13, 14, 15,
18, 20, 23,
26, 27, 28,
29
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1, 2, 16

The important elements that
can enhance customer dis/satisfaction

Theme

Participant

9

•

FFRs should deploy their employees to take up the
role of building customer relationships in order to
enhance customer satisfaction and to promote the
image of the FFRs.

10

•

The management of FFRs only care about fast service, 1, 2, 5, 6, 7,
which was considered to have satisfied the customers.
9, 23, 24,
26, 27, 30

3, 5, 8, 9,
10, 11, 13,
15, 16, 22,
24, 28, 29

4.3.2.1 Theme Five: The Important Role of Employees
This section explores the data related to theme five, which revealed that there was
a significant proportion (71%) of the responses that contended that service
employees who could enhance service quality were a key success factor for a FFR.
As a summary, Table 4.9 delineates the positive influence of the role of employees
to a FFR that emerged from the data.

Table 4.9:

The Positive Influence of the Role of Employees

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The important role of employees.

Positive influence of employees
Ensuring service reliability to
customers and enhancing customers’
trust in the FFRs.

The data revealed that, in addition to satisfying customers, the role of an
employee was able to inspire customers’ positive emotions by enhancing their
confidence in the FFR (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Price et al, 1995). Here, the
participants’ confidence was actually an indication of their trust in the employees’
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service (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Lee and Dawes, 2005). As noted by Participant
23: “The good service from employees not only satisfies me but also gives me
confidence in their products”.

Another important role of service employees was to ensure service reliability, that
is being quick and accurate, upon which the participants could determine the
excellence of a FFR’s performance. As service reliability was a promise made by
the FFR to ensure the ability of delivering efficient service (Galetzka et al, 2006),
there was a consensus that the participants’ repurchase intentions were based on a
track record of service reliability (Galetzka et al, 2006). As noted by one
participant:
“As a customer, my repurchase intentions are based on the track
record of reliability; therefore, employees should focus on reliability in
terms of good service and fast, efficient, and personalized service, then
I shall repeat their service” (Participant 7).

4.3.2.2 Theme Six: Individualistic-Culture Customers
This section explores the data related to theme six in relation to the cultural
influence of Hong Kong. As a summary, Table 4.10 delineates the components of
the personalized services that can enhance customer satisfaction that emerged
from the data.

116

Table 4.10:

Employees’ Personalized Services can enhance Customer
Satisfaction

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction
Personalized services can enhance the
satisfaction of individualistic-culture
customers.

Components
Personalized services include: good
service quality; a smile; reliability;
efficiency; treating customers with
respect; customer care; friendliness;
consideration; building rapport with
customers; politeness; sincerity;
helpfulness; and being observant.

Hong Kong is an individualistic-culture society (Leung, 1996; Wong, 2001; Chow,
2007), where Hongkongers like to be served differently from others. As
Hongkongers are more willing to express their personal experiences and feelings,
they are more concerned with the care, respect, and personalized service rendered
by service employees (Liu and McClure, 2001; Chong, 2003; Kong and
Jogaratnam, 2007; Lee and Kacen, 2008; Qin et al, 2010). Accordingly, it has
been suggested that Hong Kong FFRs should consider offering personalized
service in consideration of the culture in Hong Kong (Keillor and Fields, 1996).
Consistent with this view, the data revealed that simply offering fast service could
not alone satisfy participants, who also expected to also receive personalized
treatment (Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007), namely: “my repurchase intentions are
based on the track record of good service, fast, efficient, and personalized
service” (Participants 2,12 18, and 28).

Interestingly, it was found that these individualistic-culture participants were more
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likely to complain about the service errors they experienced (Liu and McClure,
2001; Chong, 2003; Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007), namely: “I have come across
uncaring, impolite, unresponsive, rude, unknowledgeable employees.…as long as
I needed a fast meal, I had to tolerate them” (Participants 1, 2, 3, 5, 13, 14, 15,
and 24). Furthermore, the components of personalized service suggested by the
participants were even wider in scope than that of some scholars, who confine
personalized service to only comprising helpfulness, friendliness, fairness,
politeness, competence, and courtesy (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Mittal and
Lassar, 1996; Sulek

and Hensley, 2004). The participants suggested

personalized-service components should include: “good service quality; a smile;
reliability; efficiency; treating customers with respect; customer care; friendliness;
consideration; building rapport with customers; politeness; sincerity; helpfulness;
and being observant” (Participants 4, 7, 8, 11, 14, 15, 16, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28,
and 29). As customers in an individualistic culture, such as Hong Kong, have a
narrow tolerance zone, therefore, the participants were more concerned with the
sincerity, respect, and empathy rendered by service employees. Accordingly, the
wider

scope

of

personalized

service

identified

suggests

that

the

individualistic-culture participants expect the FFRs to serve them differently, and
to pay special attention to them (Liu et al, 2001; Chong, 2003; Chiang et al, 2005;
Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007; Lee and Kacen, 2008; Qin et al, 2010). As noted by
one participant:
“Although I need a fast-food meal, I need to be served; [but] not the
one like the mechanical style of service, which gives me a bored and
standoffish impression. I like to be served differently, and I like
communication exchange with those employees who care for and
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respect me. The role of employees is very important in a fast-food
service. I think personalized service is very important” (Participant 2).

Commensurate with this perceived importance of personalization, slightly more
than half of the participants were willing to pay an additional price of 5%-10% in
anticipation of personalized service in the FFRs. The emergent data supports the
view that customers’ “willingness to pay more” (Andersson and Mossberg, 2004,
p. 175) actually indicates their high degree of satisfaction with a high level of
service quality and/or their expectations of additional value-added service. As the
individualistic-culture Hongkongers like to shop around for a high level of
customer service provided by the FFRs (Liu et al, 2000; 2001; Laroche et al, 2004;
Hoare et al, 2011), a SKIP-based service-quality model implemented via
employees should have a positive effect on enhancing customer satisfaction,
which is a key determinant of customer retention (Patterson, 2004; Wong and
Mula, 2009). As noted by one participant:
“I am willing to pay more, say 10-15%, to enjoy a fast-food restaurant
with better service. There are many fast-food restaurants in Hong
Kong, and I like to shop around and pick those restaurants that make
me feel better. Therefore, a fast-food restaurant that focuses on the
elements of service, knowledge, information, and process may arouse
my interest to take a meal there” (Participant 9).

In summary, these findings revealed that FFRs in Hong Kong only focused on fast
efficiency without considering the culture that has an important influence to the
consumers’ purchasing behaviour in Hong Kong (Stuart, 1997; Liu et al, 2001).
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Here, a comparison of some individualistic and collective-culture societies
supported that Hong Kong should have a very high rank for individualism and
that the introduction of personalized service is appropriate in such as context. For
example, South Korea and the United States of America are given the rank of 18
and 91 for individualism, respectively (Hofstede, 2009a). This means that the
former has a collective-culture society, and the latter has an individualistic-culture
society (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007; Hofstede, 2009a). In
South Korea, individual choice of a restaurant is driven by the collective will, and
personalized service is less important for Koreans (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Chang,
2007; Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007; Min and Min, 2013). In contrast, the consumer
behaviours of Americans are very similar to those of Hongkongers in such as
restaurant context. Americans have a relative low tolerance for service errors; they
like to shop around for better service offerings and expect to have personalized
service offered by the friendly and helpful employees (Lee and Ulgado, 1997;
Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007; Min and Min, 2013).

4.3.2.3 Theme Seven: Customer-to-Customer Interactions
This section explores the data related to theme seven, which revealed that the role
of a service employee could facilitate “customer-to-customer interactions”
(Halbesleben and Buckley, 2004, p. 355). As a summary, Table 4.11 delineates
that

an

employee

can

enhance

customer

customer-to-customer interactions.
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satisfaction

by

facilitating

Table 4.11:

The Role of Employees can facilitate Customer-to-Customer
Interactions

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction
Customer-to-customer interactions.

Positive influence of
customer-to-customer interactions
By delivering good service, a service
employee is able to enhance customer
satisfaction and to facilitate the
customer-to-customer interactions that
can attract the customers’ repurchase
intentions.

The data revealed the experiences of three participants (1, 2, and 16), who
frequented a particular FFR to enjoy the favourable experiences of interacting
with other customers. At the outset, it was the service employees’ good service
that attracted their repurchase intentions. Later, when they became acquainted
with other customers in the FFR, their “customer-to-customer friendships”
(Martin and Pranter, 1989, p. 7) further drove repurchase intentions of both the
participants and their group of friends. The experience of these participants also
support the concept that customers can have a favourable influence on each other
in a restaurant (Nicholls, 2011). Therefore, Hong Kong FFRs should pay
particular attention to opportunities to facilitate customer-to-customer interactions,
which can enhance customer satisfaction and retention (Martin and Pranter, 1989;
Nicholls, 2011). As noted by Participant 16:
“The employees of the fast-food restaurant serve me well. When I go
there very often, I built friendships with the employees as well as some
of the customers there. When we [the customers] become friends, we
like to go there to meet each other” (Participant 16).
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4.3.2.4 Theme Eight: Competence and Training
This section explores the data related to theme eight, which revealed the
seriousness of perceptions of insufficient training and incompetent employees in
Hong Kong FFRs. As a summary, Table 4.12 delineates the importance of
competence and training that can enhance customer satisfaction.

Table 4.12:

The Importance of Competence and Training that can enhance
Customer Satisfaction

The important elements that can
enhance customer satisfaction
Competence and training.

Positive influence of
competence and training
With the provision of sufficient
training, a competent and
knowledgeable employee is able to
ensure the delivery of high-quality
service that can increase customer
satisfaction.

Admittedly, successful fast-food service has to rely on the coordinated efforts of
competent employees, who should possess different types of knowledge (Grant,
1996). However, ten participants (1, 3, 4, 10, 15, 18, 26, 27, 28, and 29)
considered that the training was insufficient in the Hong Kong FFRs they
frequented. Unfortunately, the insufficient training had resulted in what was
perceived as incompetent employees, who became an irritation, as they could not
satisfy the customers’ needs. This deficiency was noted by Participant 26:
“When you have a meal at a fast-food restaurant, you can find [see]
the difference between inexperienced and experienced employees. I
think this relates to insufficient training leading to those inexperienced
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employees who offer unreasonably slow service” (Participant 26).

The recognition in the literature that competent employees could facilitate
customers’ repurchase intentions (Bitner et al, 1994; Palmatier et al, 2006) was
echoed by five participants (5, 6, 13, 18, and 20), who commented that, instead of
shopping around for a FFR, they were willing to pay more money to save time
and effort if competent employees served them satisfactorily. As Participant 6
noted:
“I feel very comfortable when a competent employee serves me, for
example, he respects me by showing me to a seat or by giving me some
incentive coupons. I like to have my dinner at that fast-food restaurant.
Another reason for my choice is that those employees there give me a
good impression [of the FFR]” (Participant 6).

Therefore, a competent and knowledgeable employee has an important role to
ensure the delivery of high-quality service, which is a driver of repeat purchase
intentions (Bitner et al, 1994; Hartline and Ferrell, 1996; Palmatier et al, 2006). In
line with the proposition by Lam and Zhang (2003) that training is very important
to the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry, six participants (1, 3, 4, 9, 10, and
29) echoed this view that training was very important for the competency of
FFR employees, who could then effectively enhance relationship quality with
customers. Although well-trained service employees can increase customer
satisfaction (Qin and Prybutok, 2008), the data suggested that most of the
employees were perceived not to be sufficiently trained to take care of customers
and satisfy them, and there were views that only large-sized FFRs could afford to
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provide better training in terms of offering customized service. This finding was
expressed by Participant 9:
“It was because of an employee who behaved routinely and rudely that
I told her manager to improve their training by focusing more on
customer care and [the] relationship. I told the manager he should
treat the customer as his friend in addition to being a customer. I want
to enjoy a better service, therefore, I made such suggestions … I note
that the apology is a standardized one, probably that the employees
have been trained to apologise for whatever they meet with a view to
settling the complaint. I don’t think the employees are really
considerate enough. I think the training should cover how to deal with
customers on a considerate basis” (Participant 9).

Furthermore, six participants (4, 10, 13, 18, 26, and 27) expressed views that any
training appeared to have been confined to the managers, who were able to
demonstrate social competence (Edvardsson and Gustavsson, 2003). Accordingly,
the managers showed more eagerness to care for customers. As noted by two
participants (10 and 27), managers desired to get along well with customers and,
although training was important, they did not believe that it had not been offered
effectively to all of the employees. Therefore, they suggested that the managers
should act as a role model for training employees, as noted below:
“The managers are very efficient and responsive to help clean up the
tables. I think they have been well-trained for serving customers.
Therefore, they should help provide training to other employees, and
they should act as a role model for training employees” (Participant
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10).

And:
“Usually, when the managers see there are customers queued up in
front of the cashier, they will open another line. Of course, the
managers are well trained, more responsible, and more experienced
than junior employees. Because training is very important to all the
employees, the managers should act as a role model for training
employees” (Participant 27).

4.3.2.5 Theme Nine: Customer-Relationship Employees
This section explores the data related to theme nine, which revealed the
importance of building customer relationships. As a summary, Table 4.13
delineates the importance of building customer relationships that should be the
responsibility of every employee in order to enhance customer satisfaction in
Hong Kong FFRs.

Table 4.13:

The Importance of Customer-Relationship Employees that can
enhance Customer Satisfaction

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
Customer-relationship employees.

Positive influence of
customer-relationship employees
Building customer relationships should
be should be the responsibility of
every employee, so that customer
satisfaction can be enhanced and the
(positive) image of the FFRs can be
promoted.
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The data revealed that, although there were challenges regarding the feasibility of
nurturing relationships with customers during the very short time of service
encounters in the FFRs, there were some views (Participants 10 and 11) that
developing personal relationships was of utmost important in Chinese society.
Here, the importance of building personal relationships in Chinese society is in
line with the views expressed in the literature (Kriz and Fang, 2003; Lee and
Dawes, 2005; Lee, 2010). Furthermore, there were views that, as employees had a
role of developing customer relationships in addition to the delivery of good
service, accordingly, there were suggestions that FFRs should also have their
employees taking up the role of building customer relationships, and doing so in
such a way that the (positive) image of the FFRs could be promoted (Participants
5, 8, 15, 22, 24, 28, and 29). However, there was an argument that rather than the
role of building customer relationships being confined to a few employees,
customer-relationship building should be the responsibility of every employee
(Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996; Castellanos-Verdugo et al, 2009; di Mascio,
2010). These points were highlighted by two participants (8 and 15):
“I think the fast-food restaurant should employ more employees to
promote public relationship (PR), that is, they must understand what
the customer needs, and, if the customers have service problems, they
are responsible to fix it. I think hiring the PR employees can promote
the restaurant’s image” (Participant 8).

Furthermore:
“I think these relational jobs involving friendliness, caring, and
consideration should not be confined to a few employees; instead,
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these attitudes and approach should be embedded in all employees”
(Participant 15).

4.3.2.6 Theme Ten: Support from Management
This section explores the data related to theme ten, which revealed the importance
of the support from management for a successful implementation of the relational
initiatives. As a summary, Table 4.14 delineates the importance of support from
management of FFRs that can enhance customer satisfaction.

Table 4.14:

The Importance of Support from Management

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
Support from management.

Positive influence of
support from management
Relational initiatives can be effectively
implemented in order to enhance
customer satisfaction.

As mentioned previously in theme four, it was felt that employees should take a
proactive role to nurture customer relationships, which are actually a form of
customer value that can enhance customer satisfaction (Kriz and Fang, 2003; Lee
and Dawes, 2005; Fandos Roig et al, 2006; Buttle, 2009a; Lee, 2010). Although
the increased mutual understanding arising from the relationships between
employees and customers can help increase business opportunities (Eisingerich
and Bell, 2006), for example, there are suggestions (Participants 2, 5, and 6) that
employees may reward the customers for the contribution of their ideas to
improve service quality and customer satisfaction (Hermansson and Larsson,
2005). However, the FFRs frequented by participants had shown a bureaucratic
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style. This was evidenced by two participants (1 and 24), who pointed out that if
they were employees of a FFR, they would be hesitant to undertake any relational
initiatives or to provide any flexibility to customers in the absence of approval
from management. Furthermore, seven participants (2, 7, 9, 23, 24, 26, and 30)
believed that, as all of the Hong Kong fast-food service had been standardized
(Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998), any change or
variation would require support from management. However, participants did not
think that the management would do so, as they only cared about fast service and
would not listen to an employee’s advice. This finding indicated that any change
to the current service-quality model of the Hong Kong FFRs would not be
successful without the top management’s drive, support, and commitment (Proctor
and Doukakis, 2003). As two participants (1 and 24) noted:
“Most of the services that are provided by the restaurants are too
mechanical and standardized. I don’t think the management will listen
to an employee’s advice. For such a big, bureaucratic organization, the
services are normally those standardized ones, which are instructed
from the top” (Participant 24).

