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This research-oriented thesis thrived from the author’s first study related to the quality of
the service given in Maltese restaurants. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to
empirically examine the present situation and quality of the meal experience given in casual dining restaurants in Malta.
The literature review is broken down into four chapters. The first chapter discusses the
foodservice sector; a general overview and a definition of this dynamic and everchanging
sector is given. The second- and third chapter deal with customer experience as well as
the various facets and forms pertaining to the restaurant experience. Lastly, the fourth and
last chapter focuses on the service quality and customer satisfaction.
For this research paper, two research methodologies used for data collection. A total of 23
casual dining restaurants around Malta were chosen for the participative observation,
whilst the survey questionnaire had a total response from 763 participants. The data gathered from the two research methodologies was amalgamated for interpretation and conclusions.
The key result in this study, with the exception of a few scenarios, suggest that, in general,
casual dining restaurants in Malta are performing rather well. Nonetheless, issues related
to customer interaction and a better menu offering vis a vis healthy/dietary options and local specialities should be taken into account and addressed.
The author started his first research on the restaurant sector in 2016, when he was writing
his bachelors’ thesis on the food and beverage service in Malta; this research paper is a
continuity of his work and it gives a glimpse of information of what is happening in the Maltese casual dining restaurants. Therefore, it would be of significant value to this industry if
further studies are conducted; not only in the catering sector, but also in other vital sectors
which form part of the tourism and hospitality industry.
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Introduction

The island of Malta was always perceived as a haven for mass market tourism. Nonetheless, in the last few years, the hospitality industry in Malta is focusing more on a high-end
quality tourism. Such radical changes have shifted this little island in the middle of the
Mediterranean to a more lucrative well sought destination. Every year Malta welcomes
over one million tourists, contributing to 16% of the country’s GDP. In the year 2019, the
travel and tourism GDP growth was of 4.3% (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2020).

The new restaurants styles, which have widespread in recent years to cope with the evident social and multi-cultural change that has imposed itself significantly on lifestyle and
consequently on eating habits, are made up of very diversified companies; characterized
by rapid service, agile and flexible structures and with an inevitable and focused orientation towards market needs.

Even though such characteristics are exceptionally vital in offering the best possible meal
experience; one cannot neglect the fact that personnel play a crucial role in the overall
running of any catering operation. In 2019, the hospitality industry in Malta contributed to
21% of the total country’s employment; out of which more than 7500 full-time and 6700
part-time employed in food and beverage activities (Malta Tourism Authority, 2020).

In the past it could have been sufficient to consume a good hearty meal, at a low cost, and
in a simple environment without particular sophistication. Today, in an evolved and, on the
whole, well-off society, aspects of pleasure, the environment, relationships become important, as well as all those aspects that enrich the offer of the catering market in a hedonistic sense. And it is this diversity that makes today’s substantial difference in the competition on the catering market and in the identification of the establishment itself.

When customers are satisfied with the product and service offered, it will subsequently reflect not only on repeat business but also on word of mouth promotion; thus, generating
more revenue from customer expenditure. In 2019, the tourists’ expenditure per capita related to food and drinks during their stay was of €167, out of which €105 on restaurants.
Such figures would be reflected as 47% of the tourists’ total expenditure out of which 84%
just on restaurants (Malta Tourism Authority, 2020).

Not only tourists spend such a substantial amount on their dining experiences when visiting Malta, but also the locals. In fact, according to Eurostat, in these last ten years Malta
registered the highest increase (4.4%) between EU member states in relation to the
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household expenditure pertaining to catering services. If one had to quantify this in monetary figures, it would show that out of every €100 of disposable income, Maltese spend
€12.60 in restaurants and other catering establishments (Times of Malta, 2020).

The author started his first research on the restaurant sector in 2016, when he was writing
his bachelors’ thesis on the food and beverage service in Malta; this research paper is a
continuity of his work and it gives a glimpse of information of what is happening in the Maltese casual dining restaurants.
1.1

Research Problem and Objectives

With the growth of economic well-being, the demand for catering has become increasingly
demanding and more complex and the restaurant sector has responded to it with an offer
that is increasingly rich and varied in its many forms. Customers in the sector are no
longer exclusively food consumers, but ask for much more, often with specific needs,
strictly connected with their personality and the social strata they belong to. Therefore, the
main objective of this study is to empirically examine the present situation and quality of
the meal experience given in casual dining restaurants in Malta. The target group for this
research were individuals residing in Malta. Furthermore, a thorough analysis on the meal
experience offered by a number of casual dining restaurants was also carried out.
Today’s restaurant scenario is much more than just a place to eat; it is an environment
where more complex experiences are lived, made of conviviality, emotions, discoveries of
new tastes and new flavours, which are also achieved by opening up towards different
cultures and cuisines. Thus, one of the marketing’s goal is to reach consumers when they
are most influenced to make consumption decisions. It is of vital importance for an establishment to be able to attract and strengthen customers’ relationship with the company itself and successively obtaining a competitive advantage over other establishments offering the same product or service.

Working in the hospitality industry for almost 30 years, out of which eighteen as a senior
lecturer in food and beverage operations, the author always had the notion in trying to apprehend the customers’ perceptions and expectations in relation to their meal experience
in casual dining restaurants. As a matter of fact, this research-oriented thesis thrived from
the author’s first study related to the quality of the service given in Maltese restaurants.
Therefore, this study’s aim is also to deepen ones’ understanding of what customers perceive in a meal experience when dining in local casual restaurants, as well as to analyse
and measure customers’ experience and satisfaction in relation to services offered.
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In order to achieve the project’s aims and objectives, two research methodologies were
implemented. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods can enrich a study by making sure that the restrictions of one type of data collection is counterbalanced by the advantages of the other.
1.2

Thesis Structure

The first part of this paper will open up with the literature review, which is broken down
into four chapters. The first chapter discusses the foodservice sector; a general overview
and a definition of this dynamic and everchanging sector is given, with the main focal
points being attributed to the different catering establishments and their modus operandi
in relation to the meal offer.

The second- and third chapter deal with customer experience as well as the various facets
and forms pertaining to the restaurant experience. Restaurateurs consider creating and
most importantly preserving a unique atmosphere as a key factor not only as one of the
focal points of customer satisfaction, but also to attract new clientele as well as improving
financial performance. On the other hand, customer response to the surrounding environment can be extremely significant, particularly once the hedonistic component of consumption is heavily involved. The aspects of consumer behaviour focus on the customer
experience and reflect the need for fun and emotional value: in the case of casual dining
restaurants, these are perceived as a place in which to participate in culinary experiences
for the pure enjoyment and to satisfy ones’ needs.

The fourth and last chapter focuses on the service quality and customer satisfaction. Service quality and customer satisfaction are two concepts quite connected to each other,
nevertheless at the same time distinct, vital for an establishment to be able to attract and
strengthen customers’ relationship with the company itself, and hence obtaining a competitive advantage over other establishments offering the same product or service. In terms
of customer satisfaction, it reveals the level to which an individual considers whether an
experience has triggered a positive emotion. On the other hand, one can define perceived
quality as the customer's holistic judgment in relation to product’s characteristics or excellence.

The second part of this study deals with the research methodologies used for data collection. Studies like the one conducted in this thesis, which concern the opinions, expectations and perception of individuals towards the casual dining experience, fall within the
field of investigations on social phenomena that are based on the acquisition of empirical
data. This data was obtained through direct participative observation and by means of a
3

survey questionnaire; both research methods were based on the research problem that
was being investigated.

The third part of this thesis focuses on the empirical findings obtained from the two research methods used to collect the statistical information. A total of 23 casual dining restaurants around Malta were chosen for the participant observation; out of which 12 from
the southern area, 6 central and 5 from the northern part of the island. Furthermore, the
survey questionnaire had a total response from 763 participants. Through this chapter, the
author will give an overview of the key results obtained from the annotations taken during
the observation process and the survey’s statistical outcome.

4

2

Literature Review

The literature part of this research is divided into four chapters; the foodservice sector, the
customer at the centre of the customer experience, the restaurant experience and service
quality and customer satisfaction. These four topics have been chosen since they are fundamental areas of research needed to pragmatically study the level of experience in casual dining restaurants in Malta. Moreover, the matters chosen for the literature review interlink between each other, something which is of pinnacle importance in supporting this
study and its findings.

Firstly, the catering market has evolved profoundly in recent times and the changes that
have structurally altered the Foodservice sector have not yet found a definitive arrangement. This sector therefore still appears to be very dynamic in its evolutionary themes,
with specific attention to the innovative aspects introduced by Experiential Marketing;
which places particular emphasis on the more strictly emotional and sociological aspects
of eating a meal, rather than on the more traditional functions of catering, such as the
need to eat a meal as a daily necessity.
Secondly, today’s restaurant scenario is much more than just a place to eat. It is an environment where more complex experiences are lived, made of conviviality, emotions, discoveries of new tastes and new flavours, which are also achieved by opening up towards
different cultures and cuisines. Hence, one of the marketing’s goal is to reach consumers
when they are most influenced to make consumption decisions. Companies have always
tried to study the habits of their customers and to identify the common characteristics of
individuals who want to buy a product.

Thirdly, service quality and customer satisfaction are two concepts quite connected to
each other, nevertheless at the same time distinct, vital for an establishment to be able to
attract and strengthen customers’ relationship with the company itself and hence obtaining
a competitive advantage over other establishments offering the same product or service.
With the growth of economic well-being, the demand for catering has become increasingly
demanding and more complex and the restaurant sector has responded to it with an offer
that is increasingly rich and varied in its many forms. Customers in the sector are no
longer exclusively food consumers, but ask for much more, often with specific needs,
strictly connected with their personality and the social strata they belong to.
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The notion behind this line of thought is to demonstrate how understanding and adapting
to one’s emotional and sociological dimensions together with clients’ perceptions and expectations, can have a positive effect on the holistic service given in casual dining restaurants and consequently on customers’ meal experience.
2.1

The Foodservice Sector

The catering market has evolved profoundly in recent times and the changes that have
structurally altered the Foodservice sector have not yet found a definitive arrangement.
This sector therefore still appears to be very dynamic in its evolutionary themes, with specific attention to the innovative aspects introduced by Experiential Marketing, which places
particular emphasis on the more strictly emotional and sociological aspects of eating a
meal, rather than on the more traditional functions of catering, such as the need to eat a
meal as a daily necessity.

In the past it could have been sufficient to consume a good hearty meal, at a low cost, and
in a simple environment without particular sophistication. Today, in an evolved and, on the
whole, well-off society, aspects of pleasure, the environment, relationships become important, as well as all those aspects that enrich the offer of the catering market in a hedonistic sense. And it is this diversity that makes the substantial difference today in the competition on the catering market and in the identification of the establishment itself. This is
not a peculiarity of the foodservice market alone, but of almost all markets. This is due to
the increase in the competitive level, as the consumer has become more demanding, not
only in relation to the sales offer, but in all the aspects which accompanies the experience
of buying and consuming.

In the foodservice sector, however, the hedonistic facets of the meal experience are becoming more and more crucial. The meal, even in the past, albeit in a different way, has
always represented a moment of conviviality, of pleasure in tasting good food, of sociability with family, friends or work colleagues. Today these aspects seem more dominant and
the design and management of such criteria is very crucial to ensure the success of those
who work in the sector. In fact, today the restaurant owner must respond and fulfil the customers’ wishes way before satisfying their food needs.

In the foodservice sector there is a large variety of formulas where sales are mixed with
administration or entertainment or both together. In other cases, the catering offer is connected to other methods: there are also very different places of consumption, such as catering during travel, transportation, hotels, holiday resorts, agritourism, as well as in shopping centres. Furthermore, there are places where catering gives rise to a real emotional
6

consumer experience, with its own scenic representation, both environmental and emotional. There are also spaces dedicated to faster consumption, albeit with a minimum of
characterization framework and completion of the consumer experience, which have a
strong and interesting content for good development prospects.

Due to the considerable complexity and peculiarities of this sector, the market today
needs new professional skills and competencies. This requires tertiary educational institutions to expand their educational offer to train a more specialized management on the
specific knowledge required. Several of these institutions, like the Institute of Tourism
Studies have started to address the new issues related to the restaurant sector. It can
therefore be believed that in a reasonable period of time, once the current "effervescence"
has been overcome, a more organic and professionalized arrangement of the required
skills for this important sector are attained.
2.1.1

Identification and Definition of the Sector

The first restaurants were born in France at the end of the eighteenth century; when the
chefs who worked with the wealthy families of the country were out of work due to the effects of the French revolution, which cancelled nobility and royal bloodlines. The cooks
therefore made their services available to the emerging social class, the bourgeoisie, who
moved frequently and needed to eat adequately to their rank. Before then, there were only
post stations and taverns, with a poor and limited offer.

By shifting culinary creativity and refined cuisine from private homes to public spaces, restaurants became a place of public status affirmation. This contributed, jointly to the dissemination of publications by journalists and chefs, to codify what will be then called the
“Classic French Cuisine” (Ferguson, 1998).

With the change of the place where the meal was consumed, its rules also changed: from
the spectacular dimension of private banquets it moved on to a more intimate, balanced
and economic dimension. The changes taking place were codified by chef Auguste Escoffier (1847-1935), in his Guide Culinaire of 1903. It remained a reference text for chefs up
to the first half of the twentieth century, codified as the classic French cuisine. We passed
from the French service style, which provided, for each course, the simultaneous presence on the table of numerous different dishes; to Russian Service with only one dish per
course. The organization of the kitchen was simplified and rationalized. The use of seasonal products was emphasized, and the idea emerged that the flavours of individual
foods should be enhanced rather than homogenised (Rao, et al., 2003).
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Catering is a term that includes a widespread variety of commercial activities, all connected with the organisation of food (and drinks) prepared and ready for consumption.
The sector is in constant development and evolution, with the main reasons being:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

woman's work, resulting in less time for cooking, especially during the day;
increase in the distance between place of residence and place of work;
tendency of people to eat more often outside their home, both out of necessity and
for pleasure;
expansion of the social bracket and demographics;
change in the eating habits of the population;
increase in travel: people know and appreciate new forms of culinary arts;
increasingly massive presence of immigrant people, with their own food tastes.

All these factors lead to a very dynamic commercial reality, in continuous evolution and
diversification, which adapts to new customer needs by changing the offer and service
techniques (Cousins, et al., 2014).

Defining the foodservice sector, to which the restaurant belongs, is not easy given the extensiveness and complexity of this market. When addressing the issue of determining the
forms of the offer segments in the foodservice, considerable difficulties are encountered.
This is due to the extreme variability of the sector itself, from the very often family-like
business characteristics, to the diversity of the locations and gastronomic dishes offered.
It is not possible to segment and place every single restaurant-commercial reality in a homogeneous and well-defined group, clear within its own borders. The catering offer is very
different and often managed by individual companies, which makes it difficult to identify
and channel accordingly.

It is also problematic to categorize some types and forms of catering, when, for example,
the gastronomic proposal for lunch is far different from that proposed in the evening; even
if it is offered by the same catering establishment. Lunch can be a simpler type of offer
that fulfils a working break away from home, whilst instead, dinner can take place as a
moment of enjoyment and relaxation at the end of the working day, thus satisfying even
various different needs. Consequently, lunch competitors can change from those related
to the evening service. The continuous intertwining between commercial catering and industrial or collective catering is further proof of this complexity: in many of the cases analysed, the large companies that deal with fast food restaurants also manage company and
school canteens; thus differentiating the offer of the services offered, creating further
mixes and difficulties of placement or identification (Davis, et al., 2018).
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The evident social and multi-cultural change has imposed itself significantly on lifestyle
and consequently on eating habits. In order to cope with such changes, the new restaurants styles are made up of very diversified companies, characterized by rapid service,
agile and flexible structures and with an inevitable and focused orientation towards market
needs. Within the same sector, therefore, multiple segments coexist, sometimes well defined, other times instead with blurred and interchangeable forms. Therefore, if one had to
consider the foodservice as a sector, where the only characterizing element is the provision of food and drinks, would be highly restrictive and even misleading. The new vision
must necessarily take into account all the changes that have taken place as well as the
complexity and multiplicity of forms in which this sector is being expressed today
(Scicluna, 2017).

Catering is a commercial sector that includes several activities, not all similar to each
other and is run by various policies. The different types of catering vary (range) from simple individual or family-run business to industrial companies with managerial organisations. The variables taken into consideration to define the types of catering are the following:
•
•
•
•

the company organization;
the different production and business structures;
the different ways of serving and administering food;
the types of consumers.

This sector includes all the activities connected with the preparation and distribution of
meals in public establishments or in communities. From a first classification we distinguish
two major categories of catering companies, commercial catering and collective catering
(Cousins, et al., 2014).
2.1.2

Commercial and Collective Catering

Different parameters can be used to classify the foodservice sector: the type of cuisine,
the service characteristics, whether the moment of production coincides or not with that of
consumption, as well as the level of the prices charged can be taken into account. Even if
the differentiation between the various types of restaurants is now quite scattered, there is
still the need to identify the most relevant existing segments; Commercial catering and industrial or collective catering are certainly of particular importance. In the first case, the
customer pays the full price of the service, whilst in the second case it is the employer
himself, or the community, which assumes part of the cost, thereby also carrying out an
important social function.

9

Commercial Catering is aimed at various and different typology of customers and is
characterized by companies that are generally also very different from each other, both in
terms of style, size, type of organization, and also for the diversity they offer in relation to
food and beverage provisions. The reasons why customers flock to these catering establishments are quite varied. There are those who need to have lunch outside their home,
for work or study needs, or are on a trip and need to nourish more or less quickly. There
are also those who access these places for simple entertainment reasons or to experience the pleasure of a different cuisine, as well as for participation in events such as conferences, fairs or other various celebrations.

As a matter of fact, these outlets consist of public establishments that appeal to the individual consumers, customers who freely choose when and where to quench their culinary
needs. It consists in the supply of food and drinks, in premises open to the public and that
are consumed in the same place of production and selling. This category constitutes the
largest and most typical area of the catering businesses. The production methods differ in
relation to the number of meals provided, the type of raw material (commodities) to be
used and the space available for the production and service of meals (Davis, et al., 2018).

Conventional catering is the most generic form practiced in places open to the public. Traditional restaurants, according to the type of cuisine they offer, can be defined: classic,
gourmet, fine dining, international, regional, ethnic, typical, themed, fusion, nouvelle cuisine, vegetarian etc. Traditional catering is characterized by some common elements of
service, such as the adequate presence of staff, personalized service at the table, relatively long waiting times due to the choice of food on the menu and the price, which is
generally higher than other forms of catering (Davis, et al., 2018).

In trattorias the service is characterized by a medium-low level and a menu consisting of a
limited number of dishes based on local food and tends to offer authentic, simple and robust cuisine. Often a smaller establishment, with patterned tablecloths, wooden chairs,
and friendly staff. Very similar are the bistros - typically French places where simple but
good quality dishes and a limited wine list have been added to the traditional service of
café, aperitifs and liqueurs. The service is informal, and the prices are popular. Lately the
“bistronomie” phenomenon is spreading, a bistro that supports the large, important and famous restaurants, where the dishes made in the famous restaurant are served but eliminating the most expensive products, in a less cared environment and through a friendly
service (Cousins, et al., 2014).
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Hotel catering is the oldest and most traditional form of catering. The development of conference and seminar activities has allowed the hotel restaurant industry to significantly
consolidate its turnover, indeed, for some businesses it has been the main source of profitability. Within the hotel, catering plays a fundamental role in attracting customers, since it
qualifies the structure and completes its service. It can be reserved only for hotel guests,
but is often also open to passers-by, hence increasing the volume of work and revenues.

The fundamental difference compared to traditional catering consists in its insertion in a
wider context of hospitality service: it must therefore adapt in terms of image, service and
quality of the menu to the standard of the accommodation facility. Given the complexity
involved in a medium-high quality restaurant service, not all hotels have their own restaurant, with the exception of the 4-star, 5-star and 5-star-luxury facilities, which are normally
required to have one. The management of the catering service in hotels and other accommodation facilities can be direct (by the management of the establishment) or entrusted to
third parties (outsourced) (Davis, et al., 2018).

Analysing this sector in more detail, the demographic, social and cultural changes that
have taken place in recent years have led to the birth of a new and diverse type of commercial catering, with a more and specific aim to keep up with the fast-paced world we are
living in. The peculiar characteristics of this particular form are the speed of the service
provided, a certain standardization of the offer, a very informal and above all dynamic
style, a segment of clientele which is more oriented towards the most youthful age groups,
and finally reasonable and affordable prices.
This “modern-day” catering concept is characterized by less elegant and formal environments and by a greater simplicity of service. This type of restaurant includes cafeterias,
rotisseries, snack bars, sandwich bars, wine bars, takeaways, new pubs, food trucks, internet cafes, self-service restaurants and free flow. This typology is characterized by
structural and managerial flexibility that follow fashions and trends in continuous evolution.
Generally, the public businesses belonging to this sector are characterized by a rapid service; a well-structured organizational scheme; agile and flexible structures; less manpower; and a strong orientation towards market demands. The offer is wide and tends to
satisfy a substantial portion of the market (Davis, et al., 2018).

Another phenomenon linked to contemporary catering is the creation of "food court" type
structures, based on the presence of restaurants with extremely different characteristics in
one area, also called "multi food outlet”. The main aim is to provide food and drink as an
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addition to the retail business. This was firstly developed from prominent stores wanting to
offer catering possibilities as part of the retailing experience (Cousins, et al., 2014).