Furthermore:
“If I were an employee of a fast-food restaurant, I think that I shall do
as instructed by my boss, for without his empowerment or instruction, I
would be afraid to do any initiative or to provide flexible or extra
service” (Participant 1).
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4.3.2.7

Summary

The findings revealed that the important role of a service employee was not
simply confined to enhancing service quality; rather, employees also had a role in
enhancing customer confidence and service reliability, which could bolster the
customer satisfaction-retention linkage (Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Law et al, 2004;
Patterson, 2004; Qin and Prybutok, 2008; Han et al, 2009). The components of
service reliability for FFRs that emerged from the data are: good service; efficient
service; and personalized service. Here, the participants provided a wider scope of
personalized service than the literature, which is very important in enhancing the
repeat purchase intentions of the individualistic-culture participants (Kong and
Jogaratnam, 2007; Lee and Kacen, 2008). Interestingly, the data also revealed that
a competent service employee could facilitate customer-to-customer interaction
(Halbesleben and Buckley, 2004), which can be an effective tool for FFRs to
attract more customers (Martin and Pranter, 1989; Nicholls, 2011). Therefore,
employees must be well trained, but the data suggested that not all the employees
were adequately trained regarding customer care and developing a relationship
with the customer.

Furthermore, the findings indicated that FFRs may have overlooked the existence
of customer dissatisfaction by those who had suffered from the insufficient
training of the FFR employees, coupled with the standardized fast service offered
in Hong Kong FFRs. It was also found that any change or variation to the current
standardized fast process would likely not be easy, especially without
empowerment from top management. Top management’s commitment (Mattila,
2001) and empowerment of frontline staff (Flynn et al, 1995) were perceived to
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be very important in order to facilitate the decentralization of authority, by giving
service employees flexible discretion (Wathen and Anderson, 1995). This is a
prerequisite for an effective personalization process (Gwinner et al, 2005), as
employees need to be flexible in regard to the different needs of customers (Mayer
et al, 2003).

4.3.3

Research Question Three

In regard to Research Question Three: What is the relative contribution of each
SKIP element to customer retention in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant
industry?, the six major themes that emerged from the data will be discussed in
the following section. With regard to the key findings of the data analysis that
shed light on developing these themes, it was identified that 44% of the
participants indicated their preference for value-added service flowing from the
SKIP-based service-quality model in anticipation of better service quality.
Furthermore, there were views that a combination of SKIP elements would allow
fast-food businesses to perform more effectively. Interestingly, the overall
frequency of having an evening meal at FFRs was very low, as the participants did
not like the feeling of being rushed to complete their meal.

Buttle et al (2002) argued that a business needs to seek competitive advantage
from the elements of “service, process, knowledge, and information” (SKIP) (p.
4). The adoption and use of the SKIP elements for FFRs is supported by the data
as can be seen from Table 4.15, which summaries the findings. This shows that
the use of SKIP elements can assist in providing additional customer value and in
enhancing service quality, whereby customer satisfaction can be increased.
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Table 4.15: The Contributions of SKIP to FFRs
Theme

The contributions of SKIP to FFRs

Participant

11

•

Participants desired a service augmentation in Hong 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7,
Kong FFRs. To this end, SKIP can augment the 8, 9, 10, 11,
service products of the FFRs in Hong Kong, and can 12, 13, 14, 15,
help differentiate a FFR from its competitors.
16, 17, 18, 19,
20, 21, 22, 23,
26, 28, 29, 30

12

•

Simply being fast could not satisfy the participants. 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8.
A good process should include both the efficiency 9, 12, 14, 15,
and service that provided by competent employees. 17, 20, 22, 23,
24, 26

13

•

Information is a tool to make a FFR’s process and 1, 2, 5, 7, 11,
service more effective. An exchange of market 15, 20, 26, 29
information between customers and employees
would strengthen both the competitiveness of a FFR
and the customer-employee relationship.

14

•

Knowledge competency and customer knowledge 1, 2, 3, 8, 13,
can strengthen a FFR’s competitive advantage.
16, 20

15

•

The combination of SKIP elements should be able to
provide additional value to the customers and the
competitive advantage of a FFR.

All
participants

16

•

Slightly more than half of the participants did not
object to the routine and standardized service on
offer due to time pressures. However, 53% of
participants would not mind paying an additional
charge of 5%-10% for the SKIP-based approach in
anticipation of better service being offered.
The overall frequency of having an evening meal at
FFRs was very low for the feeling of being rushed
and for the standardized service, which was not
effective enough to attract customers for an evening
meal. To this end, it is suggested that FFRs may
introduce the new SKIP-based service-quality model
for different time frames and for different customers.

All
participants

•
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All
participants

4.3.3.1 Theme

Eleven:

Contribution

of

Service

to

Customer

Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme eleven. As a summary, Table 4.16
delineates the importance of service for enhancing customer satisfaction in Hong
Kong FFRs.

Table 4.16:

The Contributions of Service for enhancing Customer
Satisfaction

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The contributions of service.

Positive influence of Service
Personalized service can enhance
customer satisfaction, as can be seen
from the participants’ desire for
personalized service, which is in
addition to fast service, a convenient
location, food, and price.

The data revealed that although twenty-one participants (1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11,
13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 29, and 30) felt that, if in a hurry, they would
choose the FFRs that provided self-service lines, scrutinizing the data further, it
emerged that four participants (2, 12, 16, and 17) would have preferred choosing a
self-service line that included an employee’s assistance. As participants could not
find any personalized service in Hong Kong FFRs, therefore, they have to tolerate
the routine service provided by these standardized self-service offerings (Solomon
et al, 1985; Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998; Salegna
and Goodwin, 2005; Gwinner et al, 2005). This finding indicated that participants
desired “service augmentation” (Storey and Easingwood, 1998, p. 337) in Hong
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Kong FFRs, for example, an employee’s assistance in addition to fast service (Lee
and Ulgado, 1997; Qin and Prybutok, 2008). Therefore, it could be appropriate for
FFRs to pursue service improvements, especially personalized service, from
employees. This point was highlighted by Participant 21 who stated:
“I go to a fast-food restaurant with the expectation of fast service. I
usually spend about 20 minutes to finish my meal. Therefore, fast
service is at the expense of quality, both service and food quality, that I
have to tolerate. Because a fast-food restaurant will not charge you
much money, so my expectation is that the food quality is only average,
therefore, don’t even talk about service, you cannot expect too much”
(Participant 21).

Consistent with the view that the convenient location and service product of a
service-provider are the drivers of repeat purchase behaviour (Paul et al, 2009),
Participant 22 admitted that his repurchase decision was largely based on the
convenient location of a FFR. In contrast, a different view held out by some
participants (1, 3, 7, 9, 11, 13, 14, 17, 23, 26, and 28) was that their choice of a
FFR was based on an employee’s good service, which the participants could trust
and rely. Examples of emphasizing personalized service on top of speed, a
convenient location, food, and price were discussed by two participants (11 and
14), who noted that:
“Although a convenient location and fast service were my primary
selection criteria for a FFR, I would compare the service and product
quality provided with its competitors” (Participant 14).
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And, furthermore:
“I prefer the FFRs that focus on these elements [SKIP], but when I am
in a hurry, I shall choose the routine self-service in anticipation of its
faster service. However, my interpretation of routine service is that, in
addition to a fast meal provided by a fast-food restaurant, I want a
relaxed atmosphere; I like to be served by helpful employees. I think
that, as I have paid the money, then the service provided should
include personalized service, fast service, a good quality of meal,
knowledgeable employees, information sharing, etc. These are the
normal and value-added services that I expect to have after I have paid
the money. I do not think that simply fast service and price can satisfy
me. I don’t think fast-food restaurants should only offer a fast process
at the expense of my relaxation and my need to be served. However, in
other extreme situations when I am in a great hurry, of course, I can
sacrifice these services. When other fast-food restaurants are offering
the same routine fast service, but there is a fast-food restaurant that
offers something different by focusing on these four elements, I think I
shall try this new one” (Participant 11).

This finding suggested that a SKIP-based approach could augment the service
product offered by (Grönroos, 1987; Storey and Easingwood, 1998) the FFRs in
Hong Kong. Furthermore, in addition to enhancing customer satisfaction-linkage,
an augmented service offering in terms of a SKIP-based approach could help
differentiate a FFR from its competitors (Grönroos, 1987; Storey and Easingwood,
1998; Heung and Gu, 2012). However, as a result of the standardized processes
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used by Hong Kong FFRs, seven participants (3, 8, 9, 13, 14, 23, and 28)
commented adversely that employees only stayed in front of the food delivery
counter for ensuring a fast delivery of food to the customers (Bitner, 1990; Law et
al, 2004) with the misconception that fast service alone could deliver customer
satisfaction (Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998). As pointed out by some participants
(8, 19, and 23), this was due to the management of FFRs, who only focused on
speed and efficiency in lieu of a service relationship. They believed this focus by
FFRs tended to result in customers’ dissatisfaction. As noted by Participant 8:
“The managers always stay at the food delivery counter for ensuring a
fast delivery of food to the customers; they only care about their
efficiency; don’t talk about customer care” (Participant 8).

4.3.3.2 Theme

Twelve:

Contribution

of

Process

to

Customer

Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme twelve. As a summary, Table 4.17
delineates the importance of process for enhancing customer satisfaction in Hong
Kong FFRs.

Table 4.17:

The Contributions of Process for enhancing Customer
Satisfaction

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The contributions of process.

Positive influence of Process
Process and service are inter-related;
customer satisfaction can be enhanced
by a combination of efficient process
and personalized service.
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The data revealed that as customers often expected the prompt and accurate
delivery of their food order, an efficient process should be able to help achieve
this outcome (Mayer et al, 2003). Here, one-third of the participants articulated
the importance of the process as a tool to deliver the meal rapidly. The importance
of the process is because the process and service are inter-related (Grönroos, 2000;
Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004). Applying this proposition to FFRs, a
customer’s satisfaction should be based in part on the combination of both
efficient process and service, which can provide value-added service in addition to
fast service (Walker et al, 2006; Buttle, 2009a). This combination was noted by
Participant 3, who stated that: “This is because fast-food service needs the process
to make fast-food quickly delivered and eatable; even if there is good service, it
will be useless in the absence of a good process”. Furthermore, Participant 15
commented that:
“My meal experience tells me that process is more important than the
rest, because if it is slow in cleaning or food delivery, it will upset me,
as I have only 20 minutes to finish my meal. Sometimes, I find it
difficult to park my taxi, so I need a quick lunch. I become annoyed if
the process is very slow. The second priority is service quality; these
are the two most important things, which can enhance my trust and
repeat intentions” (Participant 15).

To this end, there arguably should be a strong linkage between the service process
and the competency of employees, as the latter is a key element in making the
process effective (Campbell, 2003; Carrion et al, 2004). However, simply
providing fast service could not satisfy the needs of customers, who were
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anticipating services in the fast-food process. As one participant noted:
“There is a big difference in terms of the service provided by a
competent employee and a novice. The former can enhance my trust
and repeat intentions, whereas the latter can affect the efficiency of a
quick process” (Participant 14).

4.3.3.3 Theme Thirteen: Contribution of Information to Customer
Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme thirteen. As a summary, Table 4.18
delineates the importance of information for enhancing customer satisfaction in
Hong Kong FFRs.

Table 4.18:

The Contributions of Information for enhancing Customer
Satisfaction

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The contributions of information.

Positive influence of Information
Information is a tool to make a FFR’s
process and service more effective.
Information, service, and process are
inter-related so that the best service
can be offered in order to enhance
customer satisfaction.

The data revealed that product information and customer information can enhance
customer value and a FFRs’ competitiveness (Walker et al, 2006; Galetzka et al,
2006; Buttle, 2009a). Here, in addition to the view that information was very
important to the success of a FFR, as a shortage of information would weaken its
competitive reactions (Crosby et al, 1990; Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998), there
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were comments by some participants (1, 2, 5, and 29) that information (Galetzka
et al, 2006) about the food and its cost provided by FFRs was very important to
the participants in terms of making the choice of which FFR to patronise (Ho and
Lee, 2011). The importance of information was noted by two participants (15 and
29), who stated that:
“Product information is very important to the customer, because it
attracts the customer to purchase the meal with the restaurant.
Sometimes I see the information or advertisements about a special
discount or some new food, so I go to the restaurant to try it. Without
product information, how can I know their offer?” (Participant 29).

Another participant noted that: “The willingness of the employees to
exchange information on food and service with me reflects that they
care for my views and respect me. As a result, we have built a friendly
relationship” (Participant 15).

Nevertheless, some participants (2, 5, and 7) believed that information was a tool
to make a FFR’s process and service more effective. In fact, both the service
process and information activities could not be separated due to the important
relationship between the customer and service employee, who may exchange their
ideas on the quality of service and food in the course of service encounters (Mills
and Turk, 1986; Gremler and Gwinner, 2000). Here, an exchange of information
about the service product between customers and employees is necessary, as it can
strengthen both the competitiveness of a FFR and the customer-employee
relationship (Shepherd et al, 2009). This linkage was noted by one participant
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who expressed the view that:
“Information about the market, customer, competitors, products, etc.,
are prerequisites to ensure good customer service, for without this
valuable information, the restaurant is blind. With the availability of
this knowledge and information, the restaurant knows how to structure
the process in order to deliver the best service” (Participant 26).

Despite one of the crucial sources of information for the betterment of service
operations being the customers (Chase, 1978), the data revealed that the
standardized operating settings were less dependent on customers providing
market and service information. Therefore, there were some suggestions that an
offer of an incentive should be introduced to encourage the provision of
information by customers. As two participants (2 and 5) noted:
“I have come across some employees who asked me about the
information of other competitors by completing a customer feedback
form. This reflects the importance of information to them, but I have
never been invited to do a survey about their competitiveness. Maybe a
discount coupon can induce customers to provide more market
information or intelligence, which should be useful to them”
(Participant 2).

Furthermore:
“I suggest some coupon or incentive to attract customers to provide
more market information. At present, there are coupons and incentives
to encourage repeat purchases. Maybe they can use them to promote
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the customers’ ideas so that the products and service can be improved”
(Participant 5).

4.3.3.4 Theme Fourteen: Contribution of Knowledge to Customer
Satisfaction
This section explores the data related to theme fourteen. As a summary, Table 4.19
delineates the importance of employee knowledge for enhancing customer
satisfaction in Hong Kong FFRs. Here, knowledge differs from information in that
knowledge is created by the very flow of information (Nonaka, 1994; Bontis,
1998). However, it is only when those pieces of information can help improve the
service operations of a FFR that the information can be considered as knowledge
(Petkovic and Miric, 2009).

Table 4.19:

The Contributions of Knowledge for enhancing Customer
Satisfaction

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The contributions of knowledge.

Positive influence of Knowledge
A linkage between knowledge and
competency enables the employees to
enhance customer relationships and to
serve the customers satisfactorily.

During the interview, the participants were asked to rank the importance of the
four SKIP elements. The results showed that the importance of the SKIP elements
was found to be (1) service, (2) process, (3) information, and (4) knowledge.
Although knowledge was considered as the least important, the importance of
knowledge and its contributions should not be overlooked. The findings showed
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that in addition to the views that there was a strong linkage between employee
knowledge and competency; there were also views that knowledge should be
ranked ahead of service (Participants 1, 2, 8, 13, 16, and 20). This is for the reason
that in the absence of knowledge competencies (Lindsay et al, 2003), employees
could find it difficult to understand the customers’ meal choices and their food
(Danaher and Mattsson, 1994), and as a result, high-quality service could not be
delivered to customers (Bitner et al, 1994). This linkage was commented on by
two participants (8 and 13), who said that:
“I think competence is very important for an employee in order to
deliver fast service and process, and competence is based on
knowledge. If the employee does not have enough knowledge, how can
good service be guaranteed?” (Participant 8).

And, furthermore:
“I think knowledge is very important to an employee, so as to ensure a
fast process. If the employee is incompetent, how can fast service be
delivered? I consider that the knowledgeable employees are more
trustworthy. It is also because of this reason that I rank knowledge in
front of service, because, as long as an employee knows what and how
to do, then good service comes” (Participant 13).

The element of knowledge could be extended to knowledge sharing in a
customer-employee interaction (Fan and Ku, 2010). In addition to the finding that
customer knowledge could strengthen a FFR’s competitive advantage (Fan and
Ku, 2010), the customers’ willingness to share knowledge with employees was
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actually a demonstration of their trust and reciprocity (Morgan and Hunt, 1994;
Pesämaa and Hair Jr, 2008). Therefore, FFRs should encourage their employees to
jointly develop knowledge with their customers in order to bring about “new
competencies” (Lindsay et al, 2003, p. 11).

4.3.3.5 Theme Fifteen: Combination of SKIP
This section explores the data related to theme fifteen. As a summary, Table 4.20
delineates the importance of SKIP for enhancing customer satisfaction in Hong
Kong FFRs.

Table 4.20:

The Contributions
Satisfaction

of

SKIP for

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The contributions of SKIP.

enhancing

Customer

Positive influence of SKIP
The combination of SKIP elements can
provide additional value to FFRs in
enhancing customer satisfaction and
customer retention.

The data revealed that a combination of the elements of SKIP should be able to
help enhancing the competitive advantage of a FFR, as the outcomes of
combining some elements should be more value-adding than the outcome of a
single element (Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Spekman and Carraway, 2006; Charvet
and Cooper, 2011). For example, an important customer-value-creation
opportunity is the combination of knowledge and information sharing between
customers and employees (Spekman and Carraway, 2006). This was echoed by
some participants (7 17, and 23), who commented that information and
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knowledge should be part of the service that makes up the delivery process of
fast-food. To this end, the combination of SKIP elements requires a review of the
interdependence amongst the individual elements, where interdependence means
the combination of some elements that can enhance FFRs’ competitive advantage
(Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Malone and Crowston, 1990; Walker et al, 2006; Buttle,
2009a). As the views of participants on the interdependence of the SKIP elements
are useful for understanding the benefits contributed by the combination of SKIP
elements, therefore, participants were specifically asked to comment on these
particular combinations. Here, a total of 30 participants provided their comments
on the interdependency of SKIP elements, with 41 comments received. A
summary of such dependency is depicted in Figure 4.1 and then discussed in the
following subsections.
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Figure 4.1: Combination of SKIP
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4.3.3.5.1

Interdependence of Service and Process

A total of thirty-nine percent of the comments (participants 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 10, 12, 15,
17, 19, 20, 22, 23, 26, 28, and 29) considered that service and process were
interdependent, as their combination could result in the pleasing outcome of fast
service (Baccarani et al, 2010). There were other comments, such as: as the
customers had paid for their meal, the service provided should include both fast
process and information sharing, where participants were expecting to have a
dialogue with the employees in exchange of service information, and views
regarding the FFR’s product or procedure. For example, Participant 7 noted that:
“I consider that fast process is part of the service [and] that they are
inter-related. As I have paid for my meal, then a satisfactory service
should include a fast process. Furthermore, it is very important for the
customers to share the market information with the employees, who
then can improve their service and fast-food process. Therefore, I
consider information sharing should be part of the service”
(Participant 7).

4.3.3.5.2

Interdependence of Service and Knowledge

A total of twenty-two percent of the comments related to service and knowledge
being considered to be interdependent (Participants 7, 16, 18, 20, 21, 23, 26, 27,
and 29). Among these comments, there was a view that both service and
knowledge and were equally important, as knowledge was a tool to create a
successful service and fast-food process. As noted by Participant 27: “Knowledge
is very important to employees, as it is only those knowledgeable employees that
can serve me well. My view is that a combination of service and knowledge can
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make the process fast and efficient” (Participant 27).

Furthermore, there were views that the combination of knowledge and service was
necessary, as it was the knowledgeable employees (Cao et al, 2006) who could
enhance customer satisfaction (Mittal and Lassar, 1996). It was this memorable
experience that could engender trust and customer satisfaction, which were
precursors of continued loyalty (Mattila, 2001). Other than those nonverbal
components of personalized service, as mentioned earlier, most importantly,
service employees had to impress their customers with an assurance of their
knowledge, skill, and professionalism (Parasuraman et al, 1988). It was this kind
of professional service (Liu and Wang, 2010) involving a face-to-face
demonstration of knowledge (Kahan, 2002) that could convey trust and
confidence (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Kriz and Fang, 2003) to the participants and,
in turn, generate their repeat purchase intentions (Mattila, 2001). As noted by
Participant 21:
“My view is that knowledge and service are very important, that they
are inter-related. A knowledgeable employee who works at the cashier
counter will certainly arouse my repurchase intentions, because
knowledge is an indication of his/her professionalism that can serve
me well. I do not like to talk to those ignorant employees who don’t
know how to serve customers” (Participant 21).

4.3.3.5.3

Interdependence of Knowledge and Information

Twenty-two percent of the responses considered that the combination of
knowledge and information was very important in delivering a successful
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fast-food service (Participants 6, 11, 17, 20, 24, 25, 26, 28, and 29). As customers
are an important source of information for service operations (Mills and Turk,
1986), customer information, therefore, plays an important role in the design of a
FFR’s service-and-delivery process. As knowledge contains both valuable
information and expectations regarding customer behaviour (Gwinner et al, 2005),
some participants (11, 24, and 25) remarked that customers were also a source of
knowledge on customer service and food quality. As noted by Participants 24 and
25:
“As customers are good source of information and knowledge relating
to customer service and food quality, therefore, dialogue between the
employees and customers is very important, where the exchange of
market information and product knowledge is very important, as their
contributions to the service and product improvements are beneficial
to both the fast-food restaurants and to the customers” (Participant
24).

Furthermore:
“Market information, product knowledge and information exchange
between customers and employees are very important in this highly
competitive environment” (Participant 25).

As this knowledge could provide meaningful business direction regarding
customers’ expectations for improving fast-food service and facilitating the
service interactions with customers (Bitner et al, 1994), therefore, it was a
sensible suggestion by three participants (2, 5, and 6) that FFRs should initiate
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incentive schemes to encourage customers to provide market information and
knowledge (de Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley, 2000). Furthermore, by means
of an exchange of information and knowledge, the employees could impress on
their customers that their views and suggestions were being respected and taken
seriously (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Bitner et al, 1994). As noted by Participant 5:
“I suggest that some incentive coupons be introduced to encourage
customers to provide more information and knowledge about customer
service and food quality, and in such a way that the customers can be
encouraged to contribute their ideas as to how the products and
service can be improved” (Participant 5).

4.3.3.5.4

Interdependence of Knowledge and Competency

Seventeen percent of the comments reflected that knowledge should be extended
to include competent employees in enhancing service quality (Participants 8, 13,
16, 17, 20, 26, and 27). Participants liked to have a knowledgeable and competent
employee when being served. As knowledgeable employees were able to
strengthen customers’ confidence in the food and service (Lee and Ulgado, 1997),
this could explain why some participants (8, 16, and 20) believed that
knowledgeable and competent employees were very important in ensuring the
delivery of high-quality service, as participants were judging the service provided
by the employees’ skill and knowledge (Mayer et al, 2003). Therefore,
knowledgeable and competent employees were seen to be those who had the basic
knowledge to provide the meal to the satisfaction of customers (Bitner et al, 1994;
Hartline and Ferrell, 1996). This indicates that the employees must be
knowledgeable and competent in order that they can contribute to the success of
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the new SKIP-based service-quality model. As noted by Participant 16:
“My experience is that a competent and knowledgeable employee is
very important in ensuring the delivery of good service, therefore,
knowledge and competence is inter-related” (Participant 16).

4.3.3.6 Theme Sixteen: Feasibility of SKIP for Fast-Food Restaurants
There is the possibility that using a SKIP-based approach could result in a slight
increase in costs for a FFR, for example, through the need for better training.
Therefore, this section explores the data related to theme sixteen in relation to the
feasibility of SKIP-based for FFRs in Hong Kong. As a summary, Table 4.21
delineates the feasibility of using SKIP for enhancing customer satisfaction.

Table 4.21:

The Feasibility of using SKIP for enhancing Customer
Satisfaction

The important element that can
enhance customer satisfaction
The effectiveness of using SKIP for
enhancing customer satisfaction.

Feasibility of SKIP
Using SKIP is feasible, as 53% of
participants were willing to pay an
additional charge of 5%-10% for the
new SKIP-based service-quality model
in anticipation of better service being
offered. Furthermore, there is a
suggestion that FFRs may introduce
the new SKIP-based service-quality
model for different time frames and for
different customers.

However, prior to exploring the feasibility of using a SKIP-based approach for
FFRs in Hong Kong, the arguments for and against an implementation of a
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SKIP-based approach are presented, whereby the problems and solutions can be
elicited.

4.3.3.6.1 Opposition to the Implementation of SKIP
The data revealed that a majority of the participants (56%) did not object to the
routine and standardized service on offer at Hong Kong FFRs due to time pressure
(Lee and Ulgado, 1997). Some participants (1, 5, 6, and 7) were even sceptical in
regard to the feasibility of implementing a SKIP-based approach in FFRs, as a
focus on the elements of SKIP would inevitably cause customers to spend more
time in taking their meals.

There were concerns that there would be many impatient customers during the
lunch break, who only had twenty minutes for lunch; therefore, they would prefer
(quicker) self-service lines. Even personalized services were thought to be
infeasible during the lunch break; as such service would have a negative impact
on the turnaround time of fast-food transactions. There were some comments
(Participants 1, 6, 9, and 13) that, as the purpose of having a meal at a FFR was
typically for fast service, that is, a quick meal (Babin and Babin, 2001), employee
service was considered to be immaterial. If a customer really required
personalized services, then they should choose a Chinese full-service restaurant
instead of a FFR (Ho and Lee, 2011). Furthermore, there were some adverse
comments (Participants 5, 6, 9, 13, and 23) on that implementing a SKIP-based
approach in FFRs might not be easy due to the issue of resources and the
cooperation of employees, who must have sufficient training (Lam and Zhang,
2003; Law et al, 2004). This finding was illustrated by Participant 13 and 23:
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“No, I don’t need the SKIP-based approach. All I need is fast service,
[so] that I can accept the standardized process of fast-food restaurants.
If I really need service, I should choose the full-service restaurants
instead of fast-food restaurants” (Participant 13).

And, furthermore
“I don’t think the SKIP-based approach can work due to the fast-food
restaurants’ limited resources. As employees in fast-food restaurants
have a very heavy workload, such as cleaning, ticketing, and delivery
of food, etc., I don’t think they will cooperate to implement the SKIP.
Furthermore, as the employees’ training is confined to these jobs, I
don’t think the fast-food restaurants can reallocate more resources to
provide additional training to them for implementing the SKIP”
(Participant 23).

4.3.3.6.2 Support for the Implementation of SKIP
On a positive note, 44% of the participants supported the implementation of a
SKIP-based approach to FFRs did so in anticipation of better service quality being
offered. There were positive responses including that, in addition to having a
quick meal, the participants wanted a relaxed atmosphere and they desired to be
served (Andersson and Mossberg, 2004). As they had paid for a meal, then the
service provided should include these value-added services, such as the inclusion
of personalized service from competent employees, and the sharing of information
and knowledge. In fact, these were the normal service they expected when paying
for a meal. Fast service alone could not satisfy some participants (11, 25, 26, and
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29), who felt that, as long as the service was enjoyable and/or informative; they
did not care as much about delays. Accordingly, they did not mind spending some
time in enjoying the employees’ service or talking with the employees: it was a
trade-off one, they were willing to make. As noted by Participant 29:
“If you want me to make a choice, I would prefer the fast-food
restaurants with a SKIP-based approach so that I could enjoy the new
services. I think these fast-food restaurants could provide better
services. I wouldn’t mind to spend some time enjoying these new
services” (Participant 29).

However, the current fast-food services in Hong Kong are based on standardized
self-service offerings (Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Bowen and Youngdahl,
1998), which are characterized by routine service encounters (Solomon et al, 1985;
Gwinner et al, 2005). It was exactly because of these routine and standardized
services (Ojasalo, 2001) that drove some participants (11, 16, 19, and 24) to ask
for more service options, such as greater personalization, instead of adhering to
the predetermined alternatives offered by FFRs (Gwinner et al, 2005). As noted
by Participant 24:
“I don’t like the routine service but, in fact, the fast-food restaurants in
Hong Kong are offering a standardized and routine service. I do not
have any choice at all. I like personalized service; therefore, I would
prefer fast-food restaurants with a SKIP-based approach. Furthermore,
I would like to have more choices of service as well as fast-food
restaurants” (Participant 24).
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Furthermore, an expectation of a change to the standardized self-service offerings
could be seen in some responses (Participant 4, 11, 24, 25, 26, 27, and 28), which
noted that even, though fast-food was equated with fast service, if there were new
personalized services on offer, then participants there were willing to try them.
This view was reflected by 53% of participants, who would not mind paying an
additional 5%-10% for their meals at FFRs (Andersson and Mossberg, 2004), that
focused on the elements of SKIP collectively, this evidence clearly indicates that
participants desired something different from the standardized fast-food settings in
Hong Kong, and there were suggestions that that a SKIP-based approach could be
potentially implemented during the evening meal session when participants had
more time to enjoy their meal. As noted by Participants 1 and 4:
“When other fast-food restaurants are offering the routine service, but
there is a fast-food restaurant that offers [something] special by
focusing on these four elements, then I shall try this special offer. Even
though the fast-food restaurants are offering a low price, the poor
service actually spoils my appetite, but I do not have any choice at all.
Therefore, I am willing to pay more, say 10-15%, to enjoy a fast-food
restaurant with better service, such as the SKIP-based approach”
(Participant 4).

Furthermore:
“Although I think the personalized service or information exchange
between the customers and employees may not be implemented during
the lunch break, because it will affect the turnaround time of fast-food
transactions, I think it will be feasible during the evening meal
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session” (Participant 1).

4.3.3.6.3 Feeling Rushed at FFRs
Despite the meaningful suggestion that a SKIP-based service-quality model
implemented via employees could be feasible during the evening meal session, the
overall frequency of participants having an evening meal at FFRs was very low.
Forty-eight percent of the participants indicated that they seldom went, or did not
go at all, to FFRs for an evening meal in consideration of a feeling of being
rushed to complete their meal (Noone et al, 2007). This outcome was due to the
participants’ memory of the tense feelings they experienced during their lunch
break in busy FFRs, where the employees were under pressure to speed up the
transactions, which created stress for the participants. This feeling of being rushed
was actually a sign of customer dissatisfaction (Noone et al, 2007), as participants
were overwhelmed by an adverse feeling that the FFRs’ staff were wanting them
to finish their meal as soon as possible (Andersson and Mossberg, 2004; Yan,
2009); therefore, they preferred to dine with their families for a more relaxed
evening meal at home or at full-service restaurants after a long day at work (Ha
and Jang, 2013).

Even amongst the 52% of participants who indicated that they did go to FFRs for
an evening meal, there were only two participants (23 and 29), who would go
there for an evening meal regularly. This reinforces the view that the standardized
service provided by FFRs was not interesting enough to attract customers for an
evening meal. As noted by Participant 10:
“I seldom have my evening meal at fast-food restaurants. I prefer to
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have my dinner with my family [at home] at night, because I feel warm
and comfortable having my family gathers together at home for dinner.
As there is a feeling of being rushed at fast-food restaurant, I still
prefer to have my evening meal at home in a relaxed atmosphere”
(Participant 10).

4.3.3.6.4 Suggestions for Solving Problems
In order to attract customers to take their evening meals at FFRs, six participants
(1, 2, 8, 10, 16, and 27) suggested that FFRs should run a dual service style by
introducing both a “technology-based delivery channel” (Roth and van der Velde,
1989, p. 29) and a SKIP-based approach for different time frames and for
entertaining different groups of customers. The suggestion is akin to the banking
service provided by the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, where
some customers prefer using an ATM and others prefer counter service. Although
SKIP and technology could provide more service options to customers and relieve
some of the employees’ work pressure, it is still the competency and attitudes of
the employees that determine the ultimate quality of the service experience (Chase,
1978). This suggests that the role of service employees in serving customers
should not be neglected (Roth and van der Velde, 1989). As noted by Participants
2 and 27:
“I think a fast-food restaurant can run a dual-service style. One is to
provide (a) mechanical style of fast-food and the other one (b) focuses
on the element of service, knowledge, information, and process. For
customers who need fast service without customer service, they can go
to (a), but for those who have time to be served, they can go to (b),
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which may have a relative long queue. This is like the banking service
provided by HSBC, some customers prefer the ATM, but some prefer
counter service” (Participant 2).