Fast food restaurants were created to satisfy the need to feed in a limited period of time.
This was due to the frenetic work pace and short breaks, which is one of the main characteristics of post-modern society. Fast food has a formula based on three points: speed of
service, acceptable quality of food and competitive prices. In addition to these three
points, it is also characterized by consumption at the table or at the counter, by the limited
and standardized menu offered, by a small number of employees, simplicity of furnishings
and high customer turnover. The market is almost totally controlled by the big international
chains. The success of this restaurant model is linked to ease of preparation, consistency
of quality, ease of consumption and cost-effectiveness. This is due to the fact that standardization of raw materials (food commodities) and preparation makes it very economical
to manage (Davis, et al., 2018).

With the term collective or industrial catering we mean a type of catering that addresses its activity to a large number of people having the interest of using the same service, as they are part of the same group (company workers, university students, patients
in hospitals, guests of an event, etc.). The relationship that is established between the catering company and consumers is not occasional but has characteristics of continuity and
systematicity. Collective catering was born and spread as a result of a series of transformations and social achievements, such as: industrialization, family evolutions, mass
schooling, health care, the spread of communities of the elderly, etc. All this has led to an
increase in the number of people who, spending a large part of the day away from home,
still need to feed and nourish themselves. Collective catering is generally divided into two
types: catering and banqueting (Davis, et al., 2018)

Catering is a service that provides for the preparation of meals in the kitchen (generally
with an industrial type organization), transportation and rapid distribution; this service is
required by what is commonly called the catering of large numbers. The catering typology
is composed of the following subcategories: social (welfare) catering; industrial catering
and transport catering (Cousins, et al., 2014).

By social (welfare) catering we mean the canteen service provided at schools, hospitals or
other communities (barracks, rest homes, penitentiaries, religious institutions, etc.). In all
these places there are groups that need to have their own meals. The industrial catering
sector like staff canteens has a long history, especially in the private industry. Developed
out for awareness that better fed workers work better. This was given a significant boost
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during the 1st & 2nd World Wars and further ameliorated by unions wanting to preserve
working conditions and hence this was the beginning of specialized contract caterers. In
companies, the managerial operations of the staff meals service often takes on great importance and has delicate aspects. The need to contain costs must not make the management forget that in the eyes of the employees, the management’s image can be influenced, for positive or negative …. even by the quality of staff meals provided (Cousins, et
al., 2014).

There is also a form of catering called transport catering, which is placed in an intermediate position between commercial catering and collective catering. Transport catering has
a long-established tradition. It requires particular technical solutions that must be taken
into account when it comes to which type of transportation it will be implemented, being
railway, aviation or naval. Grew out of the need to meet the demands of the public; services were of high levels, reflecting the type of traveller. Case in point is the Orient Express which is still in operation since 1883. Eventually, such services improved in order to
satisfy the needs of a wider range of travellers. The most relevant problem of this type of
catering is the cost of producing the meal which is much higher than what happens on the
ground and therefore significantly affects the final price (Davis, et al., 2018).

The main characteristic of catering is outsourcing. In fact, the evolution of the market and
the need to offer a better service at lower costs, have led companies to gradually abandon
the running of the catering service and hence outsource to larger specialized catering
businesses. Another characteristic of catering is the self-service food distribution system.
It was introduced in large communities as it facilitates the reduction of management costs
and allows food to be distributed to many diners with the help of just a few operators
(Davis, et al., 2018).

Banqueting has become very popular in recent times and is constantly growing. This can
be seen in the continual increase in public or private fora such as seminars, conferences
and events that also include the provision of food and beverage. This sector can be divided into inside or outside banqueting. The inside banqueting takes place within a restaurant or venue, which hosts the event that also includes the meal; or in places regularly
used by the restaurant to organize events (for example, historical villas, castles, floral gardens, rooms with themed furnishings, etc.) (Davis, et al., 2018).

On the other hand, the characteristic of outside banqueting is to bring catering to the customer's home. With this particular service, it is no longer the client who goes to the restau-
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rant but the restaurateur himself who, thanks to specific skills, is able to organize the service in the location indicated by the customer. In addition to preparing and transporting
meals, an accurate service and complete preparation of the venue is also provided. The
company organizing the banqueting is asked to create a memorable meal experience; not
only in the high level of service and gastronomic delights but also with decorative ambience and musical entertainment (Davis, et al., 2018).

The demand for collective catering is constantly growing, this shows that it is above all a
"necessity" catering that is keeping pace with the developments taking place in the foodservice sector. This "necessity" catering is contrasting to the "pleasure" one; as it is not required to satisfy needs related to aspects of cordiality, entertainment, or fun, but to merely
satisfy the physiological need for nourishment to those people who for any particular reasons are far away from home (Cousins, et al., 2014).
2.1.3

The Meal

The importance of practices related to the consumption of food, and specifically those related to commensality, are widely discussed in sociological and anthropological literature.
Classical sociology has already studied this topic extensively and underlined its importance. The concept of commensality suggests a type of practice linked to the idea that
all those who sit at the same table are served the same foods. But historical literature
teaches us that this is not the only model of commensal practice. Various types of commensalism practices can be distinguished, which change from one society to another and
over time. Guests at a banquet can all sit at the same table and eat the same foods, as
normally happens in Europe from the seventeenth century onwards; or, people sitting at
the same table may be served different foods according to their position on the social
scale (Sasha Gora, 2018).

Beyond its specific historical forms, the functionalist and evolutionary approaches, however, underline the universal spread of commensalism, and the presence of some recurring traits. It is the belief system that allows the meal to be shared with certain people, according to certain rules of behaviour and clear modalities, or with other people according
to other certain modalities, or that it cannot be shared with other people at all. French anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep points out that the practices that involve the exchange or
consumption of food often underlie the social rites of most of the civilizations he studied.
He also emphasises that the commensality or ritual of eating and drinking together is evidently a custom of aggregation, of properly material union which has been so-called as a
ritual of communion (Rothem & Shlomo, 2018).

14

Pierre Van den Berghe (1984) instead starts from an evolutionist perspective to underline
the universality of commensalism. He researched the origin of the practice of commensalism by conducting a comparative analysis between human social habits and those of
other animals. The fact that appears immediately important is that the practice of sharing
food is common to most carnivorous animals. In particular, Van den Berghe notes that
some species - such as chimpanzees and canids (canine) - use food exchanges to create
and maintain social ties that go beyond natural blood ties (Van den Berghe, 1984).

According to Van den Berghe's analysis, the fact that the practice of sharing food is common to most carnivorous animals, demonstrates how ancient and profound the roots of
this human behaviour are and can serve to explain its centrality and universality. Van den
Berghe also states that food is not only the most excellent gift, but it is also a gift that cannot be refused without offending. More generally, the sharing of food seems to play an appeasing and socializing function (Van den Berghe, 1984).

Meal-related behaviours and practices perform an important structuring function within the
group participating in it. This would include: the ways in which the tables are laid up, the
principles with which the diners decide the seating around the table as well as the ways of
conversation. The meal therefore converts itself into an essential social performance to
the extent that diners are given the opportunity to experiment, to make a kind of test of
what social relationships are within the group, or, within the society to which they belong
(Maffesoli, 1991).

Acceptance of the rules imposed during the meal denotes recognition of the social relationships and social hierarchy between the diners even when the meal is finished. As in
classical Greece, when for meat banquets the “sacrificed” animal was then cut into pieces
and eaten during a ritual banquet, in which individuals received a part of meat in accordance with their status in the City. The part of meat that the citizen receives during the sacrificial banquet is literally the embodiment of his political and social status (Maffesoli,
1991).

Jean-Pierre Poulain (2002), referring to modern societies, underlined the fact that in advanced industrial society, there has been a rapid transformation of those commensalism
practices that had long been considered an example of extremely stable and change resistant practices. The sense of belonging to the group, especially to the family, is affirmed
through some ritual of commensality that no longer necessarily presupposes the meeting
around the table.
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Poulain speaks of a practice of "food nomadism" observable on two distinct levels. The
first level is related to “the habit”; which is related to the increasing trends, of having meals
outside one's home and family group, due to changes in working hours and to a different
management of free time. The second level refers instead to the “private space”, where
the meal is no longer necessarily eaten in the dining room or kitchen, in the presence of
all family members. But rather in front of the television or computer, perhaps at different
times according to the different needs of family members. This change is an expression of
the growing individualization given by the neoliberal system, and which in this sense carries with it the risk of de-structuring the oldest social practices related to commensality
(Poulain, 2002).

Although food is a primary determinant in the choice of restaurant consumption, as well as
in the choice of the restaurant itself, we can affirm how the consumer's desire goes in
search of other key factors. Such factors do not just enrich the experience but are able to
determine its success and therefore its memorability (Wall & Berry, 2007). These elements can be traced mainly to two macro areas:
-the service, intended as the performance of the dining room staff;
- the physical atmosphere, or that set of elements that defines the environment in which
the consumer is immersed. In this set we include not only the physical space, i.e. the
walls, the floors and ceilings that delimit the restaurant (in addition to a series of elements
such as temperature, humidity, light, background music), but also other holistic objects
and tools that will guide the consumer throughout the experience: tables and tablecloths,
cutlery and glasses, etc. Beyond the presence / absence of these spaces and objects,
their organization (such as the layout and furnishings of the room, and the mise en place
of the table) is also decisive.

The service and the environment are therefore placed as significant syntagmatic elements. For example, the plate or dish, are useful tools for the construction and delivery of
the experience itself by the chef and / or patron to the guest. The sensory and motor processes deriving from these elements are not independent or detached from each other,
but their activation is characterized by a strong intermodality translatable into different degrees of synaesthesia (Garg & Amelia, 2016).

The way in which these elements are combined with each other, constitutes the unique
margin from which each restaurant starts to define itself. The success of the equation
however remains in the hands of the guest. Although not aware of the regulations and
professional standards, the client is placed however, in the condition of being able to enjoy and above all appreciate the quality offered along the entire sensory journey without
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being overwhelmed or astonished. The planning of the consumer experience, in fact, is
built around the guest, which however implies a certain knowledge of the consumer and
his/her expectations, so that he/she can benefit from the experience through the recovery
and mobilization of sensitive patterns already produced in the process itself (Norman,
2013).
2.2

The Clientele at the centre of the Customer Experience

The goal of marketing is to reach consumers when they are most influenced to make consumption decisions. Companies have always tried to study the habits of their customers
and to identify the common characteristics of people who want to buy a product. To understand that the importance of reaching consumers has always been the main focus, just
think to Procter & Gamble. This company at the end of the 1930s decided, in order to
reach its potential target, to produce radio and later television programs to promote its
products, in particular the soap from which this type of production still takes its name,
"soap opera " (Marsden, 2014).

Another example is found when visiting the shops in the city or in shopping centres, where
we always see the best models on display, with the most unique and innovative features;
which shows how important it is to amaze and be appreciated with current unique products. In all these cases, marketing experts have researched the contact points, also called
touchpoints, through which the consumer can insert the brand amongst their purchasing
choices.

The evolution of these studies has led to change the economic-behavioural theories and
the factors promoting this evolution will be gradually highlighted during the discussion.
In the years before the technological and digital revolution, the touchpoints between companies and customers were described with the funnel metaphor. Also called "traditional
funnel" (Court, et al., 2009), this approach identifies in five steps the phases that lead people from the initial desire to purchase to loyalty after-sales. The path along the funnel is
divided into awareness - familiarity - consideration - purchase – loyalty (Figure 1.).
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Figure 1. The consumer decision journey (Court, et al., 2009)

Figure 1. best represents the various passages, the coloured dots represent the brands
considered in each phase. One can easily see the number decrease at each subsequent
step until the final part in which there is only one brand, which is the one chosen and purchased. A more authoritative source that dealt with the theme of the evolution of consumer is proposed by McKinsey (2009).

McKinsey has highlighted that the peculiarity of the traditional funnel model lies in the fact
that in the passages from awareness to loyalty, the brands present in the consumer's
mind and, in his initial selection basket, do not change but rather decrease as they proceed through the funnel. But the brands that will compete for that particular final consumer
will be only those which were present from the initial phase, and not entered from subsequent phases. This means that each individual has a more or less extensive list of brands
in his/her mind which associates with the need for a specific product.

When the need emerges, the consumer begins to evaluate the different brands known
and, as the search deepens itself, less suitable choices are eliminated. This means that
only if the company had initially entered the consumer's mind can be chosen for purchase
and may have hopes of obtaining loyalty from the client. Hence it is fundamental for a
company in being present at the moment when the consumer manifests his/her first intention of purchase. This means that the company needs to enter between the first set of
brands, those which are considered of having strong “awareness”. In recent years, however, the scenarios have changed, both those in which the consumer lives as well as in
which the company operates. The technologies, habits of life and consumption have made
the funnel model obsolete and outdated. The approach that reworked the funnel idea is
now called customer decision journey.
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According to research carried out by McKinsey (2009) on the purchase decisions of almost 20,000 consumers in five sectors and three different continents; marketers are
forced to find new methods to position their brands in the initial consideration sets that
consumers develop when they start the decision-making process. This need is due to the
proliferation of products and changes in the channels of communication. The latter has
also transformed from a mono directional communication, from the company to the consumer, to a bi-directional one. Technological innovations from the advent of the internet to
the recent spread of smartphones and tablets have led to increasingly informed consumers and potentials contact channels have become extremely more numerous.

Every day people form their own impression on brands by drawing information from different sources such as advertisements, news, social networks, conversations with family and
friends or through the consumption of products. But when does the urge to buy start? In
such instance, accumulated impressions become important, even those unconsciously,
because they form the initial evaluation set. From here, instead of reducing the number of
brands at each step to select the "winner" like in the traditional funnel, a circular process
consisting of four phases begins. Marketers must compete to be considered as: 1) initial
assessment; 2) active consideration or search for potential purchases; 3) closure, in which
the purchasing act takes place; 4) post-purchase.

Figure 2. The consumer decision journey (Court, et al., 2009).
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Figure 2. graphically represents the purchase process theorized by the customer decision
journey approach, and clearly highlights the change in consumer behaviour. In this model
there are three particularities:

Firstly, as the name itself emphasizes, we talk about travel and not more of a funnel,
demonstrating the circular and irregular course of the consumer along his purchase process. Such cycle always proves to be less linear and more and more fluctuating through
the numerous contact points that the company tries to activate.

Another important difference from the traditional model lies in the fact that brands which
are not present in the first phase of active evaluation, still have a chance to be considered
in the following steps. According to this approach, and from the data found by the authors
of the article (Court, et al., 2009), the number of brands basically increases in the second
phase of the path, contrary to what happened in the funnel model. This means that brands
can enter the process or force the exit of rivals at each stage. This is possible by opening
up greater chances for establishments who can increase points of contact with clients who
express interest in the product or service, even after the process has already started.

The third novelty of the customer decision journey model concerns the importance of
consumer versus company’s marketing. Marketing over the years has developed and
used push type methods for marketing relationship with consumers, that is, pushing communications to people with advertising or other means. The consumer decision-making
model alongside this approach has a customer-driven vision of marketing.

This means that most of the contact points that the company activates with their customers derive directly from individuals; and very often they are uncontrollable and not measurable for the same companies. With this approach, the consumer is positioned at the centre of the marketing strategies and goes from the one to whom the communication messages are pushed to the co-creator of the same. The reference here is of "empowered
consumer" that is placed in the condition to have more information and to be able to directly affect business strategies (Court, et al., 2009).

This empowerment, as already stated, derives from an essential technological development and the beginning of new opportunities of communication and knowledge. This is
due to the invention of mobile devices that allow to be always connected to the net and infinite possibilities are enclosed in just a few clicks. Technological evolution brings with it
another interesting aspect: In the traditional funnel, the linear path of the consumer in
his/her purchase process, loyalty and promotion were the arrival points of the funnel. On
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the other hand, with the consumer circular travel theory they can be found at other times
and they can arise in individuals even without the purchase of the product. With the latest
technologies it is much easier and more likely for consumers to be part of digital communities linked to companies (Boncheck & France, 2014).

For example, Nike+ is a community of runners who are passionate about the technical
footwear of the American brand. This community is made up of people who are not necessarily customers of the brand. The same can be said about the communities of Ferrari enthusiasts who hardly have their own. There are other similar cases in which the brand enthusiasts have not made any purchase of the brand for which they are passionate. This
highlights how the roles of consumers in the different phases have also changed from the
linear to the circular one. It represents a great opportunity for companies that understand
the change, because people experience the brands in many ways besides purchasing the
product.

To conclude the evolution of consumer decision-making models, there is a recent theory
that has proposed a further evolution of the customer decision journey model. According
to Edelman and Singer (2015) the path that the consumer takes in his purchase process
has further changed making it necessary to update the theory. The model proposed by
McKinsley shows that companies must invest their resources to win the competition and
enter significantly into the mind of the consumer through new technologies, but this is no
longer enough.

Edelman and Singer, based on their consultancy experience with numerous brands, affirm
the need for companies to actively shape the decision-making path of consumers and not
only to react to their behaviour. This way of thinking allows companies who know how to
create significant value for the consumer, to use the customer decision journey as a competitive tool with the aim of minimizing, if not eliminating, the initial stages of consideration
and evaluation (Edelman & Singer, 2015).
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Figure 3. The new consumer decision journey (Edelman & Singer, 2015)

The differences between the journey model theorized in the early 2000s, called by Edelman and Siger "The classic journey", and the most recent evolution also emerge from the
graphic representation of the purchase process (Figure 3). These authors spoke of "The
accelerated loyalty journey" (Edelman & Singer, 2015); a theory that expands on the one
previously analysed and shows how important it is to be able to build a bond, with the consumer that it can overcome the initial stages in the loops following the first, leading directly
to repurchase.

An evolution of the classic concept of the customer journey is proposed; not so much from
the aspect of the circular path that remains the best way to explain the new consumer behaviour, but on the fact that it is important that the individual is captured by the brand at
various times of the journey, to such an extent that he/she have no intention of evaluating
other alternatives when the need for that particular product re-emerges.
2.2.1

Experience as an economic offer and marketing lever

In the context of consumer studies, the first appearances of the term "experiential" occurred in the eighties with the work of Hirschman and Holbrook (1982). They defined the
experiential views as an approach that focuses on symbolic, hedonistic nature and consumer aesthetics; and which is based on the concept of consumption experience as an
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activity carried out in search of fantasies, sensations and entertainment. This theory was
followed by several studies and which we can divide into three main groups:

A first group of authors analyse the experience of purchasing and using products and suggest managerial tools to make these products experiential. This means enriching them
with emotional contents and meanings to make them a source of experience for the consumer. The second group focuses more on the shopping experience, and tries to understand the determinants of experience in the store to derive managerial implications in order to make the physical place an experiential place. A third strand of studies focuses on
experience as an object of exchange, that is, as a product in its own right.

In the 90s Pine and Gilmore (1998) noted how the economy, and subsequently marketing,
was also shifting from what was offered to consumers and how these offers should have a
strong added value in order to be appreciated. The authors state that in buying a service,
a person buys a series of intangible assets that are carried out on his/her behalf. However, when a customer buys an experience, he/she is paying to be able to spend time enjoying a string of unforgettable events, staged by an establishment as in a theatrical performance, to involve him/her on an individual level (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). With this theory, it is important to clarify, that the famous 4Ps of marketing theorized by Kotler (2003)
are not eliminated but must be revisited in an experiential scenario.

The customer experience is a mixture of the four key components, product, price, place
and promotion, so that the customer experiences a feeling that he/she perceives as added
value with respect to the product itself. This should occur at any point of contact with the
brand and allows the company to offer the good at a higher price thanks to this experiential component. To better understand what type of experience is best suited to the product or service that the company wants to promote, or to understand what experience is
being staged, it is important to know its characteristics (Pine & Gilmore, 1999).
The two American scholars have proposed a schematized model called the “experience
economy” to group the possible types of experience that allow customer involvement. This
model is articulated along two axes or dimensions. The areas and dimensions of the experiences are represented by the author in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. The Four Realms of an Experience (Pine & Gilmore, 1998)

The first axis, which in the representation is placed horizontally, is linked to the participation of the customer in the experience itself, that is, whether it is active or passive in living the memorable moment. We therefore find passive participation in one extreme
where the consumer is simply a spectator of what is happening around him. The main examples of passive participation experiences are the observation of a show or listening to
music at a concert. On the other side of the axis we place the active participation of the
customer, who acts personally on the performance or event he/she is participating in. The
simplest example to understand this dimension is sports practice, in which the person actively acts to create the experience (Pine & Gilmore, 1998).

The second dimension describes the involvement of the person with the external environment in which the event or performance takes place. Represented in the vertical axis, this
dimension has absorption on one side and immersion on the other. Absorption means
when an experience penetrates the person through the mind, such as watching a movie in
the cinema or listening to a university lesson. With Immersion, on the other hand, the individual finds him/herself within the experience itself, taking part physically or virtually in
what is happening around him/her (Pine & Gilmore, 1998).

From the possible combinations of these two dimensions emerge what the authors Pine
and Gilmore (1999) call the four realms of an experience. These four types of experiences, which can also be seen in Figure 4., are obtained by combining different degrees
of participation and involvement of the person.
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The first area is that of Entertainment: it is generated in all those cases in which patrons
passively absorb the experience that surrounds them through their senses. This type of
experience is the one that is currently most easily implemented by companies, because it
requires minimal effort in terms of engagement strategies and all creativity is concentrated
in the creation of captivating events or performances (Flambé or Gueridon dishes prepared in front of patrons). The field of Education is instead the second; in this case the
degree of involvement of the person remains the same but implies an active participation
in what is happening in the surrounding environment. The most obvious example is that of
students who must engage personally to increase their knowledge and skills in an educational experience, in our case cooking or wine tasting sessions (Scicluna, 2017).

The third is the area of Esthetic experience in which consumers immerse themselves in
the event or in the surrounding environment in a mostly passive way and without having
influence on it. For instance, patrons who partake in cultural and heritage culinary events
where they are in natural places or in artificial scenarios or events with virtual realities.
The last part of the experience that is identified by the interweaving of the dimensions of
participation and involvement is that of Escapist. In this case there is a deep immersion
and participation of the customer in what is happening. The guest in this type of experience becomes the main protagonist and creator of the performance. Banquets with medieval re-enactments in which patrons are fully dressed up for the event as well as dining
together in this context is a typical example (Scicluna, 2017). The most valuable experiences for people, and consequently that create positive memories, will be those that manage to combine the different areas and graphically position themselves in the central point
of the figure.

In another theory, experience is linked to marketing, rather than to the economy in general. Such theory is provided by Bernd H. Schmitt (1999), who based the concept of his
"experiential marketing” model on four key concepts: focus on customer experience, attention of the consumer situation, recognition of rational and emotional consumption drivers and use of diverse management strategies.

The change in the experiential marketing paradigm entails a shift of focus on the consumer and on the purchasing dynamics which brings out some differences with respect to
the traditional scheme. This does not mean, however, that they are alternative theories or
that the focus on the consumer abolishes traditional theories. However, it is appropriate to
adapt marketing theories to the experiential objective to which companies aspire.
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The differences of experiential marketing compared to traditional marketing according to
Schmitt (1999) are summarized in Figure 5. It is important that if an establishment wants
to undertake a marketing campaign that adds value for the customer, and that has the
consumer rather than the sale at the centre of the strategy, then the focus must shift from
the left to the right column.

Figure 5. Traditional Marketing vs Experiential Marketing. Adapted from (Schmitt, 1999)

From the key assumptions of this latter theory, five types of experiences are identified
called SEM, the acronym of strategic experiential modules. In these experiential modules
all those sensory, emotional, cognitive, behavioural and relational experiences are to be
considered. The ultimate goal of this marketing approach is the search for holistic experience in which the various modules coexist for a full, memorable proposal to the consumer.
The SEM and how they entwine with the Meal Experience are discussed in further detail
in chapter 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 respectively.

The principles of the experience economy and experiential marketing, create a managerial
line of company administration, in which the conception of the customer experience is associated with the idea that: in order to create value, the experience must be, as repeatedly mentioned by the scholars themselves, "memorable", "holistic" and "extraordinary"
(Scicluna, 2017). As a final consideration, it should be remembered that the most important change must be made in the minds of marketing companies. As stated by most of
the scholars mentioned above; the fundamental factor for a company to be able to evolve
in a consumer environment that has profoundly changed, is to adapt the mental approach
to these new ways of interacting, information, evaluation and purchase of products.
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2.3

The Restaurant Experience

The forerunners of today's restaurants date back to ancient times as a support to travellers who, along the main communication routes, needed food and accommodation. These
had the form of taverns or inns, and could also include additional services, such as overnight stays. Modern dining formulas can be traced back to the times of the French revolution. Such "primitive restaurants" date back to before the eighteenth century and were
widespread in the main European commercial cities. At the beginning, they worked on
menus and timings, the food was not of great quality and the customers were usually regulars who met in these places and almost always had the same place at the table (Spang,
2001).

With economic development, the performance of these taverns also improved, and the offer began to change through the development of the first strategies to contest in the new
competitive context. The tables became individual, and no longer collective; it was now
possible to note the application of some marketing principles, such as a greater degree of
assortment, albeit limited, and the use of differentiation elements based on the quality of
the food and the prices charged. Paying a surplus for these new services, a principle that
we can almost consider modern, finds its basic motivation in three elements: greater availability of money, increase in population and economic development (Kiefer, 2002).

The opening hours also ceased to be fixed and the possibility of booking took hold. Already these remarkable changes are at the origin of the modern restaurant concept. This
development was not homogeneous everywhere, but it privileged the areas where business was better and essentially there was a greater availability of purchasing power. The
principle that the customer paid more for the services he/she received, was first affirmed
in cafés, which had arisen numerously around Europe after the arrival of coffee from the
Middle East. Eventually, also the restaurants started to meet the consumers by differentiating their offer (Kiefer, 2002).

The restaurant today is much more than just a place to eat; it is an environment where
more complex experiences are lived, made of conviviality, emotions, discoveries of new
tastes and new flavours, also achieved by opening up towards different cultures and cuisines. With the growth of economic well-being, the demand for catering has become increasingly demanding and more complex. The restaurant sector has responded with an
offer that is increasingly rich and varied in its many forms. Customers in the sector are no
longer exclusively food consumers, but ask for much more, often with specific needs,
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strictly connected with their personality and the social strata they belong to. The consumption of a lunch or dinner has become a time when the physiological need for nourishment
takes second place, and emotional and hedonistic needs become of primary importance
(Scicluna, 2017).

Hirschman and Holbrook (1982), for some time had pointed out that the moment of purchase of a good or service, as well as that of its consumption, were strongly characterized
by elements that were not strictly rational, but rather emotional, actually pleasurable, so
much so that the authors describe it as hedonistic consumption. The empirical interest of
these authors was actually more focused to sectors such as those of culture and art. This
emotional component in these sectors could have seemed obvious, given the peculiarity
of the sector, but soon it was realized that the same phenomenon, with greater or lower
intensity was also used for other types of consumption.

This is how marketing began to introduce other psychological, sociological and anthropological factors into the evaluation of the offer system. Scholars spoke of Emotional Marketing, stating that emotion sometimes appears decisive in the purchasing process. Then the
topic found a more organic definition in Schmitt (1999) with the introduction of Experiential
Marketing and its first cardinal principles.

In principle it is somewhat obvious that individual behaviour is quite subjective by the
physical context in which it happens. Until the early 70’s, in the attempt to foresee and rationalise human comportment, such phenomena was somehow ignored by psychologists.
Since then, environmental psychology has achieved huge advancements in relation to
how individuals relate with the surrounding environments they have built. Nevertheless,
the study of the environment built by man is just a mere fraction of environmental psychology. As a matter of fact, such studies also deal with how individuals interact and relate
with different forms of social and natural surroundings. What differentiates such area of
study from others, is the relation between the individual’s behavior and thoughts vis a vis
the environmental surroundings in which the same individual is positioned at any point in
time (Bitner, 1992).

Kotler (1973) defined the term "Atmosphere" as that sentient design of space aimed at
producing positive effects in the buyer. The atmosphere is perceived throughout ones’
senses and, consequently, the sensory stimuli within the atmosphere can be grouped in
relation the five human senses: that is, sound, sight, smell, taste and touch. Through "Servicescape" Bitner subcategorised the atmosphere in three dimensions: the ambience,
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space layout and functionality, and finally signage, symbols and artefacts (Hightower, et
al., 2002).

According to Bitner, the ambience refers to the basic characteristics of the environment
such as music, sound, ambient lighting, temperature and smells. In our case, the space
layout denotes to the ways in which tables, chairs, sideboards and other furnishings are
organised, the shape and size of these elements and the thematic connections amongst
them. On the other hand, with functionality we are referring to the way how these elements will help the caterer to perform well and hence achieve the pre-set objectives. The
third dimension: signage, symbols and artefacts include logos, objects, decorations insignia and other physical elements that are used to communicate with patrons and guests
(Heung & Gu, 2012).

Restaurateurs consider creating and most importantly preserving a unique atmosphere as
a key factor not only as one of the focal points of customer satisfaction but also to attract
new clientele as well as improving financial performance. Customer response to the surrounding environment (atmosphere) can be extremely significant, particularly once the hedonistic component of consumption is heavily involved. The aspects of consumer behaviour focus on the customer experience and reflect the need for fun and emotional value:
the store. In our case the restaurant, is perceived as a place in which to participate in culinary experiences for the enjoyment and to satisfy ones’ needs. On the contrary, utilitarian
consumption is mainly of a functional nature: the individual recognizes the store as a
place to acquire basic needs or a particular product, in a fast and effective way. (Rayburn
& Voss, 2013).

The fact that consumption has more of a hedonistic or utilitarian component, depends on
the customer's perspective and the environment in which such consumption has taken
place. A child's perspective in relation to fast food restaurants can provide both a utilitarian
function (i.e. nourishment) and a hedonistic function (i.e. having fun playing in the play
area). Whilst an adult can perceive the same fast food in strictly utilitarian terms. Therefore, the ambience in which such product or service is consumed, either for entertainment
purposes or when consumers spend a reasonable or long time periods in a specific environment becomes a crucial element of consumer psychology and its behaviour. For instance, in the case of casual dining restaurants, customers can stay inside the room for a
considerable amount of time and "have to endure" the restaurant environment throughout
the whole meal (Ryu & Han, 2011; Wakefield & Blodgett, 1999).
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2.3.1

Mehrabian & Russel Model

From the time when the phrase "Atmosphere" had been initiated, the results of physical
"stimuli" on customer behaviour was of constant importance for professionals and scholars in the marketing filed. During the empirical studies, the influence of the atmosphere
was recognized in the various contexts of services as a tangible stimulus for customer assessments of service quality and ultimately for repeated purchases (Jang & Namkung,
2009).

The study on environmental psychology which was carried out by Mehrabian and Russel
in 1974 which was based on their S-O-R (stimulus – organism – response) paradigm implies that environmental stimuli lead to emotional reactions which, subsequently, guide
consumer behavioural response (Mehrabian & Russel, 1974). This theory assumes that
customers have three emotional states in reaction to environmental stimuli: pleasure,
arousal and dominance. These emotional reactions trigger two divergent behaviours: approach or avoidance. Approaching behaviour implies a desire to stay, discover and acquaint with other people in the environment; whilst the behaviour of avoidance implies
wanting to "escape" from the environment and ignore attempts by others to communicate.

Notwithstanding the huge influence that the Mehrabian-Russel model has made to literature, one could easily debate that environmental stimuli simply provide partial data regarding client assessments of perceived quality; since such spurs are merely a subgroup of
the stimuli in relation to the holistic context of the actual meal experience. In other words,
in addition to environmental stimuli, there are other stimuli that may have different but still
important roles in the restaurant experience perspective.

For example, inside a restaurant, stimuli relating to the product (such as palate, use of
fresh ingredients and appearance of food and beverage) can also act as predictors of
emotional responses and future behaviour. The level of service offered by personnel can
also be another crucial factor vis a vis the quality of restaurant service. From this perspective, all stimuli should be considered in such a way as to better understand the customer
experience in the restaurant. In addition to this, to improve this understanding it is also
necessary to consider the cognitive, as well as emotional, reactions aroused by the environment and other stimuli present in the restaurant.
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Figure 6.

The SOR Model - adapted from (Mehrabian & Russel, 1974)

As shown in Figure 6, the SOR scheme takes into consideration that the atmosphere
holds certain stimuli which can trigger changes in the inner states (organism) of people,
which subsequently produce behavioural responses. By means of this environmental theory model, M-R tries to rationalise the emotional responses which follow once individuals
are exposed to the spurs of a specific atmosphere or ambience (Teller & Dennis, 2012).

The fluctuations in the stimuli which exist in the environment are called information rates.
Therefore, the authors propose that the physical aspects within the environment, the information rate of the ambience and the emotional experience of individual personalities can
affect ones’ reactions to the environment. All of this suggests that, in our case, restaurateurs can efficiently plan the restaurant's stimuli in order to achieve distinctive emotional
reactions (Teller & Dennis, 2012).

Organism is the next step of this model; where it denotes the emotive responses of individuals to the environment. Such responses differ in strength, degree of pleasure and
level of motivation; also referred to as P.A.D.. Figure 6 also shows us how the physical atmosphere interrelates with the distinctive emotions associated with every customer’s personality. Hence, an environment which triggers a particular reaction in a customer or part
of the society at a certain occasion, can trigger a completely different reaction to another
consumer or cluster. For instance, an ambience that gives a positive reaction to millennials can trigger a negative reaction to older generations. The environment and ambience of
a restaurant does not only effect patrons but also the staff of the establishment itself, who
subsequently through their collaborations will end up influencing each other (Turley &
Milliman, 2000).
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To complete the model, the responses (the component indicated with R) classify the behaviour of the buyers into those of approach or avoidance. According to this theory, the
level of desire (Pleasure) and excitement (Arousal) that an individual experiences, defines
whether the response will be an Approach or Avoidance one. The will to immerse oneself
in a specific environment involves three fundamental characteristics: the longing to discover and interact, to practice various forms of communication with others, as well as a
holistic gratification with the surrounding environment (Turley & Milliman, 2000).

Therefore, clients who find a pleasant and exciting environment will feel the need to discover, interrelate and affiliate with other customers in that same environment; bringing a
larger appreciation for the catering establishment. Therefore, the study of emotional responses is needed in order to understand the patrons’ response towards the restaurant’s
ambience (Turley & Milliman, 2000).

From the Primary Emotional Responses, we can also derive the PAD model. It identifies
three dimensions at the emotional level, three variables which synthesize the emotional
states of response to environmental stimuli:
Pleasure: pleasantness – Whether a customer feels fulfilled, cheerful, content or accomplished in a particular ambient setting.
Arousal: involvement - Whether a customer feels enthusiastic, motivated, attentive, or dynamic.
Dominance: control - How much a person perceives to be in control of the situation or to
feel free to take any action he/she deems necessary within a particular ambient setting.
The PAD model is used to have a holistic portrayal of one’s behaviour. For instance, an
amalgamation of pleasurableness, enjoyment and dominant characteristics denotes relationship and socialness. Whilst traits of pleasurableness, enjoyment and submissiveness
represents addiction. The dominance factor is often the weakest segment of the model
which has led to the proposition of its removal, based on the fact that it necessitates a rational rather than emotional evaluation by the individual (Wirtz, et al., 2000).

On the contrarily, the level of enjoyment aroused by an environment is derived from the
level of innovation and difficulty of the situation, which is altered by the distinctive way
each individual reacts to external spurs. The pleasure factor, however, has been shown
that it directly guides the "Approach-Avoidance" behaviour, whilst the arousal boosts the
pleasure-behaviour relationship (Wirtz, et al., 2000).
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2.3.2

Synthesis of stimuli in restaurants

Although the S.O.R. model was not initially developed for the context of food and beverage, it proved itself quite adequate to explain the influence of the atmosphere on customer
behaviour in various settings of this type (Liu & Jang, 2009). In particular in the restaurant
environment, several stimuli can have an impact on the client’s emotional state. These
stimuli include both tangible and intangible characteristics of the restaurant, such as the
material environment, the quality of the product and the aspects of the service.

In principle, food, atmosphere and service are the vital components in which restaurateurs
can expand their clienteles’ interest in the dining experience. In this regard, food and services offered in casual dining restaurants can be considered as the most crucial factors for
clients to establish their satisfaction and forthcoming behaviour towards the chosen restaurants (Ha & Jang, 2012).

It has been found that, in general, individuals' perceptions of the quality of the goods can
influence both their state of excitement (Arousal) and their state of desire (Pleasure)
(Walsh, et al., 2011). In relation to the culinary services offered in restaurants, various
findings have focused on several quality characteristics such as the food plating and
presentation, freshness, healthy dishes, ingredients as well as the captivating taste. All of
these elements ultimately characterize the essential part of the experience in the restaurant and contribute in determining customer satisfaction (Jang & Namkung, 2009).

The other important stimulus present during the consumer experience in a catering establishment is the physical environment or atmosphere. This concept includes audio-visual
stimuli such as functionality, space, design, colour, décor, and entertainment. The exterior
of the room has also been proposed in literature (for example the architectural style, parking facilities, structure’s upkeep) and the human factor (staff grooming and appearance,
customer interaction, crowding of the premises) as elements to be included in the concept
of the atmosphere (Lin & Mattila, 2010).

The human factor can be further classified into two distinct areas: the influence of other
buyers and the influence of employees. As for the issue of other buyers, the literature has
focused mainly on the subject of crowding which consists of two components: the actual
and the perceived crowding. For the employee issue, the personnel aspect is fundamental
as it allows to communicate the ideals and characteristics of a company to consumers
(Turley & Milliman, 2000).
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In general, frontline servers like bar mixologists play a fundamental role in influencing
moods and subsequently consumer satisfaction (Baker, et al., 2002). Within the human
factor, some researchers also include social stimuli and soft skills (like kind and helpful
employees). This, however, makes it difficult to distinguish the effect of the quality of service from the effect of the atmosphere (Liu & Jang, 2009).

The atmosphere (as a series of stimuli) is recognized to be of fundamental importance for
attracting customer sales, as well as a crucial fulcrum of consumer behaviour in such environments. It should be remembered that, in the case of shopping malls and even "fast
food" restaurants, the atmosphere is built according to a standardization criterion (Teller &
Dennis, 2012). Even in casual dining restaurants, patrons use the stimuli to form assessments about the premises. For example, the design of the environment can have an impact on the satisfaction levels related to service; the internal design and décor can also
affect how long clientele might stay in the room (Turley & Milliman, 2000).

In addition, the perception of space can assist clients create a perceptual image which
precedes the emotional response and judgment of the service environment. Colour has
also proven to be a strong visual component of an environment, which attracts the attention of customers and stimulates multiple emotional responses. Brightness instead influences ones’ perception of structure, shape and shades, and its fusion with colour and decor creates a much more pleasing customers’ meal experience. Furthermore, the style of
lighting can alter the physical aspects of the restaurant and hence influencing the customer perception of the actual size and space of the dining room (Ryu & Jang, 2007).

Several findings in environmental psychology have shown that the perceived quality of the
physical environment influences customer satisfaction and specifically its behaviour (e.g.
the intention of purchase). It also showed how, in the sales environment, the atmosphere
plays a vital role in defining the consumers’ wish to prolong their visit in the store. The
type of music or any form of entertainment is also an important stimulus for inducing emotions and behaviours, particularly in the restaurant scenarios (Turley & Milliman, 2000).

In particular, it has been found that music influences behavioural intentions: for example,
the will to do purchases and consequently word of mouth recommendation. Even the style
of the music has been discovered to be influent in lengthening the period of stay in bars
and restaurants. In a larger extent, it has been proved that environmental stimuli are positively interrelated with the level of pleasure experienced in the restaurant. Which subsequently, prompts favourable purchasing behaviours in restaurants and bars such as the
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wish to prolong their stay, the desire to spend more and the need to "discover" the food
and beverage establishment (Ryu & Jang, 2007).

The stimulus of "quality of service" is another element of the restaurant's consumer experience. In the marketing of services, this aspect has been studied extensively and it is
known that in our case, the interaction between the patron and the food and beverage
server can have a significant influence on the consumer evaluation in relation to the services offered. The reliability and friendliness of the server, the trust and sympathy shown
by the service staff can be considered as intangible stimuli that produce assessments of
quality and customer satisfaction (Jang & Namkung, 2009).

In a restaurant service, but in general in all services, the performances of employees in
contact with customers are fundamental for the perceptions of the service offered. For this
reason, it can be argued that the quality of the service is an important prerequisite for the
evaluation of the consumer (Scicluna, 2017).

In addition to the correlation between the physical environment and behavioural intentions, the importance of food in restaurants was observed not only in explaining satisfaction, but also in predicting the return of the customer. Thus, the quality of the food is also
an important predictive factor for consumer satisfaction and behavioural intentions. It also
appears that both dimensions of food quality and quality of service significantly influence
client behaviour in the context of restaurants. In conclusion, the quality received can be an
important element in consumer behaviour, like using the services once more or even recommendation intentions, and therefore it positively affects intentional behaviour even in
the more general context of services (Ha & Jang, 2012).
2.3.3

Schmitt’s Experiential Marketing

A catering establishment needs to concentrate most of its resources towards the market
segment to whom its offer is addressed, trying to make it unique in the eyes of customers.
In this case, the so-called Experiential Marketing that was theorized by BH Schmitt (1999)
comes to our aid and is based on a very simple and intuitive concept, which however requires a holistic coordination and commitment in order to be effectively put into practice.
Experiential marketing, also called “emotional”, has the aim of involving each individual
customer thus offering them a memorable experience and, very importantly, exceeding
their expectations by anticipating, for example, their unconscious needs. An experience is
memorable when it is able to go deep into the customer's feelings and remain there for a
long time. Through this particular branch of marketing, a restaurant can therefore focus
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more on creating the consumer experience rather than focusing on the product itself
(Scicluna, 2017).

The main objective of the experiential marketing strategy will then be to identify what type
of experience will best enhance the product. In this regard according to Schmitt there are
5 different types of Strategic Experiential Modules (SEM’s). SEM’s are used by experience designers and strategists to create and provide experiences to different types of customers. The word "module" is used because it refers to well-defined functional domains of
mind and behaviour. There are five categories of modules theorized by Schmitt: SENSE,
FEEL, THINK, ACT, RELATE. Each SEM has its purpose and internal structure (Schmitt,
1999).

SENSE: refers to the five senses and aims to generate sensory experiences through
sight, hearing, touch, taste and smell. The SENSE module is usually used by companies
to differentiate the offer, incentivise customers and to increase the value of their products
and services. The most supported method for this module is to take a concept already
clear and present in the mind of consumers and make it new, fresh, cool thanks to the variety of sensory stimulations (Scicluna, 2017).