Furthermore:
“I think a fast-food restaurant should introduce an automated fast-food
delivery line, as it helps maintain the efficiency and reduce the
employees’ workload, therefore, employees could have more time in
serving customers. I think that the SKIP-based approach should be
implemented during the evening meal session when customers usually
have more time to enjoy their meal” (Participant 27).

4.3.3.7 Summary
In summary, the findings supported the view that FFRs should seek competitive
advantage from the elements of SKIP, which could help bolster the customer
satisfaction-retention linkage (Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Buttle et al, 2002; Law et
al, 2004; Han et al, 2009; Baccarani et al, 2010). It was found that the
combination of SKIP elements could assist FFRs in increasing customer
satisfaction, this leading to customer retention being enhanced. Most importantly,
slightly more than half of the participants were willing to pay an additional charge
to enjoy their meals at the FFRs that focused on the elements of SKIP. Here,
customers’ “willingness to pay more” (Andersson and Mossberg, 2004, p. 175)
actually indicates their increased level of expectations for additional value-added
service at the FFRs. Accordingly, the suggestions of introducing an automated
fast-food delivery line during the lunch break and implementing a SKIP-based
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approach implemented via competent employees during the evening meal session
could be able to entertain the different desires of customers, thus leading to
customer satisfaction-retention linkage being enhanced (Patterson, 2004; Hyun,
2010).

4.4

Conclusion

This chapter has presented the findings of the data analysis, which suggest that an
employee’s positive attitudes, efforts, and performance have a positive influence
on enhancing the customer satisfaction-retention linkage. In particular, it was
found that the employees’ personalized service, and their display of customer care
and friendliness were very effective in enhancing customer satisfaction. To this
end, employee training and competence in Hong Kong FFRs were identified as
requiring improvement. Furthermore, support from management to empower
employees, who need to be flexible in regard to the different needs of customers,
was also found to be required.

Although the feasibility of developing customer relationships in the fast-food
restaurant industry is contentious, there was still overwhelming support for
developing personal relationships, which was deemed to be of utmost important in
Chinese society. Not only was the important role of a service employee confirmed,
interestingly, an employee was also found to be able to enhance the development
of customer-to-customer interactions in FFRs, whereby a customer’s repurchase
intentions could be increased.

The data also supported the contributions of competent employees and the
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combination of SKIP elements in providing quality service to improve the
satisfaction of customers that could ultimately enhance customer retention. Based
on these findings, it can be concluded that a SKIP-based service-quality model
implemented via employees could have a positive effect in enhancing customer
satisfaction and in strengthening the FFRs’ competitive advantage, namely: by
encouraging customers to share their information and knowledge with employees,
this could favourably impress customers that their views and suggestions are
being respected and trusted. By making use of this information and knowledge,
the FFRs can consider varying their business strategies in order to suit the
competitive marketplace. By sharpening service quality through adopting a
SKIP-based service-quality model implemented via employees, FFRs’ customer
relationships could be deepened so that profitable customers would continue to
patronise the FFRs. With the implementation of this new SKIP-based
service-quality model, FFRs could charge a premium price for their service by
selling more to their existing customers at a higher margin. The theoretical
insights and practical implications drawn from the findings are depicted in the
next chapter.

158

5.

Conclusion

5.1

Introduction

This chapter presents the conclusion, insights and implications drawn from the
research findings in the previous chapter. The purpose of this chapter is to
demonstrate how the implications drawn from the findings can reshape the
service-quality strategy of FFRs in order to reduce their over-reliance on a pricing
strategy. Section 5.2 reviews the study’s key results. Section 5.3 discusses the
implications for theory, which includes the presentation of an emergent
Employee-centric SKIP-based Service-Quality Model for the Hong Kong
fast-food restaurant industry along with accompanying research propositions.
The implications for practice are presented in Section 5.4. Finally, this chapter
concludes with a discussion of the limitations and suggestions for future research,
which are presented in Section 5.5.

5.2

Key Results of this Study

In Hong Kong, there are over 300,000 customers being served by FFRs daily
(HKG, 2009). As of the fourth quarter of 2011, there were 1,609 FFRs in Hong
Kong, and their total business receipts amounted to HK$3,958 million (HKG,
2011a). This was an increase of seven percent in value as compared to the fourth
quarter of 2010 (HKG, 2011a; 2011b). The promising outlook for the Hong Kong
fast-food restaurant industry certainly offers strong potential for investment (Li,
2011). Yet competition among FFRs is intense and, in response, some FFRs have
lowered their meal prices in order to survive (Li, 2010; Siu, 2011). However,
FFRs’ survival cannot be based on thin profit margins. It is only through
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enhancing the customer satisfaction-retention linkage that can guarantee the
survival for FFRs in the competitive Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry
(Patterson, 2004; Hyun, 2010; Cheng et al, 2011). Furthermore, considering the
high cost in acquiring new customers (Kumar et al, 2011), FFRs need to find ways
to retain their customers. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore the
potential effectiveness of a new SKIP-based service-quality model for the Hong
Kong FFR context involving an employee-focus on the elements of service,
knowledge, information, and process (SKIP) that could enhance customer
satisfaction and retention. To this end, the study sought to answer the following
research questions:
1. How can a service employee influence the success of customer retention in the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
2. What is the role of a service employee in a seller-buyer interaction in the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?
3. What is the relative contribution of each SKIP element to customer retention
in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry?

By using the literature as a basis to interpret the research findings that address
these research questions (Daymon and Holloway, 2011; Sampson, 2012), the
researcher provides his interpretations of and explanations regarding the following
key results of this study that are now discussed.

5.2.1

Research Question One

In regard to Research Question One, this study identified that the employees’
positive attitudes, efforts, and performance were able to enhance the Hong Kong
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employee-customer
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as

a

result,

the

customer

satisfaction-retention linkage could be strengthened (Bettencourt and Gwinner,
1996; Patterson, 2004; Wall and Berry, 2007; Huang, 2008; Castellanos-Verdugo
et al, 2009; di Mascio, 2010). The findings are consistent with the view that
employees’ rapport with customers can enhance customer satisfaction, especially
where service employees should “ask questions to understand customer needs”
(Gremler and Gwinner, 2008, p. 318), because it carries an implication of
personalized service that the employees will assist the customers in attaining the
best service offer (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987). The findings revealed that
good FFR service should include personalized service (Surprenant and Solomon,
1987; Mittal and Lassar, 1996), which is an augmented service offering that can
help differentiate a FFR from its competitors (Grönroos, 1987; Storey and
Easingwood, 1998; Heung and Gu, 2012). Although concerns were expressed
about the feasibility for the employees in developing personalized service
(Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996) during the lunch
break, as many customers are highly sensitive to the speed of service delivery
(Bitner et al, 1994), the findings supported prior research (Gutek et al, 2000) that
customers looking for personalized service are willing to wait longer. In other
words, as the goal of personalized service is to assist the customers in attaining
the best service that meets their needs, therefore, the trade-off for waiting is that
when the employees get to these customers, they can spend sufficient time to do
an effective job of providing a customized level of service that can help foster
customer satisfaction (Gutek et al, 2000; Law et al, 2004). For example, the FFR
employees can promote the best quality of food to customers, as it conveys the
impression of caring about their health (Mehta and Maniam, 2002).
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5.2.1.1 Customer-Employee Interaction
The research findings also revealed that a good relationship could contribute to
the customer’s perceived convenience, confidence, comfort, and greater
satisfaction with the FFRs. Accordingly, there was a suggestion that FFRs should
look to maximize customer-employee interactions, which is a strategic need for
them to cater for the various needs of customers (Mayer et al, 2003). This is
because once the customer and employee have a shared history of comfortable
interactions, personal relationships derived from the interactions further motivate
their reciprocal exchanges (Gutek et al, 2000) and can increase their bonding and
commitment, which are key characteristics of a successful service relationship
(Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Selnes, 1998).

The building of a service relationship relies on able employees, whose positive
attitudes, efforts, and performance can have an important contribution to high
service quality (Mittal and Lassar, 1996; van Dolen et al, 2002; Wall and Berry,
2007; Dovalienė et al, 2007). Therefore, these positive elements of employees are
also known as the soft attributes of service quality (Dovalienė et al, 2007), which
help promote improved trust and relationships between employees and customers.
Here, the research findings revealed that customers’ repeat purchase intentions
could be enhanced by their trust and relationships with the employees, who
exhibited the soft attributes of service quality (Mittal and Lassar, 1996; Dovalienė
et al, 2007). Therefore, FFRs in Hong Kong should inculcate these soft attributes
of service quality into their customer-service approaches, which can have a
positive effect on the customer’s evaluation of employee attitudes (Gwinner et al,
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2005).

The research findings revealed that a friendly and service-minded employee who
works at the ticketing counter could help to cement a customer relationship. This
first point of contact has a key influence on the customer’s assessment and
perceptions of the overall quality of service, as the customer’s first impressions
are strongly influenced by the quality of the reception employees provide (Rafaeli,
1993). Therefore, this is a good opportunity for Hong Kong FFR employees to
provide high-quality personalized service, which can help result in more
satisfactory transaction and, over time, a more satisfying relationship with
customers (Mittal and Lassar, 1996; Ball et al, 2006).

The research findings also revealed that FFR employees tended to stand at the
food delivery counter for ensuring a fast delivery of food (Bitner, 1990; Law et al,
2004), with the misconception that fast service alone could enhance customer
satisfaction. In contrast, this kind of “back-stage mindset” (Glushko and Tabas,
2009, p. 415) only strives for efficiency and standardization of fast service that
does not satisfy the customers’ need for personalized service (Surprenant and
Solomon, 1987).

5.2.1.2 Customer-to-Customer Interaction
Interestingly, the research findings revealed that when participants undertook a
repeat purchase at the same FFR for enjoying the personalized service that was
provided by the friendly employees, they also found themselves enjoying the
positive experience of exchanging knowledge and information with other
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customers. They liked to make repeat purchases, for they enjoyed the value-added
effects (Liu et al, 2000) of the service as a result of the additional entertainment
and experiential value of the service experience that was created by interacting
with other customers (Zhang et al, 2010). The research findings suggested that a
FFR becomes a good place for engaging in social exchange (Goyal and Singh,
2007). When a customer becomes acquainted with the other customers, the
“customer-to-customer friendship” (Martin and Pranter, 1989, p. 7) of this group
can further drive their repurchase intentions (Moore et al, 2005). This finding is
consistent with the literature, namely: customer-to-customer interaction, which
can drive customer satisfaction, provides a useful addition for FFRs to attract new
customers (Martin and Pranter, 1989; Moore et al, 2005; Nicholls, 2011). As
customers in Hong Kong emphasize family cohesiveness (Chow, 2007), therefore,
an able employee that finds ways to foster a strong personal relationship with the
customers in anticipation of their encouragement with others at the FFR could
benefit the FFR. This finding highlights that an important way to foster a personal
relationship is through rapport building, which is found to be very effective in
enhancing FFR service quality, as the customers feel that they are being respected
and cared for (Haywood-Farmer, 1988).

5.2.2

Research Question Two

In regard to Research Question Two, this study identified the important role of a
service employee, who can ensure service reliability and customer-to-customer
interactions, which, as a result, can help improve customers’ satisfaction and
repurchase intentions (Bitner et al, 1994; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996;
Patterson, 2004; Huam et al, 2011). Although Bettencourt and Gwinner (1996)
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posit that that fast-food service is less customizable by frontline service
employees, the research findings clearly evidenced the perceived need of the
employees’ personalized services to enhance customer satisfaction in the Hong
Kong FFR context (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Cheng et al, 2011). Furthermore, it is
sensible to introduce personalized service in an individualistic-culture society
(Leung, 1996; Chow, 2007; Parker et al, 2009), such as Hong Kong, where the
individualistic-culture customers consider personalized services to be very
important (Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007). The findings highlighted that employees
should be mindful that customers also enjoy the nonverbal components of
personalized service that could help produce a more satisfactory transaction, as
they could seek to impress customers with a feeling of being respected, cared for,
and served differently (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Kriz and Fang, 2003; Lee and
Kacen, 2008). As the introduction of personalized service in FFRs would enable
customers to inform the employees of their needs, accordingly, employees could
analyse these customer needs in order to deliver appropriate service (Fan and Ku,
2010). Therefore, service employees should be encouraged to converse with
customers and to show interest in them by enquiring of their needs.

5.2.2.1 Customer-Relationship Employees
Although concerns were expressed about the feasibility for the employees to
develop relationships during the very short time of service encounters (Surprenant
and Solomon, 1987; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996), the research findings
revealed that it was very important to develop customer relationships in Chinese
society (Kriz and Fang, 2003; Lee and Dawes, 2005; Lee, 2010). Accordingly,
there were suggestions that building customer relationships should be the
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responsibility of every employee. This idea may appear extravagant, however, it is
an opportunity for the service employees to demonstrate their personalized service
(Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996), which sends
the message that the FFR gives individual attention to each customer (Andaleeb
and Conway, 2006).

5.2.2.2 Employees Training
The research findings also revealed the perceived sufficient training need to
enable for the employees to provide high-quality personalized service that could
increase customer satisfaction. Here, in order that the high-quality personalized
service could be provided by the FFR employees (Mittal and Lassar, 1996; Fan
and Ku, 2010), the concepts of employee-customer interactions and relationship
building (Solnet, 2007) should be presented to all employees through relationship
training (Mattila, 2001). Furthermore, fast-food service requires a high level of
skill and knowledge from service employees (Pratten, 2003), whose competency
is based on appropriate levels of training in technical knowledge, product
knowledge, and interpersonal skills (de Chernatony and Dall'Olmo Riley, 2000).
However, there were many unfavourable remarks made by the participants about
perceived insufficient training that resulted in employee incompetence, an
example being receiving confusing service information due to incompetent
employees.

The research findings also suggested a strong link between a knowledgeable
employee and long-term customer relationships (Crosby et al, 1990). As a
competent and knowledgeable employee can enhance the reliability of service
166

delivery and customization, along with building and maintaining customer
relationships (Mittal and Lassar, 1996; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996), therefore,
successful service quality relies upon employees, whose competence is their
expertise, which is derived from training (Harris and Ezeh, 2008). As service
quality can influence customer satisfaction (Huam et al, 2011), therefore, highly
trained and competent employees are essential for enhancing customer satisfaction
(Qin and Prybutok, 2008). To this end, the research findings suggested that FFR
managers should act as a role model for training employees, who should aim to
maximize their knowledge on technical and interpersonal skills in order to deliver
the highest quality of service (Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998).

5.2.2.3 Empowerment of Service Employees
The research findings revealed that many participants were impressed with an
employee’s expedient manner in solving service problems or ad hoc requests. As
there are service encounters that need a quick response to fulfil any customers’ ad
hoc requests; therefore, service employees must be empowered to take care of
their customers to the customers’ satisfaction. As it is very important for the
employees to provide flexibility in order to adapt to different customer situations
(Mayer et al, 2003; John et al, 2006), therefore, empowerment is crucial in order
to facilitate decentralization of authority by giving service employees flexible
discretion (Wathen and Anderson, 1995), which is a prerequisite for an effective
personalization process (Gwinner et al, 2005). Furthermore, flexibility is very
important in a service quality process for it permits employees to streamline the
process variance and to improve their problem solving abilities, for example,
when assessing a service failure situation, the service employees are authorized to
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compensate the affected customers appropriately (Flynn et al, 1995; John et al,
2006). This is very important to the success of service quality, especially when an
employee’s efforts to tackle a customer’s problem is perceived to be high, the
customer will be more satisfied with the service of the FFR (Evanschitzky and
Wunderlich, 2006; Huang, 2008).

5.2.3

Research Question Three

Research Question Three served to examine the feasibility and contribution of the
SKIP-based service-quality model to the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.
The research findings revealed that the SKIP elements could help enhance the
customer satisfaction-retention linkage (Rust and Zahorik, 1993; Buttle et al, 2002;
Law et al, 2004; Han et al, 2009; Baccarani et al, 2010). Furthermore, the
combination of SKIP elements could help increase the competitive advantage of
Hong Kong FFR. There were findings in support of the combination of SKIP
elements, which include: fast service was based on the combination of service and
process (Baccarani et al, 2010); the combination of service and knowledge
contributed to the efficiency of the process (Cao et al, 2006; Baccarani et al,
2010); and the sharing of market information and service knowledge can facilitate
the customer-employee interaction (Bitner et al, 1994; Spekman and Carraway,
2006).