FEEL: this module communicates with the deepest feelings and emotions of individuals.
The aim is to create brand-related sensations in the consumer: from moderate positivity to
strong positivity (such as feelings of euphoria or belonging). The key to turning on this
type of marketing lies in understanding which stimuli can lead to certain sensations and in
addition, how much customers feel part of the company and what is their level of empathy.
Since much depends on an individual's "internal" response, it is difficult to create mass
campaigns with the FEEL method, given that the stimulus-response or stimulus-emotion
connection could vary from country to country or from culture to culture (Schmitt, 1999). It
is also not at all an easy mission to carry out, since we know that the majority of emotion
stimuli are triggered during the consumption phase.

THINK: This SEM plays on the intellect and tries to attract customers through experiences
that stimulate their mind; for example: experiences in which a problem must be faced and
solved, or that lead individuals to ask questions, etc. With the THINK module we try to
reach individuals through tools such as surprise, intrigue and provocation. Such experiences involve customers by pushing them to interact cognitively and creatively with the
company and the product (Scicluna, 2017). This method is widespread in high-tech companies.
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ACT: the ACT module is different from the other modules because it acts on the physical
experiences of consumers. This is done by encouraging them and showing them distinctive ways of doing things, distinctive lifestyles as well as different ways of relating. It is effective because through ACT marketing it is possible to provide a source of motivation
and inspiration to individuals; sometimes thanks to figures who act as influencers leading
consumers to imitate them. The most famous example of ACT marketing is Nike's famous
motto, "Just Do It" (Scicluna, 2017).

RELATE: This last module includes different elements from all the previously mentioned
SEM’s. It aims to motivate the customer to reflect not on his/her personal beliefs or feelings, but to communicate with other clients and diverse cultures (Schmitt, 1999). Marketing campaigns conducted in this manner, are for instance: making use of desires for personal improvement, or being viewed by others with positivity or desires for integration in a
given social context (Scicluna, 2017). Actually, every individual shape his/her own personality in the relationship with society as well as with clustered social groups, which in return
effect one’s actions and attitudes.

However, these five modules should not be seen as unique and exclusive choices, in fact
the SEMs are connected and interact with each other. Many experiential marketing campaigns use two or more SEMs to be more effective and successful. A balanced integration
of the five modules could be used strategically by marketers to make the consumer experience a holistic one.

The integration of the Strategic Experiential Modules: SENSE, FEEL, ACT, THINK and
RELATE occurs and is transmitted to individuals through the "experience providers", also
called ExPros. These are mediums that convey the experience by using everything that
relates to the brand: product presence (packaging, design), co-branding, structural improvements of the store (internal or external design), verbal and visual identity (names,
logos, colours), media, websites and employees. Experience Providers must be managed
consistently over time, whilst paying attention to details and making full use of each Provider in order to create the best possible customer experience. The Experiential Grid is a
fundamental tool of strategic planning which can be formulated linking SEMs and ExPros
(Schmitt, 2010).
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Figure 7. Schmitt’s Experiential Grid – adapted from (Schmitt, 2010)

Figure 7. shows the relationship between SEMs and ExPros and the strategic choices that
derive from them. As we can see, by varying the combinations between Strategic Experiential Modules and Experience Providers one can get to different strategies:

Intensity: Intensifying vs Diffusing: the strategic question that arises is whether the stimuli
given by an ExPro should be enhanced or scattered. This choice can be called a "binary
choice" because it concerns only one ExPro and one SEM;

Breadth: Enriching vs Simplifying: here the choice concerns only one SEM but moves
along the various ExPros. In essence, the company determines if it should enrich an experience by adding other ExPros that are "Carriers" of the same experience, or if it should
concentrate the transmission of the experience in a single ExPro;

Linkage: Connecting vs Separating: this time we move transversely, both along the SEMs
and along the ExPros. This happens because sometimes it is ineffective to simply add
one of the SEMs to the proposal or one of the ExPros; but there is a need to find the right
balance between the two factors needed to achieve one's goal in transmitting the desired
experience.
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Depth: Broadening vs Focusing: in this case only one ExPro is used to trigger more than
one SEM. The company needs to decide if it is doable to promote one's experiential proposal through one single type of experience, or if it is more effective to broaden the experiential proposal through multiple types, up to reach holistic experiences.

Finally, we can therefore say that the consumer not only buys the product or service, but
also buys the experience he/she can withdraw from it. The customer is not rational in
his/her purchase choices but is also motivated by emotional factors, being in search of
buying and consuming experiences that are engaging and pleasant. It will therefore be the
task of the catering establishment, to prepare and organize the meal experience, in such a
way as to include in their service a whole series of events that also involve the emotional
and experiential aspects of their patrons.
2.3.4

The PAD and SEM models – A Comparison

The experience that the customer lives at a casual dining restaurant is the result of a multiplicity of elements which combine to determine, as a whole and thanks to their interrelationships, the resulting satisfaction. Each element has its own peculiarities and characteristics and must be carefully managed in order to elicit the desired responses in consumers; be they of the sensory or emotional type, or of another type. More specifically, according to the experience management approach, it is a matter of identifying the ExPros,
or all those elements that the company uses, even without knowing it, to activate the five
SEMs, which represent the objectives of experiential marketing actions (Scicluna, 2017).
The restaurant’s goal is to optimize the individual organisation of these elements. Moreover, also the same resulting complexity in which each element must be in tune with its
whole, in order to evoke clear messages and emotions in the mind and body of consumers. The analysis of the experiential restaurant system that will be carried out in this chapter will be model based. Therefore, it will be built on the comparison of the models previously presented, in particular with regards to PAD model and the SEM model.
2.3.4.1 The Location
The location of a restaurant represents a relevant strategic factor. The restaurant should
be located in the centre of an area full of potential customers, it should be easily identifiable and accessible and well served by easy parking. Of course, customers must be able to
know the existence and location of the restaurant, as well as its prestige. However, this
factor is not always valid. Quality restaurants are more widespread in small urban centres,

39

as the search for the restaurant itself can be a source of value (deriving from the excitement and pleasant wait in finding the restaurant). In addition, word of mouth is certainly
favoured by the smaller population and resident activities in small urban centres (Ryu &
Han, 2011).

Unlike in large urban centres, although these premises perform important proximity services; competition is particularly fierce and it is more difficult to emerge from the market,
although specialized and highly positioned such as casual dining restaurants. It is therefore clear how the visibility and accessibility of the restaurant can be placed in the background, provided that a high value of the offer is guaranteed, in order to attract consumers
from even distant areas (Ryu & Han, 2011).

The need to choose the right location derives from the fact that it represents the first impression that the restaurant gives of itself and that sometimes, it is amongst the most influential. Moreover, it should be remembered that although a prestigious location represents a necessary factor for the completion of the offer system; guaranteeing an image of
high positioning even outside, it is very often secondary to casual catering. It is in fact
likely that the restaurants are already known by their customers; and that the reason
which drives them to purchase is mainly represented by other factors more inherent in the
consumer experience (Ryu & Jang, 2007).
Examples of such factors could be the dishes, the service and the restaurants’ internal atmosphere. However, the external environment can also create significant value for the
consumer. Restaurants with large gardens, parks or sea views are certainly not despised
by customers, who can use them to take a pleasant break between a course and the next.
If the meal is eaten directly outside, for example on an al fresco beach setting, the location
of the restaurant can become a determining factor in "maximizing the value of the experience" (Ryu & Jang, 2007).

With reference to the PAD Model presented in Chapter 2.3.1, what is certain is that the
Location, as an environmental variable, has a substantial impact on the emotional states
experienced by customers. Such emotions are determined by the combination of pleasant
sensations (the opposite is also possible), positive excitement and stimulation deriving
from the pleasure dimension. The intensity of which can be very high in the case of large
and spacious locations, with rich landscapes, modern decor and consumer spaces
(Arousal size), where the consumer can in some way take control by exploring the
spaces, the atmospheres and the contents (dimension of dominance).
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In relation to the Experiential Module, the following considerations can be made. The
Sense module is certainly the most used because it is seen (natural landscapes), heard
(rustling of water), smelled (scent of flowers and particular environments), touched (sand,
paths in stone, and other materials that make up the Location). These four senses are all
triggered by the Location, which also represents the offer related to the consumer experience. The only sense that is not activated is taste, however this can be useful to leave
room for other sensory experiences before it is appreciated.

With regards to the Feel module, this can arouse emotions and feelings connected to the
naturalness of the Location. In the case of highly modern and innovative environments, it
will satisfy the needs of belonging to certain groups of society, who ride the new market
trends, such as pure needs of self-realization, image and status. With reference to the
Think module, it can create cognitive experiences regarding the knowledge of particular
plants, crops but also cultures and traditions (for example, a Chinese restaurant’s garden),
stimulating the client's creativity and imagination.

The Act, like the Relate, are modules that can also be present and stimulated from the
Location: a park or a garden can induce customers to take a walk as they are introduced
to a pleasant and captivating place; tasting the fruits directly picked from the trees, and inducing the relationship with other consumers who wanted to take a relaxing walk to explore and get to know these suggestive places.
2.3.4.2 Store Design & Layout
The structure and shape of the restaurant (Store Design) that meets aesthetic and functional criteria, as well as the arrangement of spaces and objects contained in it, (Layout)
represent, for the restaurant business, one of the main elements. This is due to the fact
that the dimensions and the functions of the spaces contribute to defining the characteristics of the restaurant formats. The restaurant setting certainly represents a variable of
strategic importance in the characterization of the restaurant itself and therefore in its market positioning.

The physical design of a quality restaurant requires specialized skills to optimize the use
of available resources. Here there is ample space to define one’s personality through a
creative process that makes the restaurant a “unicum”, well distinct from competitors. The
distribution of spaces, between the actual restaurant area and the one reserved for the
storage and preparation of food also play an important role (Hightower, et al., 2002).
The restaurant area must be characterized by elements of comfort, lavishness and pleasantness of the furnishings, combined with the lighting, colours, sounds and smells capable
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of involving diners in terms of emotions. Since the consumer experience must be memorable, it cannot be linked exclusively to the consumption of food but to the whole experiential complex. Hence, environmental design is a fundamental building block to enrich this
experience, and to be remembered over time. If the outdoor spaces do not directly contribute to the provision of catering services, at least in most cases, the indoor spaces contribute directly. These environments can be classified into consumption spaces, storage
and operating areas, in which the latter are specifically dedicated to administration (Ryu &
Han, 2011).

The performance of the spaces can be studied through the following indices (Cousins, et
al., 2014):
•
•
•

Seating comfort index (ratio between the size of the dining area and the number of
seats);
Productivity index of the dining area (ratio between restaurant’s turnover and the
size of the dining area);
Seating productivity index (ratio between the annual sales value of the venue and
the number of seats).

For the purpose of analysing the experience lived by the consumer, only the consumption
spaces will be taken into consideration, as well as the spaces with which the patron enters
into a relationship as a direct source of value. It has already been said that the motivations
that drive consumers towards a causal dining restaurant are mainly of a hedonistic-experiential nature. This means that clients will be very sensitive to the structuring of the environment and the organization of spaces.To ensure customer satisfaction, restaurateurs
will have to carefully consider these aspects:
•
•
•
•
•

design of the physical environment;
food and menu consistency;
price levels and service quality;
the targeted customers’ profile;
the chosen company positioning.

The importance of Store Design and Layout is fundamental in determining the consumer
and purchase experience: it is above all the elements of the physical environment that influence the choices, expectations and perceptions of customers (Bitner, 1992).

For catering services, a first complexity therefore derives from the fact that they provide
an interaction with the environment, both by customers and by employees. A second element of complexity derives from the fact that they can play a multiplicity of roles (Zeithaml,
et al., 2010), such as:
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Role of packaging: the environment, compared here to packaging for tangible goods,
transmits information about the content of the service and about the company tout court;
Role of facilitator: the environment supports and reinforces the performance of staff, promoting their flow in a functional way;
Role of socialization: the physical elements of the environment favour the communication of roles, behaviours and relationships;
Role of differentiation: environment and related elements facilitate positioning and repositioning processes.
Certainly, a coherent coexistence of these roles can generate significant added value
(Zeithaml, et al., 2010).

Another critical element in the management of servicescape (i.e. the environment, understood both in physical and social terms), derives from the variability of behaviours and
perceptions that the physical elements of the offer can arouse in clients. These usually depend on the characteristics and the personality of the individual, which are difficult to manage by restaurateurs. The individual behaviours aroused by the environment can be "of
approach" (of positive predisposition towards the contents of the performance) or, on the
contrary, "of estrangement" (Bitner, 1992).

On a collective level, depending on the Layout and Design of the room, social interaction
with other customers can be encouraged or not. From the point of view of perceptions
urged by the environment, these can influence opinions and beliefs relating to the overall
content of the service. Looking at the emotional profile, the servicescape can arouse positive or negative emotions, that inevitably end up conditioning the perceived quality of the
service. In relation to the physiological profile, the environment can cause situations of
discomfort or dissatisfaction and, on the other hand, also situations of relaxation and wellbeing (Bitner, 1992).

Behaviour and affinity with other patrons can have a significant impact on the satisfaction
of the individual consumer. The role of the physical context thus assumes a central importance in determining a rewarding consumer experience. Sector magazines often talk
about the characteristics of the rooms where the best service is offered; patrons always
look for an original environment that intrigues them and is relaxing, without too much nuisance by the staff. Looking at the relationship between consumption space and maximum
covered places, due to recent COVID-19 mitigation measures, in a restaurant there must
be more spaces available. Meaning that the tables must be arranged at greater distances
in order to minimize the risk of infections or possible contact with other diners.
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With reference to the PAD Model, the environmental structure variables play a fundamental role in determining the reactions of consumers. Certainly, an elegant or highly technological environment has the power to generate pleasing responses in the consumer
(pleasure dimension), the intensity of which (arousal dimension) will depend on the level
of use of these elements and the relative quality with which they are used. These aspects
are very important as they influence the level of spending, the customer's desire to stay on
site, as well as the loyalty of the brand, in which the arousal dimension is decisive
(Hightower, et al., 2002). With reference to the dominance dimension, the control by the
customer can for example be expressed in the request for the adaptation of the tables and
free seats. This would ensure greater privacy, and therefore to make the consumption of
the dishes more comfortable and relaxing.

The internal setting of the room is an experience provider of considerable importance. The
Experiential Modules that are activated by this particular ExPro are analysed below.
Fundamentally the Sense module, sight, hearing, touch, but also smell, are strong, preponderant, well-articulated and developed. Sight is certainly the privileged sense. The way
in which particular consumer environments are carefully studied, designed and will guarantee an adequate impact on the customer's perceptions. With reference to hearing, this
can be activated by the background music of the room, sometimes even played live,
which can create a pleasant setting for the guests.

Even the touch is in some way stimulated by this ExPro: for instance, the flooring of the
premises, wall textures, tables and objects present in the rooms. The sense of smell is a
component that some restaurateurs work hard onto. Certain restaurants with the help of
environment designers, have designed an advanced sensory system in which perfumes
have been studied for each room that arouse specific emotions in consumers. Therefore,
the scent at the entrance will be distinctive from the scents in the room, and the scents
and essences contained in the bathrooms are also different.

Looking at the Feel module, the emotional experiences aroused by the Store Design and
the Layout can be of various types. For example, by familiar emotions - in the event that
the customer feels relaxed in the consumer environment or exciting experiences, deriving
from modern, innovative and technological environments. From a particularly close arrangement of the spaces, for example, the social needs of affiliation and belonging can be
satisfied; precisely because of their proximity to other important diners, or on the contrary,
tables arranged at great distances can recall needs of status and image.
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The Think module will be stimulated through the elements that make up the consumer environments. Through objects, spaces and structures that produce a brain-based reworking
of these components in order to make the customer understand the messages imparted to
him/her. For example, there will be restaurants where there are dominant elements such
as wood and stone, and associated objects such as plants, to arouse the idea of the naturalness. On the other hand, premises where elements of design and advanced technology
prevail in order to recall the innovativeness of the offer. Particular environments will cause
a stir and specific emotions within customers such as to offer them new alternatives and
better lifestyles, dynamism and positive change: this is the form of the Act.

The Relate module, on the other hand, refers to the stimulation of the relationship deriving
from the Design and Layout of the room. The arrangement of the tables inside the room
can, for example, facilitate and encourage some relationship with other diners, perhaps
through forms of indirect communication. One has also to remember that it is not necessary for a restaurant to trigger, through a particular ExPro, all five modules: usually only a
few are predominant.
2.3.4.3 The atmosphere of the restaurant
According to the servicescape variables, the Atmosphere is partly created through the
Layout and the Store Design. This is extremely important in defining the positioning of a
restaurant, both from a traditional and experiential point of view. It is essential for the catering establishment to adapt the sales environment to the chosen target. Above all it
should convey the pleasantness of the related elements not only to patrons, but also to
staff. This is due to the fact that since service is a fundamental element in catering, its
function in managing customer relationship as well as the quality of the service itself is of
pinnacle importance.

If a restaurant has a traditional, folkloristic Interior Design, with objects that recall the culture of the place and the food and beverage servers wears a typical local clothing; then
the atmosphere created will be an environment that recalls traditionality and culture. If, on
the other hand, it is characterized by technological elements, modern contemporary art
objects and, for example, glossy paint, the reference will be to modernity and innovation.
In general, restaurants have to take special care of all their essential components, and the
atmosphere is certainly one of these fundamental elements.

The store is not in fact a single vessel of products and services offered, but rather a real
communication vehicle capable of satisfying the needs of consumers. Planning the Visual
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Merchandising activity is also important for restaurants. It basically consists of a set of operations to place the product / service within the room. This must be done in accordance
with the chosen formats and will concern the display system and graphics, the setting as
well as the lighting (Rayburn & Voss, 2013).

By managing these elements, the restaurateurs can, through appropriate use of the Location and Store Design and Layout, program and organize the consumer experience in order to create the desired reactions in clients. Therefore, the atmosphere of a restaurant
communicates, transmits and sells the image and positioning of the establishment; creates emotional situations and stimulates dormant intentions, encouraging purchases and
evoking positive moods in consumers (Rayburn & Voss, 2013)

The objective of the design, construction and implementation of structured, articulated and
well-kept environments is the stimulation of positive (rather than negative) behaviours in
consumers. This is done in order to arouse the reconciliation towards the restaurant and
its offer as well as to encourage the development of positive interactions. The environmental, interior design and social factors of a room, communicate and send messages to
customers through the choice of the same elements, which must be consistent with the
type of room and with the atmosphere one wants to create (Ha & Jang, 2012).

Certainly, a restaurant with clean and carefully arranged tablecloths, as well as for cutlery,
will give a good impression to the customer. In the design of the rooms, attention to detail
is crucial cause each element of the atmosphere tends to communicate something: the
type of lighting, paintings, ornamental plants, decorations, music and the environmental
elements related to the social dimension. Changes is seasonality, and other milestones
like holidays as well as specific market trends must also be taken into consideration cause
each element needs to be in harmony with the restaurant’s philosophy (Ha & Jang, 2012).

From a managerial point of view, research in this sector has shown how the setting of the
store conditions its sales, the evaluations and perceptions that customers have on the
products and services offered, as well as consumer satisfaction. Research also brings forward the fact that the environment has a greater impact than the same product offer in the
choice of restaurant; especially in the case of casual dining restaurants, where the consumer is mostly seeking hedonistic-experiential benefits (Scicluna, 2017).

Creating a pleasant and exciting consumer environment can produce a number of important effects for the overall consumer experience; in particular it affects:
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Clients - They spend a lot of time in the store therefore, compared to other types of commercial offers, they are more prone to the effects deriving from it. Moreover, they are induced to spend more money and it will be easier for them to remain faithful to the restaurant;
Employees - These are led to work better, more intensely and for longer hours; a pleasant environment also brings less stress and greater friendliness in interactions.

To understand how the atmosphere can induce such effects, let's take a look at the music
of the venue. Slow music at low volumes creates a sense of relaxation in consumers and
induces them to stay longer in the sales environment. Especially if the music is pleasant
and congruent with the proposed experiential positioning. Various studies suggest that,
music can also be managed to influence the mood of employees and their cordiality towards patrons; and subsequently effecting the mutual quality of the relationships established with the patrons themselves. The atmosphere can therefore have effects on
productivity, motivation and satisfaction of company staff (Bitner, 1992).

When analysing the Atmosphere element through the PAD Model, this can be classified
as an environmental variable of structure and the same considerations made previously
also applies to it. The objects, decorations and furnishings of the premises have a key
function in imparting messages to consumers and in arousing and evoking emotions and
feelings of contentment and pleasure (pleasure dimension). The intensity of which
(arousal dimension) will be noticeable in the level and consistency relating to the use of all
the elements making up the atmosphere of the room.

The customer's ability to control the environment (dominance dimension) may be explained differently depending on the objects and contexts examined. In some cases, customers have the possibility to request a change in the room temperature or the volume
and type of music. On the basis of their specific requests, therefore, they show the possibility of controlling the atmospheric elements.

This dimension can also be achieved through the customer's perception of being able to
control the internal environment of the room. If the internal elements (environmental, interior design and social) are represented by familiar elements, or in any case already seen
and known, the customer will feel more the possibility of controlling the place of consumption compared to places where the objects are estranged and in any case distant from the
normal knowledge and experiences of the customer.
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Looking at the restaurant atmosphere from a Customer Experience Management perspective, this very important ExPro has the ability to trigger all five SEMs. In reality each establishment implements these modules in a different way, usually favouring some at the expense of others. With reference to the Sense module, a pleasant and well-designed atmosphere has the ability to activate all five senses, apart from taste.