Although the research findings revealed that more than half of the participants
were willing to pay an additional charge to enjoy their meals at the FFRs that
focused on the elements of SKIP, one-quarter of participants were sceptical in
regard to the feasibility of implementing a SKIP-based approach during the
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lunch-break peak period. In response to this obstacle, the research findings
suggested that FFRs could run a dual service style (Rust et al, 2002), by
introducing both a technology-mediated self-service (Roth and van der Velde,
1989; Massad et al, 2006) and a SKIP-based approach for different time frames
and for different customer groups.
.

5.2.3.1 Technology-Mediated Service Encounter
The research findings revealed that participants desired a change to the
standardized self-service offerings (Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998). Here, although
participants desired personalized services, fast service was still very important.
This apparent conflict was due to the participants typically having only 20
minutes for their lunch break; therefore, a fast process was very important to
enable the delivery of fast service to satisfy customers. As there were adverse
comments that the pressure of fast service was the culprit of the employees’
misbehaviour (Hensley and Sulek, 2007), therefore, a technology-mediated
service (Roth and van der Velde, 1989; Massad et al, 2006) should be considered
during the peak period of the lunch break in order to relieve the employees’ heavy
workload and to satisfy the customers’ needs for efficiency. Although a
technology-mediated service is based on automation, it requires customers to
actively participate in the process in order to create the service (Massad et al,
2006; Schumann et al, 2012). In other words, a technology-mediated service
actually appears in the combination of SKIP elements, for example, customers
could benefit from the value-in-use as a result of information and knowledge
sharing for the betterment of automated service (Chase, 1978; Vargo and Lusch,
2008; Schumann et al, 2012). Furthermore, the perceived ease of use and
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perceived enjoyment in using technology-mediated service could help increase
customer satisfaction (Massad et al, 2006).

5.2.3.2 The Full-Service Evening Meal
The research findings also revealed that frequenting a FFR for an evening meal
was not popular with the participants, who disliked being “rushed along” (Noone
et al, 2007, p. 238) at FFRs. Furthermore, they also preferred to dine with their
families for a relaxed evening meal at home or at the Chinese restaurants due to
the customization of their full-service offering (Globerson and Maggard, 1991;
Ho and Lee, 2011; Ha and Jang, 2013). Therefore, it emerged that Hong Kong
FFRs could make use of the SKIP elements to attract customers to take their
evening meal at FFRs. Here, by introducing full-service, the evening meal session
could utilize a SKIP-based approach, where interpersonal exchanges would be
emphasized, and more “leisurely attention” (Chase, 1978, p. 141) would be given
to those customers who desire a more relaxed dining experience.

As Asian culture considers dining at a restaurant as a social, family-related, or
entertainment experience (Lee and Ulgado, 1997), strategically, a more
full-service offering could attract customers and their families to have their
evening meals at FFRs (Babin et al, 2005). An evening meal comprises the
sharing of information, knowledge, and problem solving experiences among
family members (Gibbs, 2006), therefore, the implementation of a SKIP-based
approach during the evening meal session could provide families with a place to
enjoy customized service as well as communication among family members so
that, ultimately, the “frequency of family dining” (Gibbs, 2006, p. 52) could be
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increased. Most importantly, the time necessary for “home meal preparation”
(Allen et al, 2008, p. 337) can be reduced through an evening meal at FFRs,
where family members can largely enjoy “the richest conversations and the
moments of genuine intimacy” (Gibbs, 2006, p. 51).

According to Isenberg (1981), people experiencing low time pressure expect
themselves to be less task-oriented and friendlier. As pressure on employees for
speed and efficiency is lower during the slower times of evening meal session,
they could take the time to build rapport with customers (Isenberg, 1981; Gremler
and Gwinner, 2000), therefore, a higher level of employee-customer interpersonal
contact during this period could help foster friendships and enjoyment between
customers and employees (Crosby et al, 1990; Yan, 2009).

Based on the evidence in this study that employee-customer interactions are able
to facilitate customer-to-customer interactions (Martin and Pranter, 1989; Mayer
et al, 2003), FFRs could make use of the new SKIP-based approach to foster these
interactions with a view to motivating more customers to recommend the FFR
(Solnet, 2007; Qin and Prybutok, 2008). Therefore, by means of an
employee-focus on the elements of SKIP in driving more customer-to-customer
interactions (Moore et al, 2005), Hong Kong FFRs could be able to grow their
business through the expansion of in-group customers (Ock Yum, 1998; Lee,
2010).

5.3

Implications for Theory

This section discusses the knowledge gained from this study that can provide new
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theories or new thinking about and understanding of existing theories (Whetten,
1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Sampson, 2012). Other than those theories
and insights derived from the data that are applicable to the Hong Kong fast-food
restaurant industry (Wacker, 1998; 2008a; Díaz Andrade, 2009), most importantly,
this study finds that a service employee can enhance customer retention; and the
combination of SKIP elements can provide synergistic effects toward an outcome
of good service that can strengthen the customer satisfaction-retention linkage
(Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Bitner et al, 1994; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996;
Patterson, 2004; Huam et al, 2011).

5.3.1

Contribution to Service Marketing

Driven by the study’s results, there are seven contributions that this thesis makes
to service-marketing theory that have an important connection with customer
dis/satisfaction (Bitner, 1990; Bitner et al, 1990), namely: the components of good
service; the components of personalized service; the important influence of
service-employees’ efforts; the components of service-employees’ adverse
attitudes and behaviours; the indicator of customer satisfaction; the customer
satisfaction-retention linkage; and a SKIP-based model of service quality for the
Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.

The first contribution relates to good service. Further to Surprenant and Solomon
(1987, p. 87) who confine the component of a “good service” to a personalized
service, our understanding about good service is deepened by this study, which
provides a broader perspective on the components of good service that could
enhance customer satisfaction, namely: the employees’ politeness, helpfulness,
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observance, and smile, in addition to their personalized service.

The second contribution relates to personalized service. Although some scholars
confine the components of personalized service to helpfulness, friendliness,
fairness politeness, competence, and courtesy that could enhance customer
satisfaction (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Mittal and Lassar, 1996; Sulek and
Hensley, 2004), our understanding about personalized service is broadened by this
study, which provides an insight into the unique components (Wacker, 2008b) of
personalized service for FFRs, namely: good service quality; a smile; reliability;
efficiency; friendliness; consideration; politeness; sincerity; helpfulness; being
observant; customer care; treating customers with respect; and building rapport
with customers.

The third contribution increases our understanding on the important influence of
service-employees’ efforts that could enhance customer satisfaction. As
employee-customer interaction is the key competitive strategy for driving
customer satisfaction (Solnet, 2007), this study’s results revealed that service
employees’ efforts, especially their “building rapport with customers” and “asking
questions to understand customer needs” (Gremler and Gwinner, 2008, pp. 310,
318), which are excellent means of showing care and respect, are very effective in
creating customer retention and their reciprocal favour for Hong Kong FFRs (Lee
and Dawes, 2005).

The fourth contribution deepens our understanding on the components of
service-employees’ adverse attitudes and behaviours that could induce a negative
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impression from the customers. Building on Albrecht’s (1998) suggestion that
service employees should reduce customers’ complaints by preventing the
occurrence of the “sins of service” (pp. 14-16) − namely: apathy, brush-off,
coldness, condescension, robotism, rule book, and runaround (Albrecht, 1998;
Baccarani et al, 2010) − this study’s results confirmed that customers can be
provoked by the employees’ adverse attitudes and behaviours, specifically: their
inconsideration; impatience; being uncaring; rudeness; unresponsiveness;
impoliteness; and inattentiveness to the customers’ ad hoc requests.

The fifth contribution relates to the indicator of customer satisfaction. As service
quality refers to the collective effort of service performance, which affects the
degree of customer satisfaction (Bitner, 1990; Buttle, 2009b), therefore, a high
level of customer satisfaction should be a good predictor of customer retention
(Smith and Albaum, 2013). Consequently, a good predictor of customer
satisfaction should be able to help FFRs to understand their service performance
from a customer perspective. Here, this study’s results support Andersson and
Mossberg’s (2004) proposition that customers’ satisfaction can be effectively
reflected by their “willingness to pay more” (p. 171). Accordingly, Hong Kong
FFRs should improve their service quality that could affect customers’ behaviour
intentions in terms of their willingness to pay more (Heung and Gu, 2012; Smith
and Albaum, 2013)

The sixth contribution relates to customer-satisfaction-retention linkage. Prior
studies by Patterson (2004), and Wong and Mula (2009) suggest that customer
satisfaction-retention linkage can be effectively applied to a service industry with
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low switching costs, such as the auto servicing. The findings of this study support
the moderating effect of a service employee on enhancing the customer
satisfaction-retention linkage in Hong Kong FFRs, which is also characterized by
low switching costs (de Ruyter et al, 1998; Pimpakorn and Patterson, 2010;
Pantouvakis, 2012). Therefore, this research deepens our understanding of the link
between customer satisfaction and customer retention for a service context with
low switching costs, where a service employee can be an important factor
influencing a customer’s decision to remain with a service-provider (Bettencourt
and Gwinner, 1996; Castellanos-Verdugo et al, 2009; di Mascio, 2010).

The seventh contribution deepens our understanding about the potential of a
SKIP-based model of service quality for the Hong Kong FFR context. Buttle et al
(2002, p. 4) suggest that competitive advantage needs to be sought from the
elements of “service, process, knowledge, and information”. This suggestion has
inspired this study, with the findings suggesting that FFRs could apply a
SKIP-based service-quality model involving service employees as a key
component of employee-customer interactions (Crosby et al, 1990; Dovalienė et
al, 2007) in order to differentiate themselves and to drive their profitability
through improved customer satisfaction and retention (Crosby et al, 1990;
Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009). Drawing on the findings of this study
and the extant literature, a SKIP-based model of service quality for the Hong
Kong fast-food restaurant industry is presented in Figure 5.1 with the elements of
the model discussed in the following subsection (5.3.1.1).

This emergent SKIP-based service-quality model improves our understanding of
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the real phenomenon of fast-food service in Hong Kong, and the customers’
expectations and perceptions of service quality in the FFRs (Zeithaml et al, 1988;
Law et al, 2004; Baccarani et al, 2010; Huam et al, 2011). This SKIP-based
service-quality model has taken into consideration of the suggested components
that could create additional value for a modified service-quality model
(Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Gaster, 1995; Dabholkar et al, 1996; Shahin, 2005; Seth
et al, 2005; Ladhari, 2008; Pollack, 2009; Baccarani et al, 2010). Furthermore, the
new model provides an alternative and pragmatic way of examining service
quality as compared to other service-quality models, for example, the
SERVQUAL model (Parasuraman et al, 1985) or Grönroos’ (1984) model.
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Figure 5.1:

An Employee-centric SKIP-based Service-Quality Model for
the Hong Kong Fast-food Restaurant Industry
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5.3.1.1 An Employee-focus on SKIP-based Service-Quality Model
The conceptualization depicted in Figure 5.1 is explained in this section so as to
guide future research in the area. This study aimed to explore the potential
effectiveness of a new SKIP-based service-quality model for the Hong Kong FFR
context involving an employee-focus on the elements of service, knowledge,
information, and process (SKIP) that could enhance customer satisfaction and
retention (Ahmad and Buttle, 2001a; 2001b; Buttle et al, 2002; Patterson, 2004;
Wong and Mula, 2009). Drawing on the findings of this study presented in
Chapter 4 and the extant literature, an emergent, theory-building process
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Wacker, 1998) was used to develop the emergent model − An
Employee-centric SKIP-based Service-Quality Model for the Hong Kong
Fast-food Restaurant Industry – which is therefore presented in Figure 5.1. The
model is proposed for the Hong Kong FFR context. The theoretical and empirical
(phenomenological) support for the emergent model is discussed in the following
sections.

5.3.1.1.1

Research Propositions in relation to SKIP

The study findings revealed that a SKIP-based approach was able to engender
trust, strengthen customer commitment and enhance value-creating benefits,
whereby customer satisfaction-retention linkage could be increased (Morgan and
Hunt, 1994; Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Salegna and Goodwin, 2005; Han and Ryu,
2009; Buttle, 2009a). Therefore, SKIP should have a positive influence on
customer trust, commitment, satisfaction, and value. More specifically, the
findings supported that the SKIP elements could enhance Hong Kong FFRs’
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competitive advantage (Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Buttle et al, 2002). In regard to
service, the literature identified that an employee’s personalized service could
reinforce trust through interpersonal commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Mittal
and Lassar, 1996; Garbarino and Johnson, 1999). This view was supported by
some participants (1, 3, 7, 9, 11, 13, 14, 17, 23, 26, and 28), who liked employees’
personalized service, which was found to be able to enhance customer value,
relationships and satisfaction-retention linkage (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987;
Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Patterson, 2004; de Run and Ting, 2006; Buttle, 2009a).
This leads to the first research proposition:

Proposition 1:

Good service offered by FFR employees will have a positive
influence on (a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c)
satisfaction, and (d) value.

In regard to knowledge, the literature identified that value-added service has to
rely upon the employees’ competency, which lies in the application of their basic
knowledge (Nonaka, 1994; Chen and Chen, 2010). This view was supported by
some participants (1, 2, 8, 13, 16, and 20), who ranked knowledge ahead of
service because, in the absence of knowledge competencies (Lindsay et al, 2003),
participants were not confident about the service provided (Bitner et al, 1994).
Therefore, they wanted to be served by knowledgeable employees (Bitner et al,
1994; Gwinner et al, 2005). Furthermore, an important customer-value-creation
opportunity is the knowledge sharing that can occur between customers and
employees (Spekman and Carraway, 2006; Buttle, 2009a; Chen and Chen, 2010).
In this regard, it was found that the customers’ willingness to share knowledge
with employees was a demonstration of their trust and reciprocity (Morgan and
179

Hunt, 1994; Pesämaa and Hair Jr, 2008). This leads to the second research
proposition:

Proposition 2:

Knowledgeable employees will have a positive influence on
(a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c) satisfaction, and value.

In regard to information, the literature identified that service employees are a
critical source of information about customers, whose information can be used by
them to facilitate their service interactions with customers (Bitner et al, 1994).
This view was supported by some participants (2, 5, and 7), who believed that
information was a tool to make a FFR’s process and service more effective.
Furthermore, an important customer-value-creation opportunity is the information
activities involving sharing between customers and employees (Spekman and
Carraway, 2006; Buttle, 2009a), who may exchange their ideas on the quality of
service and process in the course of service encounters (Mills and Turk, 1986;
Gremler and Gwinner, 2000). It was also found that an exchange of information
between customers and employees was able to enhance customer relationship and
customer satisfaction-retention linkage (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Morgan
and Hunt, 1994; Patterson, 2004; de Run and Ting, 2006). This leads to the third
research proposition:

Proposition 3:

Information sharing will have a positive influence on (a)
customer trust, (b) commitment, (c) satisfaction, and value.

In regard to process, Buttle et al (2002) posit that an organization’s commitment
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to improving its process is equivalent to its commitment to providing the best
service to its customers. This was supported by a total of thirty-nine percent of the
comments (participants 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 10, 12, 15, 17, 19, 20, 22, 23, 26, 28, and 29),
who considered that process and service are inter-related (Grönroos, 2000;
Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004). The findings also revealed that a service
process involving a competent employee could increase value-creating benefits,
which could enhance customer trust, commitment and satisfaction-retention
linkage (Campbell, 2003; Patterson, 2004; Walker et al, 2006; Buttle, 2009a). This
leads to the fourth research proposition:

Proposition 4:

Service process involving a competent employee will have a
positive influence on (a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c)
satisfaction, and (d) value.

5.3.1.1.2

Research Propositions in relation to Service Employees

Furthermore, as FFRs are run by employees, whose role, attitudes, efforts, and
performance were found to have a positive influence on SKIP and customer
satisfaction (Mattila, 2001; van Dolen et al, 2002; Gwinner et al, 2005; Solnet,
2007; Dovalienė et al, 2007; Macky and Boxall, 2007; Huang, 2008). Therefore,
arguably, there is a case to be made that employees would have a moderation
effect on the relationships of SKIP that resulting in a positive influence on
customer trust, commitment, satisfaction and value (Pimpakorn and Patterson,
2010; Pantouvakis, 2012). A moderation effect is one where a third variable
“affects the direction and/or strength of the relation between an independent
variable and a dependent variable” (Baron and Kenny, 1986, p. 1174). In other
words, “a moderator is a third variable that modifies a causal effect” (Wu and
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Zumbo, 2008, p. 368).