The sense of sight is certainly the most used, since the atmosphere is mainly reflected
through the furnishing elements of the room, and this because of their relative size (Heung
& Gu, 2012). But also, the sense of smell and hearing may be relevant in relation to the
smells of foods or sounds of sizzling pans and music played. The touch can be aroused
by elements such as walls and floors, but also tables, cutlery, tablecloths and napkins.
Think for example of the use of silver cutlery, heavier and warmer than traditional ones,
the linen tablecloths or the use of wooden tables and chairs; all elements intended to create hedonistic sensations: obviously these must be placed in coherence with each other.

A warm and stimulating atmosphere can arouse emotions of happiness, joy and pride, as
well as positive enthusiasms connected to the brand and the company; hence it will activate the Feel dimension. The cognitive dimension of Think can be stimulated by individual elements but also by the atmosphere as a whole. Lighting, colours, smells and particular music can arouse the consumers’ thoughts, who will be intrigued to identify the right
messages that the environment wants to communicate. Stimulation of the clients’ imagination and fantasy can also be provoked; as if they were in a pleasant and idyllic place, advanced and technological, or even aristocratic and elevated, depending on the type of environment created.

With reference to the dimension of the Act, the actions of the individual will not be particularly encouraged by the atmosphere of the venue, however, it can still activate this dimension. Particular environments may in fact arouse interest in the customer in relation to new
bodily experiences, new lifestyles, new ways of acting and relating. The social factors of
the atmosphere can instead activate the Relate dimension. A restaurant’s clientele of a
high social strata can arouse fussiness in the relationships between the individual and the
other diners. Hence, placing the individual on the idea of how he/she relates him/herself
with other individuals, belonging or not to the same cultural and or social background.
2.3.4.4 Menu and Choice
The Menu represents an important critical success factor as it contributes to providing
consumers with information on the choice arrangement and on the positioning of the offer.
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In catering establishments, where the size of the service takes on considerable importance, the choice performs, to a limited extent, the function of enhancing the commercial service, since the contribution of processing and production of food made by the restaurateur is high (Davis, et al., 2018).

In this sector, unlike other markets, competitive logics tend to prevail in which the differentiation of the offers do not depend so much on the variety of the dishes offered, but rather
on the specialization of the choice offered. It is for this reason that, for example, the “fish
restaurants” are perceived to be qualitatively superior. The ample variety in the catering
markets is contained and does not even seem destined to undergo significant increases,
but rather to experience a phase of growing specialization of different cuisines, fusions
and trends (Davis, et al., 2018).

The Menu can be used as a tool for differentiating the offer through variables such as
(Cousins, et al., 2014):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Clarity and ease of consultation;
Pleasantness and quality of layout and graphics;
Variety of food and proposed alternatives;
Completeness of information;
Consistency with the characteristics of the premises;
Revitalisation of dishes offered over time;
Level of discretion in the choice of cuisines allowed to customers.

It is therefore important that language used in describing the dishes, the choice and format of the font in which the Menu is written, the type of paper and the colour itself must
also be in tune with the venue. Everything must however be studied upstream. It is no coincidence that for instance, high-level restaurants have the Menu written on a fine paper;
generally cream-colored; with particularly elaborate characters and with a leather cover;
and that ladies are presented with a different Menu without indicating prices.

In managing the Menu lever, it is necessary to ensure its adequacy (structure, content,
graphics, layout, etc.) to the specific characteristics and needs of the targeted clientele. In
general, it should be constructed in a manner which is coherent with the establishment's
experiential positioning (Cousins, et al., 2014). The critical areas in which the restaurant
establishment can concentrate its marketing actions are as follows:

Differentiation of the contents of the menu in the diverse and different occasions of consumption (also with reference to lunch and dinner);
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Effective management of the display of the menu pages. Some psychological studies
have in fact highlighted the existence of a direct relationship between customers' propensity to choose dishes and the type of layout. In fact, consumers do not observe all parts of
the menu with the same degree of attention, but rather focus on some "areas" (like consumers in front of shelves in a retailer). There is an impulse area located in the top part of
the page and which is characterized by a high visual impact (impulsive choice); a reflection area corresponding to the central part, i.e. the largest area of the page where the
basic food items of the company are presented (choice made as a result of rational reflection); and a selection area located at the bottom of the page with less visual impact (a
choice that is subordinate to an articulated selection of food, and therefore less frequent)
(Reynolds & Merritt, 2005).

With the use of a full page for the presentation of all the choices, and through the insertion
of dish alternatives in different areas of the page according to their profitability; it is possible to maximize the contribution which the menu layout can give to the establishment in
relation to its competitors (Reynolds & Merritt, 2005).

Enhance the supplementary tools which complement the menu. The wine and beverage lists in this case tend to take on considerable importance. Particular restaurants often
tend to offer a separate list dedicated exclusively in presenting the offer of wines. In doing
so, the level of service offered is enhanced and an image of specialization is promoted by
maximizing three results: the variety of brand and price alternatives proposed, the consistency between the types of wines / beverages and the food offered, and the heightening of local or regional productions. On this basis, the wine list can also strongly contribute
to the local differentiation process (Garg & Amelia, 2016).

Food and drinks are obviously the starting point of the emotional experience in a good
quality restaurant, but these represent a basic factor on which to create and structure the
consumer experience. In a casual dining restaurant, the quality of the food, although very
important and fundamental for any value offer, is implicit and obvious. Very often it represents a factor that does not determine the choice of one restaurant rather than another, at
the expense of others important factors of the consumer experience. Other times these
factors are decisive: certainly, the presence of top-level chefs, such as starred ones, franchised establishments as well as Quality Assured outlets can also be the one and only determining factor in choosing which restaurant you prefer (Garg & Amelia, 2016).
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The products consumed must be made with a careful and competent selection by the restaurant owner. The customer does not question the quality of the food, since it is guaranteed by the previously mentioned traits. Of course, quality must always be carefully managed by the restaurateur, since a fall would have serious consequences, with loss of confidence and image towards its customers.

With reference to the quantity of food served per dish, if seen from the normal courses
typical of this restaurant sector, it does not have much importance; instead the novelty
and the plurality of the dishes proposed is very important. It is therefore significant to renew the recipe book often, in order not to risk habitual tendencies, which would give rise
to a loss of interest from the customer. Experimentation, creativity and gastronomic innovation are by definitely some of the main critical success factors for casual dining restaurants (Reynolds & Merritt, 2005).

As regards the service of quality wines and branded beverages, it should be noted that
these usually have prices, which the customer can perceive as excessively charged. It is
true that the high price can confer greater value to the wine. However, in this field the patron might be naive, and his/her evaluation could be negative, which in turn can extend to
the judgment of the whole experience. Although the quality of food and drinks are of
known importance, the author will not dwell further on this point.

With reference to the PAD model developed by Mehrabian and Russel (1974), the feelings of pleasantness, happiness and satisfaction (pleasure dimension) may, based on
personality variables, be aroused by elements (environmental variables) such as the modernity of the Menu, the materials used, or the culinary dishes proposed. Nevertheless,
characteristics of innovation and technology (certain establishment today use electronic
Menus via tablets or QR Code) are also features which should not go unnoticed.

The intensity (arousal dimension) of the provoked sensations, will instead depend on the
variety of the dishes offered, the quality of the food, as well as the Menu itself. With reference instead to the dimension of dominance, this can be expressed for instance in the
customer's request to alter the dishes served. For example, by requesting the replacement of certain ingredients with others, and therefore influencing the level of discretion in
the choice of food.

The Menu and the choice, in relation to the ExPro, help to stimulate various and different
Strategic Experiential Modules. On the Sense level, it basically effects both sight and
touch. Basic attributes such as the display and layout are received through the senses
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and contribute to creating visual sensory experiences. Whilst the particular quality of the
materials with which it is made of, can be important to create particular tangible experiences. A menu in fine wood could, for example, induce patrons a sense of quality, naturalness and freshness of the products offered.

Fundamentally the Feel model can be created by affective processes. Meaning that, a
Menu and related culinary dishes of particular quality can, for example, induce a sense of
fulfilment in the customer. It can create positive emotions and feelings deriving from the
fact that the client feels satisfied in some specific needs; such as status and image, and
also feeling part of a particular social strata characterized by the use and consumption of
specific objects and products.

With reference to the Think module, it can induce cognitive processes in the customer to
explore new dishes and new preparation methods. This would allow consumers to imagine their preparation and perhaps reproduce it at home. However, the Act element appears not so relevant in the Menu component. The only action which can be induced is
that of asking the service staff for information useful for ordering and on the characteristics
of the products offered. Similar consideration can made to the Relate module. In this context it refers solely to the interaction with the food server when it comes to the order. It is
therefore associated to the fact that, the customer is placed in a social context in which
he/she will have to make his/her choice in relation to what must be ordered, or perhaps
opposing what other diners have already ordered.

The Presentation of Foods
As we say, the eye also wants its part. The presentation of the food must meet aesthetic
needs. The plating of the dish requires artistic skills in assembling the various components, partly also unrelated to the food, in a kind of painting to which the plate, in the
background, acts as a frame. Very often special scents are also sprayed, which integrate
the aromas of the spices added to the food. The sight and smell senses are immediately
captivated at the first meeting. Giving a scientific explanation of this moment, these two
senses are very important as they produce the gastric and salivary secretions that predispose the consumer to a magnificent sensorial experience (Reynolds & Merritt, 2005).

Then the food is tasted and savoured in all its fragrances. When patrons look at the dish
they are amazed at the beauty of the work, the play of colours and the holistic harmony of
all the ingredients meticulously combined together in one culinary experience. The
presentation and consumption of food itself are the central moments of the whole con-
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sumer experience. They all involve the customer's senses and are the fulfilment of a sublime and sensual synaesthesia. In the economic sphere, we can speak of synergy of
these elements.
2.3.4.5 Level and Quality of Service
The quality of service can be understood as a feature (conforming with practical conditions) or as a value (suitability for use) and it is a relative concept which, as such, can be
described in different ways. It is composed of an intensely objective part (the technical aspects that have to please the client's basic needs) but also of a totally personal aspect
(must fulfil the client's expectancies and desires) (Scicluna, 2017).

It is a link between a fulfilment and a wait, because it voices the level of communication
between the client's expectations and the proposed offer. The more the expectancies and
the offer match, the more the products and services will be considered to be of quality. To
discuss the quality of the service, other characteristics may also have to be comprised.
These would include adequate staff grooming and uniformity; tables prepared for the customers’ arrival (mise-en-place); the externally exposed menu; display of payment methods, and other basic factors such as the functionality of the kitchen and restaurant brigade
(Davis, et al., 2018).

What is most interesting for the purposes of the analysis is the contribution of the quality
of catering services to the overall consumer experience, and therefore understood by
looking at the second meaning that it derives from. It can be represented by main services
such as: the level and quality of the furniture; the correct usage of the dining areas; the
different table setups; the cutlery; and by the fact that the restaurateur must guarantee a
fast, regular and continuous service which is both efficient and effective. Quality of service
is also understood as the possibility of adapting to customers’ requests and anticipating
their needs. For example, the customer requires particular ingredients due to food intolerances or allergens, the restaurant with a high quality of service must be able to easily
adapt to such situations (Scicluna, 2017).

By service level it is meant the amount of ancillary services offered by the catering establishment. These can be of various kinds and types. From fairly basic services such as
booking and reservations, parking and facilities for the disabled; which can be enhanced
in the case of top-level catering through, reception staff and hosts; to more complex and
rare services such as an area dedicated to aperitifs and happy hours, private rooms or
rooms for business meetings (Davis, et al., 2018).
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By service level we also mean the indirect services offered by the company, not directly
involved in the consumer experience, but which in any case can be a source of value for
the customer. For instance, non-mandatory certifications on the safety; hygiene and quality of the premises and products; eco-certification as well as the use of health principles in
the preparation of dishes; or the social connection with traditions and the market in which
the offer is proposed like having fish restaurants in fishing villages.

Looking at the service offered according to the PAD Model, there are several components
involved. Undoubtedly, the personality variables will affect the emotional states, as well as
the environmental service variables (main and ancillary) will also perform a vital role.
These variables, together with the atmosphere and structure, play a very important part
since they are under the establishment’s control, and by means of which the establishment can influence its’ customers. As mentioned earlier, the emotional states of individuals are influenced by the three basic dimensions. In the case of the service, the pleasure
dimension can be activated by elements that guarantee a high level. Hence, it will be easier for the elements described above to arouse emotions of pleasantness and customer
satisfaction.

With what regards to the intensity of these elements (arousal dimension), this will instead
refer to the quality of the service and therefore to the degree with which these service attributes are implemented within the restaurant. The ability of the customer to control the
level and quality of the service (dominance dimension) is significant for this element. This
can be attributed to the fact that the client, thanks to the interaction, has a significant possibility of influencing the processes, perhaps by asking for an adaptation of the restaurant
to specific requests (e.g. vegetarian menu). Since these are also considered as services,
the interaction between the restaurant and the customer is elevated. Therefore, the possibility of making and anticipating special requests will be higher in order to adapt the service to the particular customers’ needs.

The Level and Quality of the service as an Experience Provider is capable of activating
precise Experiential Modules and has a distinctive and different influence compared to
other elements, such as Location and Store Design. The Sense module will be unequally
stimulated depending on the services concerned: therefore, the business rooms may be
such as to arouse particular visual, olfactory, auditory and tactile sensations. However, if
one had to look at the “Sense” in relation to the other structural elements of the consumer
experience, it would be noticed a significantly lesser relevance.
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The Feel module is instead dominant for services of high quality and level. This is due to
the fact that these imply strong emotions and feelings of contentment and gratification. For
instance, the customer can feel a particular satisfaction of his/her image and status needs
in relation to the social sphere, feeling part of an exclusive world as well as self-realization, esteem and belonging.

Cognitive processes (the Think module) in this scenario, is merely activated except by
specific services (such as entertainment). What is particular here is, that the catering establishment can also work to activate this module through features of the service that can
stimulate the customer's imagination and creativity. This can be achieved through provocation, surprise or suspense. For example, the chefs’ exit from the kitchen, who goes to
ask and interrelate with the customer if he/she liked the meal. The Act also receives good
importance from the ExPro related to the service, as it implies many actions and behaviours by the individual. Perhaps, interaction on the chef’s table or through different styles
of service like family or buffet, which can also be generally attributed to other facilities and
ancillary services which the restaurant provides. The goal of all service attributes will be to
elicit positive consumer reactions.

Relate is also stimulated in many of the cases in which the service is carried out. Whenever the consumer enters into a relationship with a service offered by assigned staff,
he/she puts this module into action through forms of connection with other people who
might also have different cultures and traditions. This also interlinks to the social dimension due to the presence of other clienteles who use the same services. Relationships and
communications may in fact be expressed at times such as at the children's area or the
smoking area. These may be of different value depending on the people with whom one
would come into contact; of course, the visit to the chef's table in person will generate
maximum levels of this module. It should also be remembered that when each relationship
is activated, this component recalls all four previous modules, involving sensory (Sense),
affective (Feel), cognitive (Think) and action-reaction (Act) aspects.
2.3.4.6 Greeting and Farewell
Greeting in the restaurant is an important start. Right from his/her arrival, the customer
can infer some useful information about the experience he/she is about to consume. It
would therefore be important to immediately welcome and greet the patrons at the entrance; making them feel immediately at ease, assign them the desired place and accompany them to the table, all with tact, courtesy and respect.
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According to the PAD Model, having hosts certainly induces customer gratification and
pleasure (pleasure dimension). If in addition it is courteous, well-mannered and polite in
adapting to any requests or providing information, such service will definitely enrich the intensity of guest satisfaction (arousal dimension). Since the reception staff are accustomed
in welcoming customers, they will have to pay their utmost care and attention. Such comportment gives rise to a potential control and influence by the consumer himself (dominance dimension). These dimensions are important because they contribute to determining the emotional states of the customers, from which positive or negative behaviours towards the restaurant originate.

Equally important is the moment of farewell and departing of patrons. The restaurant manager must make the customer feel at the centre of attention by accompanying him/her to
the exit. Such gesture should be done with all the courtesy that is usually used in taking
leave of a person whom one has respect for. In these phases, the customer has the opportunity to verify how important he/she is to the management of the restaurant and will be
more or less gratified according to how he/she perceives this experience.

Between the SEM modules, the Relate and the Feel certainly play a significant role, depending on the interpersonal relationships that are established with the service staff,
through the human behaviours of formality and courtesy received from both parties. The
Sense and Think modules will play a minor role this time, whilst the Act module will still
have its relevance; as these moments aim to influence customers' styles and moments of
consumption, as well as their relationships in enriching and enhancing their experiences.

In a previous study, the author also noticed that clients have a very good positive feeling
in relation to the initial phase of the service sequence, mainly related to arrival, greeting
and order taking (Scicluna, 2017). The author’s study also shows that on the contrary, clients seem to have a negative response when it comes to departing from the restaurant.
The author states that: “such findings can be interpreted as restaurateurs being more interested in attracting clients and getting paid for the service provided rather than the holistic approach to customer experience” (Scicluna, 2017).
2.3.4.7 The Food & Beverage Order
Once at the table, the customer will have to find the servers ready to welcome him/her,
giving the Menu, one for each guest, and the wine list, serving if necessary, some premeal canapes or bread and butter. The service staff can make use of electronic equipment, in order to take a more effective and efficient order; whilst answering clearly, the
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questions that the patron often asks about the different courses from which he/she is intrigued. Particular technological solutions can be used in this area. There are cases of futuristic electronic technology, like interactive tables where it is the same customer who directly formulates his/her order on the electronic medium (Davis, et al., 2018).

This can give the feeling of innovation, and therefore a certain proud self-satisfaction.
However, it takes away from the traditionally important moment of the interaction between
the client and the server. Care must also be taken when serving the dishes: in the correct
order of courses, the way they are served and who is served first, as well as their arrangement on the table. Responsible for this service is a maître or supervisor, who together with
his brigade will have to know and appeal to the rules of etiquette at the table. The sommelier will instead be assigned the task of serving the wines (Davis, et al., 2018).

The emotions of pleasantness aroused in the customer and analysed according to the
PAD Model refer to environmental service variables. Like the previous ones, are related to
feelings of satisfaction (pleasure dimension) infused in the consumer by a service appropriate to his expectations. Of course, order taking represents an important moment. The
intensity of these pleasant sensations will instead depend on the quality with which these
activities are provided (arousal dimension). The dominance dimension would include: the
likelihood of controlling and influencing the order is almost attributed to the patrons’ possibility in having queries on the ingredients and production methods used; the right to request any adjustments to the dishes according to specific customer needs. For example,
food intolerances, but also to satisfy some specific requests (e.g. pasta dish with kamut
flour).

Similarly, in this case the senses are not particularly activated whilst the order is taking
place. As a matter of fact, the Sense module is left mostly in the background. Much more
relevant are the Feel and Relate modules, directly involving the patron, creating moods of
intimacy and calmness, joy and pride, contentment in feeling pampered, and therefore relative satisfaction. Moreover, the quality of connections that can be established at the time
of ordering are also enhanced. This is due to the fact that they can be characterized by
particular courtesies, advice and instructions that can enrich the life and experiences of
customers. The relationship with the service staff is, in this context, very crucial. It involves
the professionalism shown by the employees, the courtesy and empathy brought into play
in the relationship with the client, the grooming and uniformity worn and the style of offering and serving dishes.
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Whilst the Act module is not particularly invoked, if not for the communication necessary
to consult the server, the Think module instead takes an important level. The server can,
with particular skills, stimulate the customer's curiosity and creativity in the choice of
dishes and their beverage pairings. Hence setting in motion internal cognitive processes
through the stimulation of fantasy and imagination.
2.3.4.8 The Waiting Time
This is a very critical point that must be handled carefully. The service and the related
waiting times can neither be too fast nor too slow. The customer cannot stand long waiting
times between courses. When these become excessive, the customer has the negative
feeling of not receiving adequate personal attention. Due to the need to contain production
costs, hasty technical and operational managerial decisions create shortcomings which
can cause more damage than the savings achieved.

Not all evenings are the same and the turnout in particular timings can reach high levels,
thus a certain flexibility is necessary to cope with such situations. In the most critical moments, one can fill the void of a wait between one course and the next, by entertaining the
customer in another way. For instance, the restaurant manager can prudently talk with the
patrons, intermediate courses or an aperitif can be served in case the clients have not
started the meal yet. Situations of this type are more easily managed if entertainment activities are organized, which would allow customers to have fun and alienate themselves
between courses (Cousins, et al., 2014).

The waiting times correspond to the period that elapses between the ordering of a dish
and its delivery, as well as to the time intervals between the end of a dish and the arrival
of the next. If these times are extended, the customer can feel a sense of irritation, which
can negatively affect his/her meal experience. This is certainly a point of particular criticality in the management of the restaurant; because the restaurateur must unavoidably manage unpredictable peak situations which are difficult to adjust through an adequate time
distribution of reservations. Rejecting a call from loyal customers, due to an overload of
requests, is a very serious risk for the restaurant. Using and programming some entertainment activities could solve these problems. These activities enrich the stay in the restaurant by expanding the ancillary services related to the restaurant offer. Moreover, it lessens the negative risks arising from waiting times, which can negatively affect the satisfaction of ones’ clientele (Cousins, et al., 2014).
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If these activities are present, even if only partially, more SEM modules can be positively
involved; perhaps diversified according to the type of entertainment chosen by the restaurant management. With reference to waiting times, the Sense and Act module will be triggered only superficially, if not with regards to type of entertainment activities chosen.
Paying close attention to the customers’ requests and trying to make them wait as little as
possible, can eventually activate the dimension Feel by creating a sense of pleasure deriving from the attention paid to them. Furthermore, providing them with periodic information on waiting time and trying to involve them in other activities and moments of consumption can make it less of a burden for the clients.

Proposing alternatives whilst waiting, perhaps offering an aperitif and snacks, or in any
case involving the client in other activities, can create a “surprise effect” in the customer
that will activate the Think element. Sometimes in the case of relationships with other clients who are also waiting or with the staff involved will instead activate the Relate dimension. A typical example would be in offering a welcome drink to a large group of customers whilst they are waiting for their table to be ready.

Looking at waiting times according to the PAD Model, they will tend to have a negative impact on the overall clients’ meal experience and relative satisfaction (pleasure dimension);
the intensity of which (arousal dimension) will depend on the length of these times. Of
course, if the aforementioned collateral activities are put in place, this impact may be less.
Sometimes even the negativity of the moment could be reversed and instead create feelings of pleasantness whilst waiting. In such cases even these moments can contribute to
the creation of a holistic consumer experience. The dominance dimension in these areas
appears to be of little relevance.
2.3.5

The Five Aspects Meal Model: FAMM

There are numerous findings, mainly resulting from qualitative ethnological studies, which
analysed the influence of elements related to the experience of the meal (Gustafsson, et
al., 2006; Andersson & Mossberg, 2004; Johansen & Blom, 2003). Identifying amongst
the most diverse, just to name a few are: atmosphere of the restaurant, quality of service,
presence of other diners and the interaction with them, service logistics and the price.
Many numerous studies have tried to propose a model that acts as a methodological
scheme for analysing the meal in a restaurant.
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In the author’s opinion, what best summarizes the existing research, and which is the
most methodological basis for a syntax of the experience in the restaurant is the one proposed by Inga-Britt Gustafsson (2006). Gustafsson and other academics from the multidisciplinary department of Restaurant & Culinary Arts of University of Örebro, Sweden,
have reworked these elements by structuring them into 5 key macro-areas and combining
them in the Five Aspects Meal Model (FAMM).

The FAMM model is a teaching tool in use at the same university since the early 1990s,
whose idea derived from the Michelin Guide restaurant and hotel evaluation tests. In addition to the academic sphere, this tool has been used to analyse the most varied types of
catering, from the classical restaurant type of operation, to mass catering, such as service
in school canteens, hospitals and other health facilities.

The authors start from two parallel perspectives, with the first being that of the of the restaurateur. The second perspective is that of the meal experience which is examined step
by step through the eyes of a guest visiting the restaurant. The latter is particularly relevant in the overall structuring of the analysis, because it takes into account all the expectations and desires that diners place in the experience. The model is then presented as a
multilevel set of five blocks, analysed one at a time:

The Room, or the physical space in which the meal takes place, that allow the patron to
place and orient him/herself within the experience. Moreover, it can be seen as a set of all
the elements included therein and their composition. We speak therefore of furniture, objects and materials (in which we also include light), and how much of their coordination is
implemented in the project interior design and decoration of spaces.

The Product, which includes both courses and drinks, regardless of whether the latter are
served to accompany the meal, to mark its conclusion or to deceive the wait before the
service begins. Above all, the product can be understood as the combination of courses
and drinks which comes to life in a structured scheme such as the menu. Thinking about
the product involves asking yourself a series of questions, such as the adequacy of the
proposal to the type of meal (for example, breakfast, lunch or dinner; if it embodies the
spirit of certain particular occasions, such as the New Year's Eve dinner), or if in fact it
represents a value which can be redeemed for a price.

One has also to keep in mind that the product is also the central fulcrum from which the
holistic experience is activated. It is the element that mostly embodies the expression of
craftsmanship and production skills as much as aesthetic (and ethical, if it matters), which
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the guest will be able to perceive and appreciate at the end of the experience (Warde &
Martens, 2000).

The Meeting, understood not only as the set of interactions between customers and personnel, but also interactions with other customers (belonging and not to the same group)
or with the restaurant staff. The latter grouped into a hierarchy with defined roles and relative required skills. The service, or the quality of service, quantifies itself by paying attention to how guests are treated. This would involve more emphasis on the contact point between patrons and front-line servers. Nevertheless, without limiting the analysis around
this fulcrum which is the only fundamental element in the network of encounters, relationships and interactions between participants.

Management Control System, which includes systems of different nature, such as administration in the economic and legal fields, but also the logistics and leadership of the
human capital. Commercial and managerial abilities are linked to other necessary skills of
a more practical and productive nature. Whose, the most active phase is that of production in the so-called "Backstage", not directly visible to diners, but purely always impacting
on the general success.

The Atmosphere, whose definition starts from that given by Kotler (1973) in the field of
marketing. Kotler states that the atmosphere helps in creating commercial environments
and produce specific emotional effects that increase the purchasing possibility. In other
words, it introduces itself as a place where diners can feel at ease within the limits of the
proposed experience (Sweeney & Wyber, 2002). The authors indicate how the atmosphere is created from all the other aspects analysed, thus representing the experience of
the meal in its entirety.

Each category of the FAMM is dependent on different forms of knowledge, such as scientific, practical-productive, aesthetic and ethical ones, that combine with each other in different ways depending on the factors considered. Such categorization is efficient enough
to take into account the intersubjectivity as well as the interactivity which takes place during the course of the meal. We can say that the selection and the classification used can
manage to bring order to the multiplicity of the sensitive data at the disposal of the restaurateur. This is attributed to the fact that they allow a segmentation of the experience in order to pinpoint the different phases and the various salient moments that create the meal
experience.
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Therefore, it is quite obvious the fact that FAMM is a widely used tool in the training of
servers and chefs of the same university of Örebro. Moreover, this model is also widely
distributed in the most varied contexts of catering. The author believes that the didactic
nature of the model makes it a useful first step in analysing the meal and, more holistically, the restaurant service.

As indicated in the conclusions of Gustafsson herself and the other authors, the field addressed by the FAMM needs a more extensive research that allows the development of
the model itself. According to the authors further research should start from the involvement of other disciplines, including semiotics (Gustafsson, et al., 2006). The main criticisms against FAMM concern its rigidity in considering “people, artefacts and physical surroundings as static agents”. Another critique is in considering the experience of the meal
as a totally packaged event, leaving out the unexpected situations that normally occur during the co-creation processes in the consumption phase (Justesen & Overgaard, 2017).

Figure 8. The Five Aspects Meal Model (FAMM) adapted from (Gustafsson, et al., 2006)

As we can see in Figure 8, and from what has been said so far, we deduce that the five
blocks of the FAMM do not exist on the same level nor do they exist in a corresponding
way with each other. Instead, they organize themselves hierarchically in relationships determined by concentric sets; in which the union of the room, product and meeting makes
the general atmosphere arranged entirely by the restaurateur’s managerial organisation.

But as mentioned in the same study, the skills, decision-making competences as well as
the practical-productive ones of the management level, are co-present in all the stages
underlying this frame. Although the tasks are fragmented along the hierarchical scale of
the restaurant and kitchen, up to the more mechanical tasks and with less decision-making powers such as those of the runner or plongeur; the direction to follow is always the
one outlined by the restaurateur, chef or manager.
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2.4

Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction

Service quality and customer satisfaction are two concepts quite connected to each other,
nevertheless at the same time distinct. They are vital for an establishment to be able to attract and strengthen customers’ relationship with the company itself. Hence, obtaining a
competitive advantage over other establishments offering the same product or service.

According to the definition provided by Rust & Oliver (1994) in terms of customer satisfaction, satisfaction reveals the level to which an individual considers whether an experience
has triggered a positive emotion. On the other hand, one can define perceived quality as
the customer's holistic judgment in relation to product’s characteristics or excellence
(Zeithaml, 1988). Therefore, the quality perceived differentiates itself from objective quality
by the customer’s subjective judgments; which are an amalgamation of measurable elements related to the quality of raw materials, production methods and skills used. Due to
the intangible nature of the service quality, the client’s perception and subjectivity can be
even more effected.

Over the last decades, various scholars have attempted to emphasise the differentiations
between these two concepts. Whilst satisfaction is an emotive condition created by the experience of a service, quality is related to a rational assessment of the qualities of a service (Baker & Crompton, 2000). Therefore, quality can be conceptualized as the measure
of perceived performance, whilst satisfaction can be described as the measure of how
perceived performance acts on customers’ emotions and feelings (Petrick, 2004).

Furthermore, the dimensions that determine the perceived quality are specific to the product or service offered, whilst satisfaction is conditioned by a greater set of variables, including those that are external to the product / service experience (Oliver, 1993). Some
scholars also argue that, though perceived quality is a holistic attitude towards a company, customer satisfaction is relative only at a specific “meeting” with the company itself.
On the contrary, Teas (1993) states that quality can also refer to a specific operation and
not being formed exclusively as a holistic attitude towards the company providing the service.

Finally, again according to Oliver (1993), it is not necessary to have a real experience with
a service company to have a perception relating to the quality of the service (which may
derive, for example, from advertising information). Nevertheless, this remains a prerequisite when it comes to satisfaction: if a customer has not used the services of the company,
he/she will not be able to express judgments on its degree of satisfaction.
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A question still remains open in literature, namely which of the two constructs is derived
from the other. Some scholars argue that satisfaction is an antecedent of quality of service
(Bolton & Drew, 1991; Britner, 1990), whilst other authors like Cronin and Taylor (1992)
and Spreng & MacKoy (1996) state that satisfaction stems from quality of service. Though
the discussion is still widely debated, the most current works seem to affirm the hypothesis that the quality of service is an antecedent of satisfaction (Kuo, et al., 2009).

Over the last years, service quality has gained increasing importance in the marketing
field because of its convincing influence on corporate implementation, customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and cost-effectiveness. For this reason, countless models have
been developed that seek to classify the dimensions of service quality and the relationships with other concepts, such as value perception and inclination to purchase. Until the
early 2000s, service quality models presented themselves as generic and suitable for multiple services, including the “Kano model” (Kano, et al., 1984); the “Evaluated performance
and normed quality model” (Teas, 1993); “the Dynamic process model of service quality”
(Boulding, et al., 1993) and the Spreng and MacKoy model (1996), just to mention a few.

Subsequently, models were created that best suited the specificities of certain sectors,
such as the internet (Parasuraman, et al., 2005; Swaid & Wigand, 2009), education
(Sultan & Wong, 2010), and hotels (Ladhari, 2009). In this way the research has been extremely fragmented, and few scales have been validated by authors other than the creators themselves. In any case, we can distinguish four models that over time have made
school in the field of service quality: the ServQual, the ServPerf, the «Nordic European
School» and the ServPerval.
2.4.1

The ServQual Model

The ServQual model (Parasuraman, et al., 1988) constitutes one of the main tools for assessing the quality of a service in various areas. Based on twelve original focus groups,
the authors deduced that customers assess the quality of a service by relating expectancies with perceptions. In principle, the authors identified ten general dimensions that constitute the assessment principles used by consumers to evaluate the quality of a service.
Eventually, as we can see in Figure 9. this number was reduced to five.
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Figure 9. The five SERVQUAL dimensions (Scicluna, 2017)

Each of the five dimensions in the ServQual questionnaire is made up of a set of four or
five items (or factors). These represent the individual characteristics related to the consumer’s need in order to perceive the level of quality of service, hence of his/her satisfaction.

For the measurement of the five dimensions there are a total of twenty-two items (four for
the "tangible aspects", "responsiveness" and "assurance"; and five for "reliability" and
"empathy"). By means of a seven-point Likert scale, each of the twenty-two items are
measured both at the level of expectancy and at the level of perception. Subsequently, by
subtracting the expectations result from that related to perceptions, a "gap score" is
achieved for each individual item. The greater the score, the greater is the quality perceived, meaning the establishment has exceeded the customer’s expectations. On the
other hand, if the result has a negative value, it indicates that the service received has
been lower than customer's expectancies in relation to that specific aspect. Whilst if the
score has a value of 0, it means that the customer has received exactly what he/she was
expecting.

Although ServQual is one of the most established models in the field of detecting the service quality, it still received various critiques from other scholars. The simultaneous analysis of expectations and perceptions, which takes place through the questionnaire, causes
the two contexts to affect each other (Carman, 1990). The author specifies, in fact, that
following negative experiences individuals tend to magnify their expectations to exhibit
their discontent; whilst positive experiences lean towards diminishing expectations.

Though aware of the difficulties of application for both practical and theoretical issues,
Carman suggests running the questionnaire of expectations prior to the client using the
service. Hence, deferring the moment of filling in the questionnaire of perceptions only after the customer has finished his service experience. Furthermore, following an experiment that the author conducted, Carman noticed that based on the experience gained,
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customer expectations may vary. Subsequently, the author suggests that only the expectancies of customers who already had some form of experience with the service should be
measured; and afterwards, using their average responses as a “standard” for all the other
clients’ expectations (those who have no experience with the service and those who have
already used this service in the past). These results can then be updated at regular intervals by further data collections (Carman, 1990).
Another significant critique of this model focuses on the model’s basic assumption. As a
matter of fact, Teas (1993) underlines that it is not always the case that if the performances exceed the expectations, the result determines a high perception in the service
quality. According to the author, this varies upon the kind of characteristics that are being
measured. In this regard, Teas classifies two types of quality: the vector attribute and the
classic ideal point attribute.

Vector attribute endorses, what is confirmed by the ServQual model; that is, the greater
the positive score related with a characteristic (difference between perceptions and expectations) the higher the quality of the service (Teas, 1993). An example can be that of the
waiting time before being served: the shorter the waiting time, the better is quality perceived by the customer.

In the situation of classic ideal point attribute, on the other hand, if the performances exceed expectations, the quality perceived by the customer will decline. Consequently, the
maximum quality level will be reached when the points of expectations and perceptions
overlap. To give an example, the client generally wishes that the employees of the company whose services he/she wants to benefit from are cordial. However, excessive cordiality (i.e. an excess of performance of this characteristic) would almost annoy and negatively affect the perceived quality (Teas, 1993).

Thus, Teas declares that the ServQual model is only effective for those criteria that show
a vector attribute, whilst it fails for the other criteria which fall under the classic ideal point
attribute. This is due to the fact that a greater score deriving from the difference between
perceptions and expectations does not necessarily denotes a higher perceived quality
(Teas, 1993).

Parasuraman et al. (1994) admitted that their model was not very suitable when it comes
to items related to the classic ideal point attribute. Nevertheless, they continued to support
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the validity of their model, also thanks to the empirical research conducted by Teas himself who stated that generally in a service most of the features have vector attributes.
Thus, convincing the ServQual authors that what Teas found was just a marginal problem.

Smith (1995) also emphasises two glitches in the ServQual model. Originally, the scholar
points out that even when the perceived quality is high, the model tends to provide negative results due to its "subtracting" mechanism. For instance, if a certain item was assigned a score of 7 during the evaluation of expectations and, subsequently, a score of 6
was attributed to him during the evaluation of perceptions.

Smith thought that this was related to the fact that clients generally tend in having very
high expectations, especially if, they had past positive experiences with the same establishment or in another similar service scenario. Furthermore, the fact that a customer perceives the performance of a service at a higher level than expected, this could also negatively affect his value/cost ratio perception. Hence, clients might get the impression that
exceeding their expectations will simply increases the cost rather than increasing the experiential value (Smith, 1995).
2.4.2

The ServPerf Model

Some authors (Cronin & Taylor, 1992) took their cue from the ServQual model and developed a "reduced" version. According to the two authors, ServQual would be unable to exhibit a structural validity, both theoretically and empirically. Cronin and Taylor hypothesize
that people, when evaluating their perception of a company's performance, already automatically perform a subtractive process between perceptions and expectations. Therefore,
the measurement of expectations would not be necessary and, always in the opinion of
the two authors, it would be only perceptions to dominate consumer behaviour.

Consequently, Cronin and Taylor developed a service quality assessment tool based
solely on performance perceptions (performance-only), called ServPerf (Cronin & Taylor,
1992). This model takes from the ServQual the twenty-two items related to perceptions,
omitting those related to expectations. According to ServPerf, the quality construct is onedimensional (directly measurable from the items in the questionnaire) and not multidimensional as claimed in ServQual.

Through their empirical studies, Cronin and Taylor claimed that ServPerf manages to provide a more accurate score on the quality of service than ServQual; stating that the performance-only approach leads to more reliable results and has less bias than the subtractive
construct of performance and expectations. Parasuraman et al. (1994) recognized the
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merits of ServPerf, claiming however that the gaps were very small. Furthermore, the authors of ServQual continued to point out that only an approach based on explicit disconfirmation of expectations could have the ability to identify the greatest gaps between expectations and perceptions (thus suggesting where to intervene) (Parasuraman, et al., 1994).
Thus, according to the same authors ServQual is a much more useful tool in business
practice.
2.4.3

The Nordic-European School

Whilst in ServQual and ServPerf the focus is solely on measuring quality, in later models primarily the "Nordic European School" and ServPerval - quality is compared to other fundamental concepts, such as satisfaction, perceived value, image, purchase intention, etc.
Brady and Cronin (2001), in a particularly in-depth meta-analysis, identified two schools of
thought within the literature on service quality: American and European. The American
school, based on ServQual, focuses mainly on the functional attributes of quality. Whilst,
the European school believes, instead, that the quality of the service should also be analysed from two other angles: that relating to technical attributes and that concerning the
image.

The " Nordic European School" began to develop from the works of Lehtinen & Lehtinen
(1991), which defined the quality of service as a construct composed of tangible quality
(linked to the physical aspects of service), interactive quality (which refers to the dialectic
flow of communication that takes place between the client and the establishment) and the
image (accredited to an establishment by its existing and potential clients, as well as by all
other audiences).

Grönroos (1984) also identifies the quality of service as a multidimensional construct that
revolves around three concepts: technical aspects, functional aspects and image. The
technical aspects refer to what the service actually offers, outlining itself, therefore, as the
result of the process (outcome). The functional aspects concern the way in which the service is provided and how the process works. The physical environment of the service is
also part of the functional aspects (buildings, offices, furnishings, etc.). Finally, the image
is fundamental in that, often, the first impressions shape the subsequent ones.

One of the major contributions is owed to Kang and James (2004) who, based on the theories of Grönroos and Lehtinen and Lehtinen, developed their own experimental empirical
model. In relation to the technical quality, due to the lack of a validated tool, the two authors developed their own questionnaire, which measured perceptions only on a sevenpoint Likert scale, based on qualitative and quantitative research. For the evaluation of
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functional quality, Kang and James referred to the five-dimensional questionnaire of the
ServQual model (however using only perceptions), specially modified to be adapted to the
context of research (mobile telephony) (Kang & James, 2004).

Lastly, as what regards the image, although the authors recognized different dimensions
in it, they decided to investigate only the global image of the company. The final theorization suggests, following Grönroos' thought, that the quality of the service is founded on a
technical and functional dimension, and that the image acts as a mediating filter. Finally,
the model conceptualizes the quality of the service as a predecessor of consumer satisfaction (Grönroos, 1984).
2.4.4

The Serv-Perval Model

Serv-Perval is a multi-construct model that relates quality to perceived value (Petrick,
2002). The perceived value is considered as one of the most important factors capable of
guaranteeing a competitive advantage to the company providing the product / service. It
also seems to be the most important forecaster of the customer’s intention to repurchase
(Parasuraman & Grewal, 2000).

The perceived value was described as a relationship between the benefits received and
the sacrifices requested or, once again, as the customer's overall judgment on the usefulness of the product / service, founded on perceptions of what was received and what has
been given (Zeithaml, 1988). According to Petrick (2002), even when a customer is extremely pleased with the service received, this does not necessarily mean that good value
can also be attributed to it. Such situation can happen when the cost of the service is perceived as too high. Opposingly, a discreetly pleased customer can also attribute a good
perceived value to the service, when he/she believes in having received a lot in terms of
utility in consideration for the price paid.

In terms of benefits, Serv-Perval considers perceived quality (which is a predominantly
cognitive construct), reputation (symbolic benefit, which has a positive effect on perceived
value) and emotional response (Teas & Agarwal, 2000). At the level of sacrifices, these
include monetary costs and non-monetary (behavioural) costs. Petrick created a questionnaire called "Serv-Perval" consisting of twenty-five items based only on perception, aimed
at investigating the five dimensions previously listed (Petrick, 2002).

Quality, reputation, emotional response, monetary costs and behavioural costs make up
the value and this, in turn, together with satisfaction and quality, predicts customer loyalty

69

and purchase intentions. The author, after having empirically examined numerous hypotheses, came to infer that quality is moderated by the perception of value and satisfaction,
but that it also has a direct effect on behavioural intentions. Furthermore, the quality assessment turns out to be the most predictive element for the purpose of a subsequent repurchase (Petrick, 2004).

Finally, quality and perceived value are considered as antecedents of satisfaction. In literature, Serv-Perval is considered as a methodologically robust, reliable and validated tool,
even if it is not free from some defects. Its main limitation, in fact, consists in capturing the
evaluation of the perceived value only after the purchase or use of the service. Hence, neglecting the overall value of the experience. The perceived value does not manifest itself
only after use, but also before purchase, during purchase and during use (Sanchez, et al.,
2006).