In regard to the role of employee, the literature identified the important role of
service employees, who have to competently provide customers with knowledge
on the service, production, and delivery process, as the faster the service that
customers receive, the more satisfaction they will derive (Grönroos, 1994;
Andaleeb and Conway, 2006; Solnet, 2007). This is supported by a significant
proportion (71%) of the responses that contended that service employees played a
very important role in enhancing service quality. In addition that employees could
ensure a successful implementation of SKIP, they were able to inspire customers’
positive emotions and repurchase intentions by enhancing their confidence in the
FFR (Bitner et al, 1994; Price et al, 1995; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996; Lee
and Ulgado, 1997; di Mascio, 2010). This leads to the fifth research proposition:

Proposition 5:

The role of service employees will have a moderation effect
on the relationships of SKIP that resulting in a positive
influence on (a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c)
satisfaction, and (d) value.

In regard to the employees’ attitudes, the literature identified that an employee’s
soft attributes, such as attitudes, courteousness, and service-mindedness could
affect customer satisfaction and the choice of a FFR (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006;
Solnet, 2007; Dovalienė et al, 2007). The findings also revealed that employees’
positive, soft attitude and behaviours could enhance customer trust, commitment,
and satisfaction-retention (Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996; Gremler and Gwinner,
182

2000; Patterson, 2004; Fullerton, 2005; Dovalienė et al, 2007; Solnet, 2007).
Examples of these positive attitudes include: having a: good; empathic; polite;
helpful; observant; and/or personalized attitude. Furthermore, examples of
positive behaviours include: sincerity; consideration; attentiveness; a smile;
observance; promotion of food; and assisting the elderly. Likewise, employees’
adverse attitudes and behaviours that could induce a negative impression from the
customers (Albrecht, 1998; Baccarani et al, 2010). Examples of these adverse
attitudes include: inconsideration; impatience; being uncaring; rudeness;
unresponsiveness; impoliteness, and inattentiveness to the customers’ ad hoc
requests. This leads to the sixth research proposition:

Proposition 6:

Employees’ positive soft attitudes and behaviours will have a
moderation effect on the relationships of SKIP that resulting in
a positive influence on (a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c)
satisfaction, and (d) value.

In regard to the employee’s performance, the literature identified that the friendly
employees in a FFR could create a good customer impression (Sulek and Hensley,
2004; Andaleeb and Conway, 2006). This view was supported by some
participants (7, 10, 11, and 24), who were happy to form more enduring
relationships with the friendly employees whom they trusted and liked (Solomon
et al, 1985; Kara et al, 1995; Nicholson et al, 2001). It was also found that FFR
employees’ positive performance could enhance satisfaction-retention linkage
(Bitner et al, 1994; Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996; Lee and Ulgado, 1997; di
Mascio, 2010). Examples of employees’ positive performance include: a friendly,
caring and warm performance. This leads to the seventh research proposition:
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Proposition 7:

Employees’ positive performance will have a moderation
effect on the relationships of SKIP that resulting in a positive
influence on (a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c)
satisfaction, and (d) value.

In regard to the employee’s effort, the literature identified that customers desire
employees who understand their needs, care about them and like to build a rapport
(Gremler and Gwinner, 2000; Solnet, 2007). This is supported by the findings,
which revealed that an employee’s positive efforts could enhance customer trust,
commitment, and satisfaction (Bitner et al, 1994; Mittal and Lassar, 1996;
Nicholson et al, 2001; di Mascio, 2010). Examples of FFR employees’ positive
effort include: building rapport; sharing information on service; imparting of
knowledge on the service delivery processes; and asking questions to understand
the customer’s needs. These positive efforts could provide additional fulfilment to
customers, whereby customer relationships, trust, and satisfaction could be
enhanced (Gutek et al, 1999; Gremler et al, 2001; Gwinner et al, 2005; Fullerton,
2005; Gremler and Gwinner, 2008). This leads to the eighth research proposition:

Proposition 8:

Employees’ positive efforts will have a moderation effect on
the relationships of SKIP that resulting in a positive influence
on (a) customer trust, (b) commitment, (c) satisfaction, and (d)
value.
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5.3.1.1.3

Research Propositions in relation to Customer Value and
Satisfaction

The literature identifies that customer value could lead to customer satisfaction in
a service encounter (Zeithaml, 1988; Cronin et al, 2000). The important
relationship between customer value and satisfaction was also evident in the
findings, which revealed that the value-adding benefits of combining the elements
of SKIP could enhance customer satisfaction (Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Spekman
and Carraway, 2006; Charvet and Cooper, 2011). As pointed out by some
participants (7 17, and 23), information and knowledge should be part of the
service that makes up the delivery process of fast-food. This leads to the ninth
research proposition:

Proposition 9:

Customer value will have a positive influence on customer
satisfaction.

5.3.1.1.4

Research Propositions in relation to Trust, Commitment,
Customer Satisfaction, and Retention

Trust leads to commitment and commitment leads to satisfaction (Lee and Ulgado,
1997; Salegna and Goodwin, 2005; Hess and Story, 2005; Han and Ryu, 2009).
The findings were in support of this proposition, for example, participants (7, 11,
and 24) were happy to form more enduring relationships with the employees
whom they trusted and liked. By having repeat contact with the same employees,
these committed participants were able to develop a friendly relationship with the
employees, whereby their satisfaction increased, which, in turn, could lead to a
FFR’s growth in business and profit (Bitner, 1990; Heskett et al, 1994; Mittal and
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Lassar, 1996; Salegna and Goodwin, 2005). This leads to the following research
proposition:

Proposition 10:

Trust will have a positive influence on commitment.

Proposition 11:

Commitment will have a positive influence on satisfaction.

Proposition 12:

Customer satisfaction will have a positive influence on
customer retention, which will lead to a FFR’s growth in
business and profits.

5.3.2

Contribution to Cultural Influence on Customer Purchasing
Behaviour

This study’s findings revealed that cultural influence has an impact on FFR
consumers’ attitudes and purchasing behaviours in Hong Kong. Hong Kong has
the cultural dimensions of high power distance, weak uncertainty avoidance, and
being masculine (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Ting-Toomey, 1999; Liu et al, 2000;
2001; Laroche et al, 2004; Chow, 2007; Ngai et al, 2007; Hofstede, 2009b; Hoare
et al, 2011), where the customers like to shop around and shift to other FFRs in
order to satisfy their needs of a high level of customer service. The findings of this
study revealed that personalized service rendered by service employees could
enhance the repeat purchase intentions of FFR customers (Surprenant and
Solomon, 1987; Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Bitner et al, 1994; Ball et al, 2006; Ngai
et al, 2007; Qin and Prybutok, 2008).

Furthermore, in contrast to the view that Hong Kong is a collective-culture society,
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where customers tend not to complain (Ngai et al, 2007; Hofstede, 2009b), the
individualistic-culture view of Hong Kong (Leung, 1996; Wong, 2001; Chow,
2007) was evidenced by this study’s results, as could be seen from the
participants’ emphasis on their individual rights, well-being, and low tolerance for
service

errors

(Ting-Toomey,

1999;

Hofstede,

2009a).

As

the

individualistic-culture Hongkongers exhibit a greater intention to switch to
another service-provider upon any unsatisfactory service-quality experience, a
wider scope of personalized service could enable FFRs to enhance customer
satisfaction through serving them differently (Lee and Ulgado, 1997; Patterson,
2004; Kong and Jogaratnam, 2007; Qin et al, 2010).

5.4

Implications for Practice

As “good theory is practical precisely” (Van de Ven, 1989, p. 486), the following
implications for practice provide ways of transforming the theories and
knowledge gained from this study to being practiced by Hong Kong FFRs. These
implications can facilitate FFRs’ customization and innovativeness so as to
enhance the goal of enhancing customer satisfaction-retention linkage (Gwinner et
al, 1998; Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009) for Hong Kong FFRs.

5.4.1

The Ageing Standardized Fast-Food Concept

Although the current fast-food service operating procedure of “first come, first
served” (Gutek et al, 2000, p. 326) is designed to communicate an efficient service
experience for the customers, the egalitarian nature of this type of standardized
procedure is, in fact, hindering the FFRs’ ability to maximize the best service
quality for their customers (Gutek et al, 2000; Mayer et al, 2003). This is because
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when a service encounter relies on a defined set of operating procedures, the
employees serve all customers on a standardized and routine basis (Wathen and
Anderson, 1995; Gutek et al, 2000), and it is exactly this type of routine service
that provoked negative reactions from many of the participants. Participants were
particularly negative regarding the highly routinized and well-scripted service
required by the standardized process that emphasized achieving operational
efficiencies only (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Bowen and Youngdahl, 1998;
John et al, 2006). As the standardized process acts as an impediment for
employees to develop and maintain strong friendships with customers (Keaveney,
1995), the study’s findings support a modification of Hong Kong standardized
fast-food process (John et al, 2006) by means of adopting the use of an
employee-centric SKIP-based service-quality model in order to improve FFRs’
competitive advantage.

Furthermore, in contrast to the proposition that FFRs are operating in a stable
environment, where the standardized fast service approach is considered sufficient
to cater for the simple needs of customers (Bowen and Lawler III, 1992), Øgaard
et al (2005) argue that the rapid expansion of standardized fast-food operations
may be reaching saturation. Therefore, in order for the industry to continue to
prosper and to meet customers’ increasing needs for personalized service
(Dahlström and Edelman, 2013), FFRs should look to customization and
innovativeness. In regard to customization, service employees should play a more
active role in personalized service in order to enhance customer satisfaction. For
example, this could include making small talk with customers, face enhancing by
using customers’ names (when known), or taking the role of customers (Mead,
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1935; Surprenant and Solomon, 1987; Hoare et al, 2011). These changes, along
with the aforesaid personalized services, should be very useful in improving the
standardized fast-food process, and resulting in the customer satisfaction-retention
linkage being enhanced.

5.4.2

The Self-Service Technology and Flex-Casual Service

In regard to innovativeness, the standardized fast-food process could be modified
by introducing the use of self-service technology and full-service to FFRs through
the “auto-restaurant” (Quilty-Harper, 2007; Joelx, 2008) and “flex-casual service”
approaches (Melnick, 2011; Ruggless, 2012), respectively. Here, the feasibility of
applying self-service technology to FFRs is supported by some scholars. For
example, Palmer (1983) suggests that the self-service technology be installed
along with the traditional human-operated food-service operations in order to
service the peaks. Similarly, Noone and Coulter (2012) echo the view that
self-service technology in conjunction with the use of personalized service can
help create competitive advantage. Consequently, further to the introduction of the
“auto-restaurant” (Quilty-Harper, 2007; Joelx, 2008) to Germany in 2007, the
same self-service food ordering system has recently been introduced to the United
States of America. This is supported by National Restaurant Association’s survey,
which found that Americans like to use FFRs’ self-service food ordering system
because it can provide a quicker and more efficient service (Riehle, 2013).

The “Auto-Restaurant” is a “self-service food ordering system” (Qin and
Prybutok, 2008, p. 44), which is automated for both the ordering and serving
process. As customers expect service employees to be quick during the lunch
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break, the use of an “Auto-Restaurant” should be able to maintain efficiency and
to cater for those customers who have less time and desire convenience
(Dabholkar, 1996). However, in order for the self-service technology to create “a
personal touch” (Gutek et al, 2002, p. 138), employees still have to provide some
personal care for certain customers, particularly for elderly customers, so as to
enhance their trust and confidence in the operation of the new self-service
technology (Dabholkar, 1996; Gutek et al, 2002), as this study revealed that the
participants would not accept a self-service line with a long queue. (After
customers become familiar with the technology, it is envisioned that the number
of time-constrained customers requiring personal care during the lunch peak
would drop). This technology-based self-service process, which is a combination
of service and process (Schumann et al, 2012; Noone and Coulter, 2012), enables
FFRs to enhance their service delivery by introducing a fresh approach to
customer relationships (Massad et al, 2006; Noone and Coulter, 2012). In addition,
the new self-service technology provides FFRs with the customers’ transaction
behaviours and food preferences so that fast-food products and services can be
improved and tailored for customers (Noone and Coulter, 2012; Dahlström and
Edelman,

2013).

Accordingly,

a

balance

between

customization

and

standardization is achievable (Wang et al, 2010).

Other than the “auto-restaurants”, “flex-casual service” is getting popular in the
United States of America (Ruggless, 2012; Genevieve, 2012; Parpal, 2013), for
example, by means of the “flex-casual service” concept, the Mama Fu’s Asian
House (Glazer, 2012), which offers fast-food during the lunch break, switches to
full-service for dinner (Scherr, 2011; Glazer, 2012). The “flex-casual service”
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(Melnick, 2011; Ruggless, 2012) is an example for FFRs’ looking to provide
fast-service style ordering mixed with full-service dining. In addition, this is an
upscale and repackaging of self-service to full-service. In addition to personalized
service, it also allows customers to watch the preparatory process of the food
being ordered in order to provide a more relaxed dining experience for evening
meal (Melnick, 2011; Ruggless, 2012; Ha and Jang, 2013). “Flex-casual service”,
which is a combination of the SKIP elements, could maximize the face-to-face
customer-employee interactions (Babin et al, 2005) and provide an opportunity
for both facilitating the process of information and knowledge exchange (Mills
and Turk, 1986) and for strengthening the service relationship (Fan and Ku, 2010).
By introducing “flex-casual service”, FFRs should be able to attract those
customers who prefer to have their evening meals at the Chinese restaurants due
to the customization of full-service (Globerson and Maggard, 1991; Ruggless,
2012). Although “flex-casual” should be able to enhance a FFR’s competitiveness
and entertain those customers who desire a different dining experience
(Evanschitzky and Wunderlich, 2006), Parpal (2013) posits that there is no hard
and fast rule in implementing the “flex-casual” concept. For example, a
fast-service ordering style mixed with full-service dining is able to provide a “fine
dining environment” (Babin et al, 2005, p. 135) that can offer enhanced hedonic
value to customers.

As evidenced by the findings, a majority of participants supported the new
SKIP-based approach; they were also willing to pay an additional charge of
5%-10% when having their meals at FFRs with implementing a SKIP-based
service-quality model. By applying a SKIP-based approach, FFRs can serve the
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widest range of customers and cater to their changing demands, and, could
hopefully increase their repurchase frequency (Law et al, 2004). The willingness
of customers to pay extra for the improved value proposition of more personalized
dinner service should cover increased staffing costs for the dinner session.

Bearing in mind that services are intangible (Soteriou and Chase, 1998) and
customer needs change over time, accordingly, the customers’ disposition,
willingness, and ability to participate as a consumer may change (Øgaard et al,
2005). As has been noted: “In the delivery of services, personal interactions often
play a key role” (Liu et al, 2000, p. 359). Therefore, this study’s findings that
fast-food service should include both timely service and personalized service
cannot be ignored. As productivity of a FFR is dependent on a combination of
information, knowledge, process, and customer service (Mills and Turk, 1986;
Haywood-Farmer, 1988), therefore, FFRs should direct their employees to focus
on SKIP elements in order to enhance the customer-retention linkage, and thus
propel their company’s growth and increase their market share.

Although large capital investment is necessary for implementing the
“auto-restaurant” and “flex-casual service” concepts, FFRs could make this
investment profitable through increased revenues and cost savings (Globerson and
Maggard, 1991; Schumann et al, 2012). Nevertheless, the concepts provide FFRs
with platforms that can maximize the opportunities of employee-customer
interaction towards the building of a service relationship (Gutek et al, 1999).
When customers receive service through a service relationship (Gutek et al, 1999)
that builds on these platforms, their memorable experiences can engender trust
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and customer satisfaction, which are precursors of customer retention (Morgan
and Hunt, 1994; Rashid, 2003; Mysen et al, 2011). The new employee-centric
SKIP-based service-quality model should be able to enhance the FFRs’ ability to
bolster customer retention and reduce their reliance on a low pricing strategy.

5.5

Limitations and Future Research

Although this study provides insights and practical recommendations to Hong
Kong FFRs for improving their service with the goal of enhancing customer
satisfaction-retention linkage (Varadarajan, 1996; Patterson, 2004; Wong et al,
2007; Sampson, 2012), there are a number of limitations for the study that will
now be discussed. The limitations include: the scope of this study; the limitations
of the critical incident technique; sample selection; other factors that could
influence customer satisfaction-retention linkage, a clear distinction between
information and knowledge, and the need for a further empirical testing of the
employee-centric SKIP-based service-quality model. However, these limitations
also provide direction for future research in this area.

Firstly, as the scope of this study only involves the fast-food restaurant industry,
which may limit the applicability of the findings. Therefore, in order to extend the
results, it would be useful to replicate this study in other industries with different
purchase categories and degrees of purchase involvement (Stanko et al, 2007).
Furthermore, this study has a geographical focus in Hong Kong. Therefore, future
research could investigate whether the findings and theories that emerged could
hold in other countries and cultural contexts (Barwise, 1995; Lee and Ulgado,
1997; Cunningham et al, 2006; Tian and Wang, 2010).
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Secondly, whilst the CIT is an effective method for gathering data, it has received
criticism, which includes: participants’ stories of critical incidents can be
misinterpreted; the sample size of critical incident studies is often too small; or
participants may not be accustomed to describe a critical incident (Edvardsson
and Strandvik, 2000; Roos, 2002; Gremler, 2004). Further in this study, the CIT
relies on the participants’ recollections of incidents, there may be a bias toward
more recent incidents (Gremler and Gwinner, 2008), as the participants’
memory-based reporting may influence the discussion on whether their memory
causes judgment or, vice-versa, judgement causes memory (Edvardsson and Roos,
2001). Problems may also arise as a result of the ambiguity associated with
category labels and coding rules (Gremler, 2004). Furthermore, the CIT data
collected was only from the perspective of customers, which may limit the
insights drawn. Therefore, future research could use the CIT method to examine
both the views of customers and employees toward the same incidents, which
could provide additional insights on service interaction issues (Gwinner et al,
2005).

Thirdly, this study is based on the selection of taxi drivers as a sample pool due to
their being “a relatively homogeneous group” (Qin and Prybutok, 2008, p. 44).
Whilst this focus aids in building theory, internal validity and external validity, it
does limit the generalizability of the findings. Therefore, to infer broader
generalization a larger sample is recommended (Lee and Ulgado, 1997).

Fourthly, although this study aims to help fill the gap between discrete and
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relational exchange (Dwyer et al, 1987; Wertz, 2005) by exploring the role of
service employees and the elements of SKIP in order to develop a new
service-quality

model

towards

the

goal

of

enhancing

the

customer

satisfaction-retention linkage (Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009). However,
there may also be other factors that could help achieve this goal, for example,
FFRs’ comfortable physical settings or incentive offers (Cooil et al, 2007; Brown
and Lam, 2008). Therefore, future research could include more in-depth study to
understand the influence of these factors on customer satisfaction-retention
linkage in the Hong Kong fast-food restaurant industry.

Fifthly, another limitation of this study is the difficulty in making a precise
distinction between information and knowledge (Nonaka, 1994; Zins, 2007). The
problem of making a conceptual distinction between information and knowledge
was already noted by Zins (2007), whose comparison of 130 definitions of
information, knowledge, and data formulated by 45 scholars identified that some
of the definitions of information and knowledge were inconsistent, and that the
conceptual difference between information and knowledge was still unclear (Zins,
2007). The same problem also happened in this study, an example can be found
from a participant, who interpreted information as a message involving the
dissemination of knowledge among the employees. Although at the beginning of
interview the researcher explained the difference between information and
knowledge, the participants might not have fully understood the distinction, and
this potential problem may have affected the participants’ responses to the
relevant questions. Therefore, future study should consider the conceptualisation
of information and knowledge, possibly even combining them in order to avoid
this problem and to encourage the participants’ creative thinking.
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Lastly, although this study identified an emergent employee-focused SKIP-based
service-quality model that could enhance the customer satisfaction-retention
linkage (Patterson, 2004; Wong and Mula, 2009), this new model would benefit
from further empirical testing to validate its proposed conceptualisation and
relationships (Baccarani et al, 2010). To this end, future research, such as a
qualitative survey of FFR consumers, could test the model and its relationships as
proposed. Furthermore, a future research could consider evaluate a FFR through
implementing a pilot scheme, such as an action-research design, where the
effectiveness of this employee-centric SKIP-based service-quality model can be
addressed.
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The Flyer
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Appendix II

Rationale for the Interview Questionnaire

The purpose of each of the interview question is delineated below:
Q1

Have you had a particular dissatisfying interaction with an employee in a
fast-food restaurant?
If the answer is yes, place the incident in Group 1. Then ask what type of
dissatisfactory incident, that is, any employee whose behaviour is (1)
uncaring, (2) impolite, (3) unresponsive, (4) unknowledgeable? If the
answer is no, go on to question 2.
•

The purpose of this question is to recall a participant’s memory on
any critical incident relating to the service employee’s behaviour
(Macky and Boxall, 2007; Huang, 2008) that affected the service
quality (Boulding et al, 1993; Qin and Prybutok, 2008).

Q2

Have you come across a fast-food service failure made by an employee?
If the answer is yes, place the incident in Group 2. Then ask what type of
critical incident relating to service failure, that is, any employee’s
competency and performance that cause customer dissatisfaction by the
incident of (1) unreasonable slow service of delivery/ticketing, (2)
information confusion, (3) inattentive to ad hoc needs, (4) slow in
cleaning up. If the answer is no, go on to question 3.
•

The purpose of this question is to recall a participant’s memory on
any incident relating to the service employee’s competency and
performance (Huang, 2008; Wall and Berry, 2007) that affected
service quality (Boulding et al, 1993; Qin and Prybutok, 2008).
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Q3

Have you come across any personal service, interest or recognition on the
part of the employee that causes customer satisfaction?
If the answer is yes, place the incident in Group 3. Then ask what type of
critical incident relating to personal service, interest or recognition, that
is, the incidents of (1) attentive to customers who queue up in front of
cashier, (2) introduction of food variety, (3) truly out-of-the-ordinary
action, (4) “he makes me feel special” by recalling my name. If the
answer is no, go on to question 4.
•

The purpose of this question is to recall a participant’s memory on
any service employee’s personalized service and efforts (Wall and
Berry, 2007; Huang, 2008; di Mascio, 2010) that could enhance
service quality (Boulding et al, 1993; Qin and Prybutok, 2008).

Q4

Have you come across any actions/attitudes/behaviours of a fast-food
restaurant employee against a demanding or problem customer?
If the answer is yes, place the incident in Group 4. Then ask what type of
response, that is, any employee’s response that causes customer
dis/satisfaction by the incidents of (1) empathy, (2) apology, (3)
ignorance, (4) denial. If the answer is no, go on to question 5.
•

The purpose of this question is to recall a participant’s memory on
any employees’ relational mediators (Palmatier et al, 2006) that
could nurture service quality (Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Boulding et
al, 1993; Qin and Prybutok, 2008).
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Q5

Do you think it is necessary for employees to provide customized
offerings in addition to speedy fast-food service?
If the answer is yes, place the incident in Group 5. Then ask what type of
customized offerings that could help deepen customer satisfaction, that is,
any incident relating involving (1) building rapport, (2) identifying
mutual interests, (3) using humour, (4) information sharing of service, (5)
imparting of knowledge on food delivery process, (6) asking questions to
understand customer needs. If the answer is no, go on to question 6.
•

The purpose of this question is to recall a participant’s memory on
any service employee’s customized offerings (Bettencourt and
Gwinner, 1996; di Mascio, 2010) that could improve service quality
(Boulding et al, 1993; Qin and Prybutok, 2008).

Q6

Have you had a discussion with an employee that relates to fast-food
service?
If the answer is yes, place the incident in Group 6. Then ask what type of
discussion that relates to fast-food service, that is, any incident relating
involving (1) information sharing of service, (2) imparting knowledge on
food or process, (3) improvement to food delivery process, (4)
improvement to customer service.
•

The purpose of this question is to recall a participant’s memory on
any incident or discussion with the service employee that involved
the elements of SKIP (Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Buttle et al, 2002;
Gwinner et al, 2005; Gremler and Gwinner, 2008).
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Q7.

Do you think an employee plays an important role in a fast-food
restaurant?
•

The purpose of this question is to seek the views of the participants
on the importance role of employee in a customer-employee
interaction (Mayer et al, 2003; Moore et al, 2005; Solnet, 2007).

Q8.

Would you accept a fast-food restaurant which charges you a higher price
by providing better service or by focusing on the elements of service,
knowledge, information, and process?
•

The purpose of this question is to seek the views of the participants
on their willingness to pay higher charge (Jiao et al, 2003; Andersson
and Mossberg, 2004; Heung and Gu, 2012; Smith and Albaum,
2013) for enjoying fast-food service that generated positive emotions
(Price et al, 1995) as a result of employees’ customised service or a
focus on the elements of SKIP.

Q9.

If there were two fast-food service lines, with one focused on the
elements of Service, Knowledge, Information, and Process and the other
that provides self-service, what is your preference?
•

This question is to seek the views of the participants on the feasibility
of a SKIP-based approach for FFRs, and their views on the
attractiveness of self-service (Globerson and Maggard, 1991) in
comparison with the service that focused on the elements of SKIP in
a FFR.
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Q10. If you were an employee of a fast-food restaurant, what is your
suggestion to improve the relationship with customers?
•

Given the important effects of customers over service employees,
views and considerations from customers as partial employees
(Rafaeli, 1993) would be very important for designing an effective
service-quality model. To this end, participants were asked to think
from the perspective of FFR employees (Namasivayam, 2003) and to
make suggestions as to how a relational strategy with customers
could be improved (Gremler, 2004).

Q11. If the service quality of a fast-food restaurant is focusing on the elements
of service, knowledge, information, and process, what are your priorities
of these elements?
•

The participants were asked to provide their view of importance by
judging the importance of service, knowledge, information, and
process (Mills and Turk, 1986; Haywood-Farmer, 1988; Buttle et al,
2002) by means of a four-point relational scale of importance.

Q12. How often do you take your dinner at a fast-food restaurant?
•

The purpose of this question is to understand the participant’s
frequency of taking dinner (HKG, 2005a; Gibbs, 2006) at a FFR as
the service-quality strategy had to apply to both customers during the
time of lunch and dinner.
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Appendix III

Q1

Definitions of the Critical-Incident-Classification
Scheme

: Employees’ adverse behaviour that caused service encounter failure
by:

(1)

uncaring

: employees limited the contact to the ordering from
customers or cared about a fast delivery of food
without an attitude of accessibility, approachability,
service-mindedness.

(2)

impolite

: employees behaved rudely, carelessly.

(3)

unresponsive

: employees behaved in a routine, primitive or robotic
manner, or in the absence of eye contacts or rapport
with customers.

(4)

unknowledgeable

: employees were not knowledgeable enough or
incompetent in their post.

Q2
(1)

(2)

: Employees’ actions that caused customer dissatisfaction by:
unreasonable slow

: employees were very slow in responding to

service of

customers or were engaged in their works at the

delivery/ticketing

expense of customers’ time.

information confusion

: employees irresponsibly responded to customers’
enquiries leading to informative confusion.

(3)

inattentive to ad hoc
needs

(4)

slow in cleaning up

: employees were inflexible to customers’ special
needs by sticking to their last instructions only.
: employees left used tableware unattended or
clean up at a very slow pace.
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Q3

: Employees’ personal interest, service or recognition that caused
customer satisfaction by:

(1)

attentive to customers

: employees made awaiting customers feel of

who queue up in front

being attentively and fairly treated in order to

of cashier

reduce their annoyance and anxiety arising from
waiting.

(2)

introduction of food

: employees made suggestions to the customers as

variety

to the food variety. This included providing
advice or insight into matters relating to the
purchase situation.

(3)

truly

: employees’ behaviours were of extraordinary

out-of-the-ordinary

expressions of courtesy or above basic etiquette

action

that developed a distinct employee image and
projected a strong corporate image.

(4)

“he makes me feel

: employees indicated recognition by recalling

special” by recalling

customers’ names or remembering specific

my name

information about the customers or their families
that through such recognition, the customers felt
special or felt liking for the employees.

Q4

: Employees’ actions / attitudes / behaviours that caused customer
dis/satisfaction by:

(1)

empathy

: employees’ concern for the customers and ability to see things
from the customers’ perspective that conquered the trust and
247

confidence of customers.
(2)

apology

: employees admitted faults sincerely showing a commitment to
improving or tactfully handled problem customers by taking
the problems as their own aiming at long-term relationship
building.

(3)

ignorance

: employees neglected, evaded, pretended not to see any
wrongdoing or answer questions from customers.

(4)

denial

: employees argued or abused with customers about any
wrongdoing or prevent from its disclosure.

Q5

: Employees’ customized offerings that could help deepen customer
satisfaction by:

(1)

building rapport

:

employees established pleasant conversation with
customers by engaging in an enjoyable discussion to
the extent that both parties ultimately were willing to
take active responsibility for each other’s well being.

(2)

identifying

:

mutual interests

employees sought for any common interest that both
customers and employees were willing to make
further contacts for mutual confiding within their
relationships.

(3)

using humour

employees tried to make a joke or got customers to
laugh or smile for relationship building.

(4)

information
sharing of service

:

employees tried to share information with or gather
information from customers in the interactions to
understand customers more thoroughly for delivering
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better customer service.
(5)

imparting of

:

employees

exchanged

views,

knowledge

or

knowledge on

experience with customers on food production and

food delivery

delivery process as well as other intelligence of food

process

production and delivery process in the market for the
betterment of food quality.

(6)

asking questions

employees tried to gain a better understanding of

to understand

specific customers’ needs by listening to their

customer needs

answers to employees’ questions. Employees were
willing to adjust the offerings to individual customer
or to provide personalized service.

Q6

: Customers’ discussions with employees relating to fast-food service
in the areas of:

(1)

information sharing
of service

: customers shared market information on fast-food
service with or gathered information from employees
in the fast-food service interactions so that fast-food
service could be designed to better serve customers.

(2)

imparting
knowledge on food

: customers shared their expertise and knowledge on
food quality, variety, product, and delivery process.

or process
(3)

improvement to
food delivery

: customers made suggestions to food production or
delivery process.

process
(4)

improvement to

: customers made suggestions to customer service.
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customer service

250

Appendix IV

The Relationship between the Research Questions and the Interview Questions

Research

Link to Service Quality emerging

Question

from the Literature Review

(1) How can a

Interview Questions

Service employee’s behaviour that affects service quality.

Q 1 Have you had a particularly dissatisfying interaction with an
employee in a fast-food restaurant?

service employee
influence the

Service employee’s competency and performance that affects

Q 2 Have you come across a fast-food service failure made by an

success of

service quality.

employee?

Personal service of employee that affects service quality.

Q 3 Have you come across any personal interest or recognition on

customer
retention in the

the part of the employee that causes customer satisfaction?

Hong Kong
fast-food
restaurant

Employee-focus relational mediators that could nurture service

Q 4 Have you come across any actions /attitudes/ behaviours of a

industry?

quality.

fast-food restaurant employee against a demanding or problem
customer?

Employee’s customized offerings that could improve service

Q 5 Do you think it is necessary for employees to provide

quality.

customized offerings in addition to speedy fast-food service?

Relationship between employee and SKIP.

Q 6 Have you had a discussion with an employee that relates to
fast-food service?
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Link to Service Quality emerging

Research Question
(2) What is the role

Interview Questions

from the Literature Review
Employee’s role in a customer-employee interaction.

Q 7 Do you think an employee plays an important role in a
fast-food restaurant?

of a service
employee in a

The role of employee in enhancing customers’ positive

Q8 Would you accept a fast-food restaurant which charges you a

seller-buyer

emotions.

higher price by providing a better service or by focusing on the

interaction in the

elements of service, knowledge, information, and process?

Hong Kong
fast-food restaurant
industry?
(3) What is the

Choice between a SKIP-based approach and a self-service

Q 9 If there were two fast-food service lines, with one focuses on

relative contribution

approach from a customer’s perspective.

the elements of service, knowledge, information, and process but
the other one focuses on self-service, what is your preference?

of each SKIP
element to customer

Transient employees.

Q 10 If you were an employee of a fast-food restaurant, what is

retention in the

your suggestion to improve the relationship with customers?

Hong Kong

Importance of individual elements of SKIP from a customer

Q 11 If the service quality of a fast-food restaurant is focusing on

fast-food restaurant

perspective.

the elements of service, knowledge, information, and process, what

industry?

are your priorities of these elements?
Relationship between perceived service quality and

Q 12 How often do you take your evening meal at a fast-food

re-patronage intentions.

restaurant?
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Appendix V

Analysis of the Collected Data

With reference to the relationship between the research questions and the
interview questions in Appendix IV, this appendix serves to present the results of
the data analysis in response to the three research questions.

1.

Service Employee’s Misbehaviour

Result:
Figure 6.1: Response to Question 1

For the first interview question: Have you had a particular dissatisfying
interaction with an employee in a fast-food restaurant? 16 participants reported
25 incidents of dissatisfying interactions with the employees’ attitudes that
affected service quality. Eight participants provided multiple answers, a
significant example being that five of them had experienced both impolite and
unresponsive employees. As can be seen from Figure 6.1, impoliteness and
unresponsiveness accounted for 40% and 44% of responses respectively. The
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comments revealed that the participants tolerated these improper attitudes, which
were perceived to be a result of the pressure of the standardized fast service
setting and insufficient training.