In this chapter the author has therefore given a theoretical review inherent to the four main
models of service quality. The ServQual and the ServPerf are the first models, still widely
used, and the most cited of all in the literature. The Nordic European School, on the
other hand, had the merit of opening a line of research, different from ServQual, also
based on the evaluation of the technical dimension and the image of a service. Whilst in
Serv-Perval, the quality of service is no longer seen and analysed as an isolated construct, but is related to other constructs, in particular with perceived value and satisfaction.

The author concludes by stating that there is no "winning model" in measuring quality to
be applied indiscriminately to all research. There is no one-size-fits-all solution and indeed, given the heterogeneity of the services, innumerable methodologies have developed that were inspired by either a particular model or the amalgamation of more than
one.
2.5

Thesis’ Conceptual Framework

The term concept map was coined by Novak and Gowin of Cornell University who, for the
first time and starting from the cognitivist theory of meaningful learning, described the
strategies to develop and use this tool in the didactic field. The two North American scholars argued, since the 1960s, that graphic representation knowledge is a way to bring out
the meanings inherent in the materials to be learned, as it forces students to reflect on the
nature of knowledge and the related actions (Novak, 2010).
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Just as a geographical map serves to orientate oneself in a territory; a conceptual map is
a tool for interpreting, processing and transmitting knowledge, information and data. Moreover, it visualises the subject of the communication, the main concepts, the links that they
establish and, consequently, the path of reasoning.

The use of these block or flow diagrams started from computer science and ended up being used in all areas. To be more precise, such diagrams allow the representation of a
more complex concept or idea in a simplified manner. As a matter of fact, the use of block
diagrams or flow charts is one of the ways to clearly articulate a conceptual framework.
The main utility is to see how the various concepts, models and theories are "linked" and
what are the thesis’ key elements.

Figure 10. Thesis’ Conceptual Framework

As we can see in Figure10, the Customer Needs and Expectations, together with Customer Experience are inter-linked and centrally positioned in the conceptual framework.

Customer expectations are those standards and benchmarks that consumers bring with
them in the service experience. The sources from which the customer draws his/her expectations, both factors controlled by the company (price, advertising, commercial promises) and factors that the company has little possibility of influencing (innate personal
needs, word of mouth, offers from competitors, past experiences).

On the other hand, Customer Experience is the sum of the experiences, sensations, emotions and memories that a customer develops when interacting with a product or service.
Hence, for restaurateurs, creating memorable dining experiences that remain etched in
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the consumer's mind and influence their future behaviour also means developing a sustainable competitive advantage.

Therefore, how can the gap between expectations and experience be bridged? As we can
see in Figure 10, Service Quality is directly linked with expectations and experience.
Hence, guaranteeing a good service means matching or exceeding the expectations of
consumers. Consequently, the service quality as perceived by customers, can be defined
as the gap between the customers’ perceptions and their expectations or needs.

When the result is higher than expected, the customer is satisfied, most likely will remain
loyal to the restaurant and encourage others to use the same product or service. On the
other hand, if the performance falls short of expectations, the customer will be disappointed and, most probably, will no longer go to the same restaurant. Moreover, informing
his/her acquaintances of the negative experience and inducing them not to use the same
catering establishment.

Customer satisfaction is the priority of every restaurant or catering establishment that operates in the context of current markets. Figure10 also denotes that customers’ expectations and experience lead to customer satisfaction. Therefore, the term satisfaction can be
defined as the customer’s state of mind who receives a service corresponding to his/her
expectations. Customer satisfaction concerns the company's bond with the individual and
is therefore part of psychological marketing. The goal of a company is to improve the customer experience and transmit many positive signals before, during and after the purchase.

There are factors that influence customers' dining habits. In fact, even as far as marketing
is concerned, psychology turns out to be a rather fundamental subject. This is because
knowing your ideal patrons is very important to getting your business off the ground. The
more you know about them, the more your chances of selling will increase. This is shown
in the upper part of the conceptual framework, where three main models and theories are
linked together towards customer expectations and experiences.

The various researches carried out on consumer psychology highlight those apparently
hidden aspects that influence user engagement, and their way of making decisions. Consumer psychology is nothing more than a combination of psychological theories and marketing strategies, which are influenced by internal factors.
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Indeed, it is internal influences that guide consumers in their choices. We are talking
about individual perception, learning, memory, personality and emotions. That is, all those
phases in which the customer elaborates our message and begins his/her selection process. The messages are therefore not processed in a rational and objective way, but are
interpreted differently from person to person, therefore directly influenced by personal experiences, needs and ideals.

In order to communicate effectively with customers, one must therefore deeply understand
these stimuli that are assimilated and transformed into meaningful information, and then
stored in the customer's memory. All these subjective elements are none other than consumer behaviours in marketing, as well as the main subjects of marketing psychology
studies.
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3

Research Methodology

“As clients and customers are continuously being exposed to new trends and different
styles and types of restaurant settings, they have developed an intricate set of criteria in
choosing a restaurant for their dining experience” (Scicluna, 2017, p. 24).

Studies like the one conducted in this thesis, which concern the opinions, expectations
and perception of individuals towards the casual dining experience, fall within the field of
investigations on social phenomena that are based on the acquisition of empirical data.
This data can be obtained fundamentally either through direct observation of noticeable
behaviour or through questions, based on the research problem that must be investigated.
In order to achieve the project’s aims and objectives, two research methodologies were
implemented. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods can enrich a study by making sure that the restrictions of one type of data collection is counterbalanced by the advantages of the other (Scicluna, 2017).

A sequential data collection was implemented; firstly, through participative observation,
the qualitative information was collected, and successively quantitative data was gathered
by means of a structured questionnaire. The data collected from the participative observation helped out in the design and development of the survey questionnaire. This was
achieved by mainly mapping out and defining the primary and the secondary data which
eventually was needed for evaluation purposes.

The author also opted for a triangulation approach, and hence, the data gathered from the
two research methodologies was amalgamated for interpretation and conclusions at the
time of reporting. Triangulation is a combined use of different data collections used to investigate the same phenomena, originating from different research methods (both qualitative and quantitative), used in a corresponding way to give a more holistic representation
of the phenomena (Denzin, 2012).

According to Jonsen and Jehn (2009), there are three main types of triangulation; for the
purpose of this study the Methodological method was used. Such method refers to the
multipurpose of different tools, the convergence of which leads to a higher quality and
truthfulness of the data collected. The idea behind Denzin's thought is the belief that the
difficulties relating to the collection of valid data relating to the context of research depend
on the changing nature of the empirical world, and the differentiations that each individual
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method uses. Thus, a comparison between different research methods would support a
wider and more detailed image of the investigated phenomena (Denzin, 2012).
3.1

Observations

Observation can be defined as the activity through which an individual makes contact with
the environment that surrounds him/her. A person who observes has a precise objective
which consists in the knowledge and description, as objective, faithful and complete as
possible, of a given phenomenon, considered relevant and significant with respect to particular interests, motivations and curiosities.

Observation is hence designed as a cognitive process; it is not only focused on the analysis of a phenomena / situation but a holistic understanding of the matter at hand. Observing means highlighting certain characteristics relating to a thing, person, situation by relating them to other things, people, situations, within a context, enclosed in an environment.
In other words, "located" in a well-defined space-time dimension.

Observing also means recording the information as objectively as possible. This type of
qualitative research method can be divided into two dimensions: overt or covert observation (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). Using the participant observation method in conjunction
with other research methodologies is beneficial in having a more realistic validation process.

Participant observation also refers to the fact that, during the data collection, the observer
assumes an active part in the situation that is taking place. This is done by integrating
within the group; participating in the life of the group itself; and interacting with the subjects observed in a dynamic dimension that involves him/her directly. Hence, the observer
must first of all be aware of the type of observation he/she is conducting; and secondly,
not to have his/her knowledge and expertise prejudice the empirical findings. This is to
avoid incurring the error of attributing one’s thoughts and way of facing reality to the phenomena being observed (Saunders, et al., 2016).

Depending on the number of partners involved, the type of realistic situation and the type
of research, different forms of participant observation can be implemented. In the case of
covert observation, the roles of observer and observed are covered by a single person
who decides to directly experience a certain situation. This is done in order to understand
its internal dynamics and compare, at a later time, his/her own observations with those of
other people involved in the same situation.
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For the benefit of this study, the author opted for a complete participant role (covert observation) and the true purpose of such exercise and dining experience was not disclosed to
the chosen restaurateurs. A total of 23 casual dining restaurants around Malta were chosen, out of which 12 from the southern area, 6 central and 5 from the northern part of the
island. 65% of the meal experiences were carried out during dinner sessions whilst the remaining 35% were conducted during lunch sessions. Moreover, to have a more realistic
approach, the chosen days varied between weekdays and weekends. All the casual dining restaurants were chosen in relation to specific criteria; including location, services and
amenities offered, franchise, and hotel restaurants.

The observation chart was compiled using the 5-point Likert Scale System and detailed
field notes were also taken during the data collection process (Appendix 1). Like in the author’s previous study; the chart was structured on the Standard Operating Procedures
used at the Institute of Tourism Studies related to restaurant service guidelines and policies (Appendix 2).
3.2

Survey Strategy

The survey is one of the most used methodologies in empirical research and it can be
used to carry out investigations in different contexts, or to sustain the increase of information regarding a specific field of study (Forza, 2002). A survey allows the gathering of
data from a large group of people who make up the sample, a representative segment of
the population studied, in order to be able to generalize the results to the population. It is a
quantitative research method that necessitates standardized information to define or describe variables (Forza, 2002).

Pinsonneault and Kraemer, (1993) distinguish three types of surveys:
Exploratory: used in the initial stages of a research, when there is usually no theoretical
reference model, in order to better define the concepts that must be measured in relation
to the studied phenomena; Confirmation: it aims to test the adequacy of the concepts developed in relation to a phenomenon, and to study the causal relationships between variables that are hypothesized by theory; Descriptive: it aims to understand the relevance of
a certain phenomenon and describe its distribution in the population, while it does not aim
to develop a theory.

The data and information that the questionnaire allows to detect are of a quantitative nature, that is, referable to numerical values, statistically analysed and, consequently, generalised back to the whole population. This method is generally used when it is necessary to
work with large numbers. It is also used when the transition from the qualitative to the
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quantitative and statistical dimension is necessary and above all when the research theories and the purpose of investigation allow it (Pinsonneault & Kraemer, 1993).

As previously explained by the author, for the purpose of this study a structured questionnaire which comprised close-ended and matrix questions was implemented (Appendix 3).
The questionnaire was formulated on a similar survey research which was carried out in
2012 by MTA and MHRA on the dining habits and experience of Maltese residents
(Sultana, 2019). The data collected from the participative observation was also important
in the design and development of the survey questionnaire. Another important aspect during the formulation stage was mapping out and defining the primary and the secondary
data which eventually was needed for evaluation purposes (Brace, 2008).

Before proceeding with the administration of the questionnaires a pilot testing verification
phase was carried out. The pilot test was conducted on 10 individuals who do not work or
are proficient in the catering sector but do frequently enjoy eating at casual dining restaurants. This was done in order to assess the actual clarity and understanding of the language used and structure. Moreover, to have an idea of the time needed for completing
the questions in order to avoid unpleasant cases of annoyance from interviewees. Such
individuals were not prepared on the terminology and methodology of these studies;
hence they have provided sincere and effective indications in order to do the necessary
questionnaire adjustments.

The next step was for the author to decide on the method of dissemination. Watt et al.
(2002) underline that the use of survey questionnaires on the web allows to overcome
many of the obstacles of the evaluation system, such as data collection and management.
The questionnaire was created through SurveyMonkey, which is one of the multiple providers commonly used on the web and was kept online for the duration of four weeks.

The questionnaire was distributed mainly by means of Facebook pages related to Maltese
restaurants, other pages pertaining to customer service as well as to other groups related
to different social strata. Moreover, an email with the online questionnaire link was also
sent to the Institute of Tourism Studies academic and non-academic staff and also to students. The March 2012 MTA & MHRA Survey, which was based on a national level, had a
total of 1000 respondents; in the case of this research study, the total amount of respondents was of 763.
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3.3

Ethical Considerations

The author worked on the same ethical framework which he used for his Bachelor thesis.
Since this study was done using the same research methodologies, hence the following
considerations were adopted from the author’s previous work.

This study and the research involved has been complied in accordance with the ethical
guidelines by The Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (http://www.tenk.fi/en).
The author took the following ethical considerations into account during the whole research process and in the final write-up of the study (Scicluna, 2017).

This research is fully compliant with all legal requirements vis-à-vis the collection, storage,
handling and data analysis. Furthermore, the study was planned, conducted and reported
according to the Haaga-Helia guidelines for writing Master’s thesis. The literature review
has been carried out in a comprehensive manner and is truthfully stated and quoted, thus
respecting and safeguarding others’ intellectual property.

Participants in the survey questionnaire were given full and accurate information in relation to issues such as the background, nature and purpose of the research. Moreover, sufficient details were given on the study in question in order to allow them to make an informed decision and thus give their consent to participate or otherwise in this study.

Participants in the survey questionnaire had the right not only to agree to participate in the
research but also to choose which information to provide to safeguard and not to hinder
their privacy. The information provided by participants was treated as confidential and
used for research purposes only. Information was not disclosed in any way to third parties
which would allow such information to be linked with to any recognisable individual.

A complete participant role and thus covert observation was chosen, and the real purpose
of the dining experience was not revealed to the selected restaurateurs. The author takes
full obligation not to disclose specific characteristics that could allow others to guess the
identities of the observed restaurants. Nevertheless, the author also takes the ethical responsibility to preserve the anonymity of the establishments in the final write-up and in
field notes to prevent their identification, should the field notes be required for scrutiny.
Restaurants’ confidentiality will also be respected during eventual presentation of the data
in public dissemination events, as well as in printed publications.

78

4

Empirical Findings

The author, through this chapter will be showing the outcomes of the gathered data from
both the participant observations and survey questionnaires. A 5-point Likert Scale system
was used and therefore the majority of the figures shown in the graphs have been scored
at a maximum of five.
4.1

Restaurant Observations

For the benefit of this study, the author opted for a complete participant role (covert observation) and the true purpose of such exercise and dining experience was not disclosed to
the chosen restaurateurs. An observation chart was compiled using the 5-point Likert
Scale System and detailed field notes were also taken during the data collection process
(Appendix 1). A total of 23 casual dining restaurants around Malta were chosen, out of
which 12 from the southern area, 6 central and 5 from the northern part of the island. 65%
of the meal experiences were carried out during dinner sessions whilst the remaining 35%
were conducted during lunch sessions.

Moreover, to have a more realistic approach the chosen days varied between weekdays
and weekends. All the casual dining restaurants were chosen in relation specific criteria;
including location, services and amenities offered, franchise, and hotel restaurants. At this
stage it is essential to emphasise that the participative observation results highlight what
the author observed and evaluated in the 23 restaurants; and therefore, it does not possibly replicate the holistic scenarios in the majority of the casual dining restaurants in Malta.
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Figure 11. Food Offer
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Taste

During the observation and footnotes taken by the author, it emerged that in relation to the
Food Offer, the Portion Size performed really well with a 4.7 score (Figure 11). On the
other hand, from what has been served and perceived, the Food Presentation got the lowest score of 3.7 amongst the food offer criteria. When it came to the Taste and Quality of
food, the restaurants observed averaged an above average score. According to the footnotes taken, Portion Size was very abundant when it came to pasta and pizza dishes as
well as the vegetables and potatoes which were served with main courses.

Menu Offer
5

3.9

3.8

4

3.5

3.4

Price range
and value

Menu
appearance

3.2

3.3

3

2

1

0
Wine list

Beverages
available

Healthy / Dietary
food

Variety
and selection

Figure 12. Menu Offer
Based on the author’s evaluation, all the Menu Offer criteria (Figure 12) had a substantially above average score, with the highest being the Variety and Selection with an average rating of 3.9. However, it is interesting to point out that, even though the Variety and
Selection obtained the highest score, the Healthy/Dietary option within the same criteria
resulted in one of the lowest scores with 3.3. This could indicate that the menu variety is
much more oriented towards having various different dishes available but not in relation to
healthy/dietary options.

The author also noticed that in most of the cases, a very basic and generic wine list was
available. In fact, according to the fieldnotes and the scores, it resulted that in terms of
drinks to consume with the meal, the observed restaurants have a better focus on the
choice of beverages available when compared with the wine list.

80

Service Offer
5
4.4
4

3.7

3.9

3.7

3.8
3.4

3.2
3

2

1

0
Staff language/
Staff
communication friendliness
skills

Knowledge
of the menu

Knowledge
of the
wines and
beverages

Appearance Uniformity &
Grooming

Speed
of service

Quality
of service

Figure 13. Service Offer

According to the data gathered and the filed notes taken, Staff Friendliness was the criteria with the highest score in relation to Service Offer (Figure 13). Knowledge of wines and
beverages, scored the least with a 3.2; it is important to mention at this stage that such results were attributed to the fact that even though most of the wine lists were quite basic,
still the service personnel were unable to recommend or distinguish the different wines
they had in their selection.

The second least scored criteria was the Quality of Service (Figure 13). Due to his expertise in the field, the author tried to as much as possible not to fall into subjectivity. However, certain service quality issues could not be left unnoticed. In his field notes, the author highlights shortcomings such as host being served first, empty plates being left on the
table, wrong tableware, and lack of customer anticipation like offering cheese with pasta
dishes.
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Appearance and Comfort
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Figure14. Appearance and Comfort

As we can see in Figure 14, Cleanliness & Hygiene achieved the highest score, followed
closely by Temperature, Room Lighting and Interior ambience/décor. The least rated criteria were Entertainment and Noise Levels with 2.7 and 3.0 respectively.

Through his observations, the author noticed that when it came to Entertainment, unless
specific event was advertised, almost all the assessed restaurants limited themselves to
background music. According to the annotations taken, Noise levels also rated low due to
having crowded places, clattering of plates and tableware as well as loud conversations
from adjacent customers.
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Figure 15. Arrival and Departure

Based on the observations and notes taken in relation to the Arrival and Departure (Figure
15), it seems that the criteria which scored the least in this area were Guest Satisfaction
check and Acknowledging the customer whilst leaving the establishment. On the other
hand, the payment procedures at the end of the meal, as well as acknowledged, greeting
and seating upon arrival received the highest rating.
4.2

Restaurant Survey

For the purpose of this study a structured questionnaire which comprised close-ended and
matrix questions was implemented (Appendix 3). The questionnaire was created through
SurveyMonkey, which is one of the multiple providers commonly used on the web and
was kept online for the duration of four weeks.

The questionnaire was distributed mainly by means of Facebook pages related to Maltese
restaurants, other pages pertaining to customer service as well as to other groups related
to different social strata. Moreover, an email with the online questionnaire link was also
sent to the Institute of Tourism Studies academic and non-academic staff and also to students. In the case of this research study, the total amount of respondents was of 763, out
of which 60% (458) were females and 40% (305) male.
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Figure 16. Respondents’ age Bracket
According to the survey’s response, around three of every five respondents who dine out
are below the age of 45 years of age (Figure 16.). Most respondents are aged between
35-44 (27%), followed by those aged between 45-54 and 25-34 with a share of around
20%.
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Figure 17. Respondents’ Occupation

Based on the gathered data, we can see in Figure 17 that respondents who dine out are
mostly professionals, middle management and students. These three occupation criteria
make up 60% of the total respondents. Respondents who work in retail and sales or are
unemployed are the least who dine out.
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Figure 18. Type of Household

According to the survey results (Figure 18), 38% of respondents who dine out are couples
with children under 18, followed by couples with no children in household at 29%. Additionally, almost one fifth of the respondents are single people living with parents.
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Figure 19. Frequency of eating out
Based on the survey’s outcome, 57% of the participants eat out on a weekly basis, out of
which 22% frequent casual dining restaurants twice a week (Figure 19). Only 9% of the
respondents tend to go eating out once every 2 to 6 months.
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Week Tendency for Eating Out
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Figure 20. Week tendency for eating out

As we can see in Figure 20, the preferred days for dining out are weekends, with dinner
sessions being the most popular with 66%. The least frequented are weekday lunches
with a score of 23%
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Figure 21. Main motivations for dining out

According to the collected data (Figure 21), with an 83% score, Relaxation and Comfort is
the main reason for dining out. Social Reasons and Special Occasion ranked second and
third with 44% and 40% respectively. It is also interesting to point out that with a 32% rating, respondents do feel the need to discover and explore new dining places.
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Which area in Malta do you normally tend to go out to eat
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Figure 22. Where do you dine in Malta?
Based on the survey’s results (Figure 22), when it comes to the geographical area where
participants tend to go out to eat, the Southern area with a 60% rating is the most frequented.
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Figure 23. Preferred type of food / restaurants
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Trattoria /
Pizzeria

As we can see in Figure 23, the most preferred type of casual restaurants are Trattoria /
Pizzeria with a high score of 3.8. Following closely are Bistros and Cafes/Snack Bars with
an average of 3.5. With just a mere above average score of 2.6, Fast Food Outlets, Wine
Bars and Pubs are the least popular with the survey’s participants.
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Figure 24. Information sources – choice of restaurant
Previous experiences and word of mouth are the key factors influencing the respondents’
choice of restaurants (Figure 24). Internet and Social Media as well as Restaurant reviews
which are predominantly accessible through the latter had an above average score of 3.5
and 3.8 respectively. The least influencing sources of information are TV and Radio Advertising.
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Figure 25. Preferences in choice of restaurants services

Based on the gathered data (Figure 25), the majority of the respondents show stronger
preference for restaurants accessible for disabled, restaurants that serve healthy options
as well as those who cater for dietary requirements. With an average score of 3.9, restaurants taking advanced reservation, serving local specialities and which are child friendly
are also valued by the survey’s participants.
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Figure 26. The Meal Experience – Food Offer

As we can see in Figure 26, the respondents had high ratings in relation to Food Offer; in
particular for the Portion Size, Taste and Consistency of Food Quality. The least scored
was Presentation with 3.9. Although it is a fairly high score, one must not overlook the fact
that such criteria got a 27% acceptable rating from the survey participants.