It was found that the employees’ attitudes had a favourable impact to enhance
customer satisfaction. It was also found that employees’ adverse soft attributes,
especially being inconsiderate; impatience; uncaring; rude; unresponsive, and
impolite could deter and provoke customers.

2.

Service Employee’s Service Failure

Result:
Figure 6.2: Response to Question 2

In answer to the second interview question: Have you come across a fast-food
service failure made by an employee? 23 participants had experienced such
failures. Thirteen participants provided multiple answers, a significant example
being that five had experienced all of the four types of service failures mentioned
in Figure 6.2.
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According to the participants, these service failures were commonly seen in FFRs
indicating a negative discrepancy between customer expectations and the
employees’ actual performance already existed. Nevertheless, as can be seen from
Figure 6.2, the most common failures nominated were unreasonable slow service
of delivery/ticketing and being slow in cleaning up, which accounted for 33% and
27% of the responses. The participants attributed these service failures to
incompetence, busyness, and the negative attitudes of employees.

The standardization of the fast-food process was found to have caused employees
to perform unsatisfactorily. A participant even commented adversely that
employees intentionally rejected customers’ ad hoc requests in expectation of
earning more money from the customers for the provision of such services.
Furthermore, there was dissatisfaction with some managers, who only stayed in
front of the fast-food delivery counter to supervise the fast delivery of food; they
did not tour the restaurants to supervise their staff as they thought that fast service
alone would enhance customer satisfaction. This evidence indicated that the
standardized fast-food process had incurred dissatisfaction for customers, who
were anticipating an improvement.
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3.

Service Employee’s Personal Service

Result:
Figure 6.3: Response to Question 3

There were 19 participants, who answered the third interview question: Have you
come across any personal service, interest or recognition on part of the employee
of a fast-food restaurant that causes customer satisfaction? A total of 33
responses were received in recognition of the service employees’ personalized
service and efforts. Eight participants provided multiple answers, a significant
example being that four had favourably experienced three types of personal
services from the employees, namely: attentiveness to customers; introduction of
food; and truly out-of-the-ordinary actions.
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As can be seen from Figure 6.3, 45% of the responses nominated the importance
of attentiveness to customers, who queued up in front of cashier and for truly
out-of-the-ordinary actions. This indicated that participants were anticipating
customized service in addition to the routine service encounters. There were
responses that fast-food service should not only be confined to the fast delivery of
food, it should include employees’ efforts, especially their care for those
customers, who queued in front of the ticketing counter. There were suggestions
that the employees’ care for customers and sincerity should be included in the
personalized service, which would positively affect service quality and
accordingly bolster the customers’ repeat purchase intentions.

It was found that the participants would repeat purchase in reciprocity of: the
employees’ care for customers; out-of-the-ordinary service actions; sincerity, and
personalized

service,

as

these

actions

demonstrated

trust

in

the

customer-employee interaction, where participants were impressed with the
employees’ benevolence.
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4.

Service Employee’s Relational Mediators

Result:
Figure 6.4: Response to Question 4

There were 23 participants who provided their comments to the fourth question:
Have you come across any actions/attitudes/behaviours of a fast-food restaurant
employee who had to deal with a demanding or problem customer? A total of 36
responses were collected as shown in Figure 6.4. Seven participants provided
multiple answers. As can be seen from Figure 6.4, the item ‘apology’ accounted
for the overwhelming response. 53% of the responses were very impressed with
an employee’s empathic apology, which had a favourable impact to increase their
relationship with an employee. Accordingly, a customer’s repeat purchase
intentions could be driven in expectation of receiving secured service from the
same employees.

However, half of the responses commented adversely that employees were not
considerate enough as their apologies were actually based on a routine script,
which was considered to be insincere. The participants felt that FFRs had trained
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their staff to apologize whenever there was any problem, but the training should
cover how to deal with customers on a considerate and genuine basis.
Furthermore, some employees apologized simply for the reason of job security;
they did not care about the problems at all. There was a belief that both the FFRs’
management and employees did not care about customer relationships, they
thought that as long as they had apologized, the problem had been resolved so that
they could continue the fast delivery of food.

5.

Service Employee’s Customized Actions

Result:
Figure 6.5: Response to Question 5
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A total of 24 participants provided their comments to the fifth question: Do you
think it is necessary for employees to provide customized offerings in addition to
speedy fast-food service? A summary of their views on the six customized actions
are depicted in Figure 6.5. A total of 63 responses were received with fifteen
participants providing multiple answers. For example, four participants reported
that all these customized actions were commonly seen upon their repurchase at the
same FFR indicating that employees’ customized efforts should have a direct
effect on customer satisfaction and commitment.

However, among these customized efforts, two items, namely: asking questions to
understand the customers’ needs and rapport building with customers were more
important. They accounted for 33% and 19% of the responses, respectively, and
were considered to have a favourable impact in enhancing service quality as these
were the most effective ways of showing respect and care for the customer.
Furthermore, building rapport with customers could lead to their reciprocal
transfer of service information and food variety knowledge to employees, which
ultimately brought benefits to both parties.

In contrast, there were arguments that as the fast-food process of a FFR had been
standardized for the purpose of the fast delivery of food, the employees’ efforts to
please a customer could be at the expense of other customers’ time, and as a result,
fast service would become inefficient leading to a rise in customer complaints.
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It appeared that the participants were more concerned with fast service, however,
there was dissatisfaction shown by the participants, who experienced a feeling of
being rushed at FFR. Due to the employee’s heavy workload, fast service was
interpreted adversely by the participants, who believed that employees wanted
them to finish their meal as soon as possible.

6.

Discussion with Employees Involving SKIP

Result:
Figure 6.6: Response to Question 6

There were 13 participants, who provided their comments to the sixth interview
question: Have you had a discussion with an employee that relates to fast-food
service? A total of 39 responses on these items involving the service employee
and the elements of SKIP were received. Ten participants provided multiple
answers. Over half of the participants did not wish to express their opinion for
fear of loosing face.
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A summary of the participants’ views is depicted in Figure 6.6. The responses
indicated that 31% nominated service as the most important element of SKIP, and
participants strongly desired for an improvement in the type of service provided in
the current standardized fast-food settings.

It was found that 69% of the responses had discussed the remaining three items
involving knowledge, information, and process when they went to a FFR regularly.
This outcome occurred as social bonds developed as employees and participants
became friends, and as they gained trust in each other, they would develop
common interest, and they would also exchange knowledge, information, and
suggestions to improve the service process and quality of the food as both parties
would be the ultimate beneficiaries of such improvements.

7.

Role of the Employee in a Customer-employee Interaction

Result:
Figure 6.7: Response to Question 7
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A total of 27 participants answered this question: Do you think an employee plays
an important role in a fast-food restaurant? There were 34 responses to these
items. Five participants provided multiple answers. For example, three of them
considered that the service employee and fast service were equally important. As
the answers to this question were provided by the participants, a brief description
of these answers is depicted in Figure 6.7, where the crucial role of employee was
agreed by 71% of the responses. Although there was a common belief that
customers were more concerned with fast service, the interview results revealed
that only 15% of the responses considered that fast service was important. In
contrast, participants liked to be served by first-rate employees, who had a role to
ensure the speed and reliability of service quality; therefore, they were very
important to the success of the FFR. Hence, service employees, particularly
personalized service from competent employees and the cashier at the ticketing
counter, could favourably affect the participants’ impression of, and confidence in,
the FFRs and their products. This was due to the cashier being the first contact
point of the service encounter; accordingly, an experienced and competent cashier
should be able to favourably impress the customers by delivering good service. It
was also commented upon that service from competent employees not only
satisfied a participant, it also gave her confidence in the FFRs. Here, the
participant’s confidence was actually an indication of her trust in the employees’
quality service.
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Interestingly, some participants noted that they frequented a particular FFR as
they enjoyed the favourable experiences of social exchange with other customers.
Initially, it was employees’ personalized service that drove the participants’
repurchase intentions. These repeat purchases enabled them to meet other
customers, and when they became acquainted with each other; their friendships
further attracted their repurchase intentions. This response revealed that customers
do not visit FFRs primarily for food but also for social exchange.

8.

Higher Charges for Better Service

Result:
Figure 6.8: Response to Question 8

The eighth interview question is: Would you accept a fast-food restaurant which
charges you a higher price by providing a better service or by focusing on the
elements of service, knowledge, information, and process? All 30 participants
answered this question with a single response, with the results depicted in Figure
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6.8. Among the 30 participants, 57% were willing to pay a higher charge for
quality service while 43% refused. The participants who were willing to pay an
additional price did so on the condition of receiving improved service, such as a
SKIP-based approach, or superior service rendered by employees with whom a
friendships and/or relationship could be established. This evidence indicated that
the current service provided by the FFRs actually did not meet the expectations of
participants, who were willing to pay more money in anticipation of new options
of service.

9.

The Preference for a SKIP-based approach

Result:
Figure 6.9: Response to Question 9

The ninth interview question is: If there are two fast-food service lines, with one
focused on the elements of service, knowledge, information, and process and the
other which provides self-service, what is your preference? A total of 29
participants provided their comments on making a choice between a FFR with a
self-service approach and a FFR with a SKIP-based approach, whereby their
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views on the feasibility of implementing SKIP elements were elicited. A total of
39 responses on these items were received. Ten participants provided multiple
answers. For example, six of them suggested that a FFR should provide both a
self-service line and a SKIP-based approach in order to entertain the different
appetites of customers.

As can be seen from Figure 6.9, 44% of the responses indicated their preference
for a FFR that focuses on the elements of SKIP in anticipation of better service
quality being offered. As they had paid for a meal, then the service provided
should include efficient process, personalized service from competent and
knowledgeable employees, and information sharing. Even though participants did
not like the routine and standardised service lines, the FFRs in Hong Kong do not
provide any other options; therefore, participants had no other choice but to
tolerate the mediocre service. This indicates that they desired something different
from the current focus on fast service provided by FFRs.

A slight majority of the responses (56%) indicated that a self-service line would
be chosen in anticipation of faster service due to the belief that “time is money”.
Although this finding suggests that participants were not in favour of a
SKIP-based approach, it should be noted that six participants suggested the
implementation of both a self-service line and a SKIP-based approach to entertain
different customers. Along with another four responses indicating a desire for
service from an employee in a self-service line, these findings actually indicated
an expectation of service improvement to the current fast-food setting in Hong
Kong. However, eight participants were concerned that an implementation of a
SKIP-based approach would cause customers to spend more time in a FFR, which
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would increase the number of impatient customers. Therefore, there were
suggestions that a SKIP-based approach be implemented during the evening meal
session in order to provide a relaxed atmosphere and value-added service for
customers. There were suggestions of using an auto fast-food delivery line in
order to relieve the employees’ heavy workload. Six participants viewed that both
a mechanical style of a service line and a SKIP-based approach were compatible
in a FFR.

10.

Suggestions for Customer Relationship Improvement

Result:
Figure 6.10: Response to Question 10

For the tenth question: If you were an employee of a fast-food restaurant, what is
your suggestion to improve the relationship with customers? 24 participants
provided their suggestions for developing and improving customer relationships,
and a total of 32 responses were received. Seven participants provided multiple
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suggestions. All of the suggestions, which are depicted in Figure 6.10, can be
categorized into eight items, namely:
(1)

fast and accurate service;

(2)

supervisor’s empowerment of staff;

(3)

price incentive;

(4)

personalized services should include: good service quality; a smile;
reliability; efficiency; treating customers with respect; customer care;
friendliness; consideration; building rapport with customers; politeness;
sincerity; helpfulness; and being observant;

(5)

a greater variety of food;

(6)

a customer-relationship manager;

(7)

food quality improvement; and

(8)

improved hygiene.

As can be seen from Figure 6.10, 59% of the responses supported that an
employee’s personalized service could enhance the service quality of a FFR. The
responses also articulate a wider scope of personalized service showing that
participants considered an employee’s personalized treatment was very important.
Therefore, there was a suggestion that FFRs should hire customer relations
employees to promote their image. Although there were challenges against the
feasibility of nurturing relationships with customers during the very short time of
service encounters, there were arguments that developing personal relationships
was of utmost important in Chinese society. The interview results also provided
very useful guidelines on the components of an effective personalized service.
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11.

Importance of SKIP elements

Result:
Figure 6.11: Response to Question 11

Rank

Elements

Average Score

The highest importance

Service

1.5

The second importance

Process

1.8

The third importance

Information

2.6

The lowest importance

Knowledge

2.8

Figure 6.11.1: Response to Question 11 (By Degree of Importance)

25

No. of Response

20
15
10
5
0
The highest
importance
Service

The second
importance
Knowledge
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The third
importance
Information

The lowest
importance
Process

The eleventh interview question is: If the service quality of a fast-food restaurant
is focusing on the elements of service, knowledge, information, and process, what
are your priorities of these elements? As the purpose of this question was to seek
the participants’ judgement on the importance of service, knowledge, information,
and process, the participants were asked to judge the importance of each element
by means of a four-point relational scale of importance. Here, the first number
(that is, the lowest number) indicated the highest degree of importance, whereas
the fourth number (that is, the largest number) indicated the lowest degree of
importance. Based on this four-point relational scale of importance, the researcher
was then able to compile a list of the individual elements of SKIP (see Appendix
VI), and to calculate the degree of importance from the participants’ views. As a
result, the importance of SKIP elements was found to be (1) service, (2) process,
(3) information, and (4) knowledge, as depicted in Figure 6.11 and 6.11.1 above.

Figure 6.11.2: Response to Question 11 (By Response)
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All 30 participants provided their rating on each of the SKIP elements. As can be
seen from Figure 6.11.2, a total of 68% of the responses considered that service
and process were more important as process was part of the service in the fast
delivery of food to customers. According to participants, superior service should
include personalized service from employees. However, there was dissatisfaction
that service managers only cared about the delivery of food instead of supervising
and guiding the performance of their employees. This dissatisfaction with loose
supervision again indicated a negative discrepancy between customer expectations
and service performance.

A total of 32% of the responses posited that information and knowledge were
more important to both the FFRs and their employees. In addition that knowledge
and information were the tools to make service and process effective, they were
also the basic criteria for a service employee to deliver fast and quality service.
Furthermore, as one of the crucial sources of information and knowledge for
service improvement is customers, therefore, there were suggestions that
customers should be encouraged to provide information and knowledge by
offering them an incentive. There were also propositions that the combination of
SKIP elements enabled an outcome of good service.

It was also found that the participants did not simply assess the contribution of
individual elements of SKIP, they also gave their views on the combination of
SKIP elements, which could provide synergistic effects that would allow the
fast-food businesses to perform more effectively.
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12.

Frequency of Taking an Evening Meal at FFRs

Result:
Figure 6.12: Response to Question 12

A total of 25 participants provided comments to the twelfth interview question
with the same number of responses: How often do you take your evening meal at a
fast-food restaurant? As can be seen from Figure 6.12, a total of 92% of the
responses indicated a low frequency of taking an evening meal at a FFR. This low
result was due to the feeling of being rushed, and as participants had been
pressurized by the atmosphere of FFRs during their lunch break, they preferred to
dine with their families for a relaxed evening meal at home. This finding indicates
that FFRs should find ways to reactivate the evening meal session.
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Appendix VI

Individual Elements of SKIP

Importance
of SKIP

Service

Knowledge

Information

Process

1.

1

0

0

1

2.

1

3

4

2

3.

2

4

3

1

4.

1

4

3

2

5.

2

4

3

1

6.

2

0

0

1

7.

1

3

2

1

8.

3

1

4

2

9.

1

4

2

3

10.

2

0

0

1

11.

1

3

4

2

12.

2

0

0

1

13.

3

2

4

1

14.

1

4

3

2

15.

1

4

3

2

16.

1

3

4

2

17.

1

3

4

2

18.

1

4

3

2

19.

1

4

3

2

20.

1

2

2

1

21.

2

4

3

1

22.

1

4

3

2

23.

1

2

3

4

24.

1

4

3

2

Participants
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Importance
of SKIP

Service

Knowledge

Information

Process

25.

1

4

3

2

26.

4

1

2

3

27.

1

2

4

3

28.

1

4

3

2

29.

2

4

1

3

30.

1

3

2

1

44

84

78

55

1.5

2.8

2.6

1.8

The highest
degree of
importance

The lowest
degree of
importance

The third
degree of
importance

The second
degree of
importance

Participants

Total Score
Average
Score
Degree of
Importance
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