The Meal Experience – Menu Offer
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Figure 27. The Meal Experience – Menu Offer
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According to the gathered data (Figure 27), Beverages, Variety and Selection as well as
Price range and value got the highest scores. Other criteria which received good ratings
are the Wine List and Menu Appearance.

On the other hand, the respondents are the least satisfied with the availability of local specialities and healthy/dietary foods. This could indicate that the menu variety is much more
oriented towards having various different dishes available but not in relation to local specialities and healthy/dietary options.

The Meal Experience – Service Offer
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Figure 28. The Meal Experience – Service Offer

Based on the obtained statistical data (Figure 28), Staff Friendliness and their Appearance
vis a vis uniformity and grooming received the highest rating with 4.1 and 3.8 respectively.
On the other hand, Knowledge of Wines and Beverages was assigned the lowest score
followed by the Speed of Service and Staff Language Skills.
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Figure 29. The Meal Experience – Appearance and Comfort

As we can see in Figure 29, Cleanliness and Hygiene, Room Lighting and Atmosphere received the highest ratings. On the contrary, respondents are least satisfied with Noise levels, Entertainment and Pet Friendly services. Accessibility for disabled and Child Friendly
services got and above average rating of 3.6 and 3.5 respectively.
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Figure 30. Opinion on statements

Participants were asked how much they agree with statements related to expectations
and perceptions, quality and consumer preferences (Figure 30). According to the survey’s
outcome three out of four statements received the highest ratings with an average of 4.1.

The statement which resulted with the lowest score relates to whether Maltese restaurants
meets the customer’s expectations. This could be attributed to the fact that 30% of the respondents gave a “neutral” response to this criterion.
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Figure 31. Overall Meal Experience in Casual Dining Restaurants

As we can see in Figure 31, four out of every five respondents were satisfied with the
overall restaurant experience in Malta. Nonetheless, 20% of respondents attributed average/poor ratings to the overall meal experience.
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5

Discussion

The catering market has evolved profoundly in recent times and the changes that have
structurally altered the Foodservice sector have not yet found a definitive arrangement.
This sector therefore still appears to be very dynamic in its evolutionary themes, with specific attention to the innovative aspects introduced by Experiential Marketing. Such aspects places particular emphasis on the more strictly emotional and sociological aspects
of eating a meal, rather than on the more traditional functions of catering, such as the
need to eat a meal as a daily necessity.
Today’s restaurant scenario is much more than just a place to eat; it is an environment
where more complex experiences are lived, made of conviviality, emotions, discoveries of
new tastes and new flavours. Something which is also achieved by opening up towards
different cultures and cuisines. Hence, one of the marketing’s goal is to reach consumers
when they are most influenced to make consumption decisions. Therefore, it is vital for an
establishment to be able to attract and strengthen customers’ relationship with the company itself and thus obtaining a competitive advantage over other establishments offering
the same product or service.

With the growth of economic well-being, the demand for catering has become increasingly
demanding and more complex. The restaurant sector has responded to such demand with
an offer that is increasingly rich and varied in its many forms. Customers in the sector are
no longer exclusively food consumers, but ask for much more, often with specific needs,
strictly connected with their personality and the social strata they belong to. Therefore, the
main objective of this study is to empirically examine, the present situation and quality of
the meal experience given in casual dining restaurants in Malta.
5.1

Discussion of Main Results

Observation findings indicate that the assessed casual dining restaurants in Malta, with a
few exceptions, performed rather well in all the evaluated areas. The outcomes also sustain how crucial customer relation and communication is for the service industry (Schmitt,
1999). Something which sustains Schmitt’s pervious theories, is the fact that, according to
the gathered information and the annotations taken, criteria related to direct contact and
customer interaction obtained the highest scores.

Nevertheless, it is rather interesting the fact that these high ratings are mostly during the
early stages of the meal experience within the restaurant itself; mainly upon arrival,
acknowledgement and greeting. To be more precise, through participant observation it
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transpired that at the later stages of the meal experience especially at the end, restaurant
personnel had the tendency to be less attentive to customer’s needs.

On the other hand, efficient payment procedures had one of the highest ratings; making it
the only “departure from the restaurant” criteria to achieve the highest score. From a client’s perspective, such actions and finding can be portrayed as “the restaurant” being
more concerned with enticing customers and get paid for the product and service offered
rather than having a comprehensive customer experience approach.

Throughout the participative observation method, apart from using a 5-point Likert Scale
system, field notes were also annotated. In the majority of the restaurants, the research
findings highlight three main shortcomings which happened repetitively during the meal.
Firstly, even though most of the wine lists were quite basic, still the service personnel
were unable to recommend or distinguish the different wines they had in their selection.
Secondly, no distinction was made when it came to serving customers; often, female
guests were served last after males or hosts were served. Lastly, guest satisfaction
checks, either in written form or verbally was almost non-existent.

In the observation process, it emerged that from all the assessed criterion, portion size
performed really well with a score of 4.7 out of 5. According to the footnotes taken, portion
size was very abundant when it came to pasta and pizza dishes as well as the vegetables
and potatoes which were served with main courses. The author also noticed that in relation to the menu offer, the majority of the casual restaurants which were evaluated, had a
wide range of dishes and a variety of courses to choose from.

However, it is interesting to point out that, even though the variety and selection was a bonus added value, the healthy/dietary option within the same criteria resulted in one of the
lowest scores. From a customer’s perspective, this could indicate that the menu variety is
much more oriented towards having various different dishes available but not in relation to
healthy/dietary options.

Throughout his observations, the author also noticed that in relation to Appearance and
Comfort, when it came to Entertainment, unless specific event was advertised, almost all
the assessed restaurants limited themselves to background music. According to the annotations taken, Noise levels also rated low due to having crowded places, clattering of
plates and tableware as well as loud conversations from adjacent customers.
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Other interesting facts which emerged are the scores are related to accessibility for disabled, child and pet friendly criteria. In a world were issues linked to inclusiveness, equality
and empathy are increasingly being sought, the author felt that much more needs to be
done in relation to the above-mentioned criteria. It is also true that some customers might
be reluctant in having animals around them whilst having their dining experience, and that
might be a plausible excuse from the restaurateurs’ not to accept any pets. However,
there is still a lot of room for improvement when it comes to facilities for disabled, and
child friendly issues.

From the data collected, it also emerged that the best meal experience offered was in
franchised/chain restaurants or those who have obtained the Quality Assured Seal from
the Malta Tourism Authority. Such outcome can be accredited to the fact that when it
comes to service quality and customer experience management, the tendency is that
most of these type of casual dining restaurants have a set of operational criteria and procedures which they rigorously adhere to.

According to the statistical information collected through the questionnaire, except for a
few issues, casual dining restaurants performed relatively well in all the evaluated areas.
As a matter of fact, we can say that four out of every five respondents were satisfied with
the overall restaurant experience in Malta. It has to be remarked that almost 60% of those
who responded to the survey eat out on a weekly basis. Data also indicates that one out
of every five respondents frequent casual dining restaurants twice a week. Moreover,
such eating activities are mainly consumed during weekends’ lunches and dinners.
The survey’s outcome indicate that the respondents’ most favoured type of casual restaurants are trattorias, pizzerias, bistros and catering outlets which offer continental foods.
Cafes, snack bars and ethnic restaurants are also amongst those preferred by the participants. Such results can be interpreted in various ways.

Now a days, clients are being constantly exposed to new innovative culinary tendencies
and different styles of restaurant scenarios. When it comes to choosing a restaurant, such
trends have changed the traditional customers’ behaviour into a more elaborate selection
process. Gustafsson, et al., (2006), states that: “Eating out is not just a meal experience
but it is also a sensory experience”.

All our senses are involved and intertwined when we are immersed in a dining experience
– not just taste. People go to restaurants not just to satisfy their physiological needs but
for a complete memorable meal experience. Ethnic and speciality restaurants focus their
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catering offer not only on their culinary worlds, but in holistic way where the restaurant setting, music, ambience and décor are also linked together to give the ultimate experience
to their clientele.

Some of these catering establishments they go even further than that by employing natives (Asians for Asian restaurants) to work as front liners and servers. Such research
findings can be related to Schmitt’s model of experiential marketing. According to his theory, Schmitt believes that besides a product or a service offer, customers want something
that encourage their thoughts and strikes through their inner feelings; hence companies
should direct their efforts in order to generate a holistic and unforgettable experience for
their customers (Schmitt, 2010).

Based on the survey results, respondents have a stronger preference for restaurants
which are accessible for disabled, restaurants that serve healthy options as well as those
who cater for dietary requirements. It is important to point out that when compared with
the research which was carried out by MTA and MHRA way back in 2012, the results are
quite similar.
As a matter of fact, both the author’s findings and the 2012 research also indicate that restaurants taking advanced reservation, serving local specialities and which are child
friendly are similarly valued by the survey’s participants. When comparing both studies,
the only difference in relation to restaurant preferences is that in 2012, restaurants with
designated smoking areas were the least preferred; whilst in this current study, offering
buffet, entertainment and having pet-friendly services where the least favoured.

When it comes to the actual meal experience, survey respondents are extremely satisfied
with the taste, portion size and consistency of food quality. If we had to compare these results with the 2012 survey, there are some variances in the criteria related to the food offer. As a matter of fact, the only criteria which kept the same evaluation in these last eight
years is “taste”, where it retained the same positive response rating.

This time round, portion size and consistency of food received a higher positive response,
whilst presentation dropped from the second to fourth place in respondents’ perceptions
and expectations. These results can be interpreted in various ways. Like previously mentioned, with the technological advancements and everchanging food trends, customers
are exposed to a multitude of options from where they can get information of what’s happening in the culinary world. Clients are becoming more of foodie “experts” with younger
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generations and Millennials fixated with food and posting photos of dishes on their social
media accounts (Pinsker, 2015).

From the numerical data, we can conclude that in relation to the menu offer, Beverages,
Variety and Selection as well as Price range and value got the highest scores. On the
other hand, the respondents are the least satisfied with the availability of local specialities
and healthy/dietary foods. This could indicate that the menu variety is much more oriented
towards having various different dishes available, but not in relation to local specialities
and healthy/dietary options. In this context, nothing much changed in the last eight years,
with the 2012 survey results showing the same statistical data. It is also good to mention
that even the author’s observations reflect the same opinion as that of the respondents
who took part in both surveys.

Staff friendliness and their appearance vis a vis uniformity and grooming received the
highest ratings from the survey’s respondents. According to the collected data, we can
say that the participants are mostly satisfied with the service offer in casual dining restaurants. The criteria which scored the least was the knowledge of wines and beverages,
something which was also noted during the author’s participative observations. However,
when comparing the service offer to the 2012 survey, we can find various fluctuations in
most of the criteria.

Whilst staff friendliness kept its high rating; through this study we found that staff language
and communication skills achieved the lowest scores when compared with the high scores
obtained in the MTA and MHRA survey. This could be attributed to the fact that in the last
years an influx of foreign citizens was employed in the service industry in order to cope
with the high labour force demand. Nevertheless, we can see an improvement in relation
to menu knowledge, quality of service and staff uniformity and grooming. In fact, in 2012,
one out of three respondents were not pleased with these three criteria, whilst in this study
almost 4 out of every 5 respondents were.

With a few exceptions, respondents are generally pleased with the appearance and comfort of casual dining restaurants in Malta. As a matter of fact, Cleanliness and Hygiene,
Room Lighting and Atmosphere received the highest ratings. On the contrary, respondents are least satisfied with noise levels, entertainment and pet friendly services. The
same positive and negative influences were also highlighted in the author’s observations.

If we had once again to compare these results with the 2012 survey, we can conclude that
there was not too much change in the numerical data. It can be said that even if there was
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a positive marginal increase from the 2012 survey in relation to accessibility for disabled
and child friendly services; it seems that according to the general public, much more is expected in these service areas.

Participants were also asked how much they agree with statements related to expectations and perceptions, quality and consumer preferences. From the information gathered,
the statement which resulted with the lowest score relates to whether Maltese restaurants
meets the customer’s expectations. This could be attributed to the fact that 30% of the respondents gave a “neutral” response to this criterion.
As a matter of fact, the first two statements can be considered as one’s personal opinion
on the service received, and hence in particular scenarios they could be quite subjective.
On the other hand, the last two statements were formulated from peer reviewed journals.
Subsequently, according to the survey’s feedback we can confirm that the respondents
are in agreement with the statements related to customers’ choice and means of measuring quality (Parasuraman, et al., 1985)
5.2

Conclusions and Suggestions for Development

Based on this study, the author feels that particular interesting facts emerged and should
be studied further. Nevertheless, all those involved in the tourism and hospitality sector
should take such facts into account and work in order to develop and ameliorate the service being offered in the restaurant business.

When analysing the results obtained from both research methodologies, we can also say
that, in general, casual dining restaurants in Malta are performing rather well. Moreover,
according to the outcome of this research, it also seems that survey’s respondents are in
agreement with Wishna (2000), that in the future, clients will be more stringent vis a vis
their meal experience.

However, there are factual weaknesses which certainly need to be looked into and addressed. In corporate administration, soft skills are the current focus in relation to proficient training. By soft skills we mean those personal attributes, character traits, intrinsic
social cues and communication skills necessary for success at work, but also in everyday
life. Soft skills have to do with one's own personal attitudes that allow, for example, a
healthy integration into the work environment, or to work qualitatively well and to bring
added value to team working.
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To achieve this, however, it is necessary to be equipped with good emotional "antennas"
that allow us to understand others, capturing their emotions even better before they manifest themselves through words. According to the data collected, in fact it transpired that at
the later stages of the meal experience especially at the end, restaurant personnel had
the tendency to be less attentive to customer’s needs. From a client’s perspective, such
actions and finding can be portrayed as “the restaurant” being more concerned with enticing customers and get paid for the product and service offered rather than having a comprehensive customer experience approach.

Different strategies and policies should be introduced and carried out in order to ameliorate the current restaurants’ offer and hence giving the customer an enhanced dining experience. It is an undeniable fact that restaurant servers are not the ones involved in the
food preparation and production. However, as front liners, they are directly in contact with
the clientele and most of the time they are the ones being held responsible if anything occurs during the meal experience.

Thus, it is of pinnacle importance that restaurateurs and their servers ensure that their patrons are kept at the centre of the customer experience; and they must do their utmost to
make sure that all the personnel is committed to give the best possible experience by fulfilling their customers’ expectations.

Two programs which can assist in improving the catering sector are the Proficiency Acknowledgment in Tourism and Hospitality (P.A.T.H.). and the Recognition for Prior Learning (RPL). Recently, the Ministry of Tourism in collaboration with MTA and ITS have
launched the PATH which aims to standardise and upsurge the HR element within the catering sector.

Moreover, in these last few years, the Institute of Tourism Studies have started the process of doing RPLs for those employees who are in the hospitality sector and wish to advance in their studies and improve their academic background. Both programs, especially
with the current Covid-19 pandemic, will definitely help to protect and improve Malta’s
name in the catering and hospitality sector.

Understanding your target audience is the most important first step in deciding on
any marketing campaigns. According to Kotler (2000), a target audience is a particular
group of individuals within the population at whom the marketing message is intended to.
One of the biggest mistake restaurants make is trying to appeal to everyone. In order to
be successful in the restaurant business, one needs to identify target market and hence
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focus their concept and offer to appeal to that defined market. For instance, if a restaurateur is operating a fine dining restaurant, the focus should be on well-off clientele who can
allow themselves to pay a specific price range.

On the other hand, if one prefers to cater to families, the target audience will be younger
couples with kids looking for child-friendly restaurants. Analysing the market by considering demographics such as age, gender, occupation, and type of household amongst other
things, assists in determining your target audience; something which the author tried to
achieve by having questions in the questionnaire related to this matter.

The catering market has evolved profoundly in recent times and the changes that have
structurally altered the Foodservice sector. In order to obtain a competitive advantage
over other establishments offering the same product or service, restaurants started to shift
their market strategies and target audience. The ability to attract and maintain customers
is essential to the success of a restaurant. In addition, creating a marketing message is
key to making your marketing effective. Knowledge about diners’ top motivations for dining out (special occasions, indulgence, social reason and relaxation and comfort) is important for restaurant owners to tailor their offer and communicate more effectively with
their clients.

Further results in this study indicates that diners select restaurants mostly on previous
experience, word-of-mouth recommendation and the internet. Restaurant owners can introduce loyalty schemes (e.g. a frequent diner card) targeting current customers. A loyalty
program is effective in customer retention and plays a crucial role in attracting new customers. Being active on social media can facilitate recommendation to friends and relatives as well as increase awareness. Moreover, having a professional website which is directly linked to different social media platforms, will assist in keeping regular and also potential customers updated with the latest news, offers and innovations which are occurring
at your restaurant.

The author started his research on the restaurants sector in 2016, when he was writing his
bachelors’ thesis related to the food and beverage service in Malta. This research thesis is
a continuity of his work and it gives a glimpse of information of what is happening in the
casual dining restaurants in Malta. The author also believes that it would be of significant
value to this industry if further studies are conducted; not only in the catering sector, but
also in other vital sectors which form part of the tourism and hospitality industry.
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5.3

Assessment of Thesis

Working in the hospitality industry for almost 30 years, out of which eighteen as a senior
lecturer in the food and beverage; the author always had the notion in trying to apprehend
the customers’ perceptions and expectations in relation to their meal experience in casual
dining restaurants. As a matter of fact, this research-oriented thesis thrived from the author’s first study related to the quality of the service given in Maltese restaurants.
Even though the author’s original thought was of having this research study as a continuity of his previous work; it was only through some preliminary groundwork and the supervisor’s assistance that topic for this paper was ultimately chosen. After identifying the research problem and objectives, the author begun reviewing different literatures related to
quality, meal experiences and customer satisfaction. Once the major focal points pertaining to the chosen literature reviews were finalised, the author, with the supervisor’s backing started working on the empirical research. In order to pursue the study’s aims and objectives, two research methodologies were chosen.
Throughout the restaurants’ evaluations which were carried out during the participative
observation; the author had to put aside his years of experience and expertise in the field
not to fall into subjectivity and hence being swayed by his feelings and beliefs. Irrespective
of his views and opinions, the author needed to develop a sound understanding between
the notions of prejudice and impartiality whilst conducting the study and eventually when
writing the final results.

The Covid-19 pandemic also had its toll on the research process of this study. One of the
major setbacks which the author had to face during his empirical research was the fact
that for a few months, as part of the mitigation measures, restaurants all over Malta had to
be closed down. This situation had a partial effect since during the months of May and
June the author could not conduct any participative observations. Luckily enough, the majority of these restaurant evaluations were carried out before the mitigation measures took
place.

On the other hand, the decision of launching the survey questionnaire at the beginning of
July was due to the fact that the author opted to wait until the restaurants’ mitigation
measured were removed. In order to collect the maximum number of participants’ response the questionnaire was kept online for four weeks; eventually the final number of
respondents was of 763. Due to these unforeseen circumstances, the author had to work
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on a tight timeframe in order to collect all the necessary data from both research methodologies and to draw up his conclusions in relation to the obtained statistical information.
Nearly two years passed from the initial stages of the thesis’ outline and the final writeup
of the study itself. Two years which literally passed very quickly, with all the projects and
tasks pertaining to the ten modules which were an intrinsic element in the Masters’ degree
programme. Especially when one had to consider the fact that such programme was done
on a part-time basis whilst the author also continued with his full-time professional carrier
and other personal commitments.

Nevertheless, the author is delighted with the fact that throughout these months of learning and research, he succeeded in enriching his knowhow on the way the restaurant business in Malta continued to develop in the last years and the contrasting realities which is
currently going through.

Finally, at the conclusion of this research study and after these twenty-four months of intensive work, the moment has come for me to write some thoughts of gratitude. If I had to
take into account also the Bachelors’ degree, I can surely say that these last four and a
half years were a crucial part in my life. It was a time of reflective learning which will help
me in my personal and professional endeavours. It is relatively impossible to remember
and thank all those who I had the pleasure to be in contact with, and in their own way contributed to the elaboration and finalisation of this thesis.

Firstly, my profound appreciation goes to the Institute of Tourism Studies who sponsored
both my studies and conjointly cooperated with the University of Haaga Helia in making
this Masters’ Degree truly possible. Special gratitude also goes to Dr Mário Passos, my
thesis supervisor for his constant support and in broadening my views on the research
subject, in presenting other various facets of research, which without his mentoring I
would not be aware of; and finally, for his trust and for the poise and passion that he imparted.

My heartfelt thanks go out to my family. To my parents, who, if it was not for their guidance and perseverance in my early school years, I would not have reached so many goals
in my life. To my wife for her continuous backing, compassion and most of all her untiring
patience. To our family dog Boomer, who spent endless hours keeping me company as
my trustful “study buddy”. Finally, but yet importantly to my son Ivan, who even if we have
our trivial quarrels, he instils in me the willingness to keep moving forward. To my cherished ones, I dedicate this study.
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