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Abstract
Purpose – Quality in foodservices has become essential, and new methodological ways of determining service
quality enable a better representation of service processes and help to increase revisits. This paper focuses on
the foodservice context and explores the relationship between staff-related service dimensions, atmosphere,
food quality and revisit in a full-service setting.
Design/methodology/approach – This study combines an often neglected mystery guest approach with
partial least square–structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to shed more light on customers’ service
perceptions. The mystery guest approach has been updated with a digitally supported smartphone
questionnaire (e-mystery) that provides more reliable results since previous measurements experienced
difficulties of feasibility in time-limited settings (N 5 247).
Findings – The findings of this study confirm the direct effects of the service quality dimensions reliability,
attentiveness and atmosphere on revisit intention and highlight the mediating role of food quality. In detail, the
findings showed significant results for service employees’ reliability and attentiveness and underlined the role
of atmosphere for revisit intention.
Originality/value – The contribution of this paper supplements that mystery guest approaches
represent a reliable alternative to convenience sampling, especially in combination with a digitally
supported questionnaire (e-mystery). Thereby, this paper suggests the further application of e-mystery
for the hospitality and tourism industry. In terms of implications, this study highlights the importance
of securing food quality by fostering specialized schools and training programs for career starters. Since
the findings stress the importance of service quality and atmosphere, managers need to ensure that
employees are trained in culturally sensitive communication and services to excel in service-related
dimensions.
Keywords Foodservice, Service quality, Food quality, Restaurants, Mystery guest, Revisit
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Food experiences represent a crucial component of tourism, contributing to tourist
expenditures and overall satisfaction of traveling (McKercher et al., 2008). In this context,
quality dimensions are accepted as a key to achieving competitive advantages in
foodservices. Crick and Spencer (2011, p. 466) highlighted that “organisations (. . .) need to
understand with as much precision as possible what the guests want from the service
© Bernhard Fabian Bichler, Birgit Pikkemaat and Mike Peters. Published by Emerald Publishing
Limited. This article is published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence. Anyone
may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for both commercial and
non-commercial purposes), subject to full attribution to the original publication and authors. The full
terms of this licence may be seen at http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode.
The authors would like to thank the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber (WK Tirol) for supporting
this project, as well as Ass.-Prof. Dr. G€
unther Botschen who provided insight and expertise that greatly
assisted the research.

Journal of Hospitality and Tourism
Insights
Emerald Publishing Limited
2514-9792
DOI 10.1108/JHTI-04-2020-0048

JHTI

experience.” Particularly in the foodservice context, customers have various choices
between different restaurants, which could result in restaurants switching if expectations
are not met (Stevens et al., 1995; Park and Jang, 2014b). Choice and quality of food, service,
price, as well as atmosphere, are often seen as the main focus of restaurants. Still,
foodservices do not solely concentrate on these attributes, but instead offer holistic dining
experiences (Yuksel et al., 2010). An essential element of these experiences is service
quality (SQ), which is intangible, individualized and subjective by nature (Chow et al.,
2007). Therefore, restaurants try to optimize customer experiences by managing specific
factors of total quality management (Psomas and Jaca, 2016).
There exist several schools of thought, which have defined quality dimensions differently
(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Gr€onroos, 1984). The bottom line is that SQ consists of multiple
dimensions, which can be classified as functional and technical (Gr€onroos, 1984) or
interactional quality (Brady and Cronin, 2001). Crick and Spencer (2011) synthesized that
satisfaction with the (service) product and the way the front-line staff delivered it are the
minimum requirement. SQ is recognized to be a significant determinant of a company’s
success and therefore represents a major research stream of hospitality research (Bouranta
et al., 2009; Bujisic et al., 2014).
Previous literature summarized the role of service, food and environment for
customers’ satisfaction and behavioral intentions (Shahzadi et al., 2018; Ryu et al., 2012).
Crick and Spencer (2011) called for a better recognition of each sector’s nuances in
determining SQ, supported by the call of Shahzadi et al. (2018) for more comparative
studies. Therefore, this paper sheds more light on foodservices in the small but highly
touristic city of Innsbruck, Austria. Due to the long tradition in the foodservice and
hospitality industry and the legal requirements (WKO, 2020), this study uses an adjusted
set of measures and applies e-mystery to avoid convenience sampling. The e-mystery also
accounts for the importance of assessing quality continuously throughout the service
process (Crick and Spencer, 2011). E-mystery allows us to mirror and observe customers’
service perceptions throughout the service delivery process: customers can evaluate
services immediately, in real time during the service experience without introducing
bias by evaluations after the service delivery process. The objective of this paper is to
explore the relationship between staff-related service dimensions, atmosphere, food
quality and revisit in a full-service setting. In this context, e-mystery enables to benchmark
foodservice performance, which is difficult due to the intangible, perishable and
inseparable nature of services (Ladhari, 2009).

2. Theoretical perspectives
2.1 Service dimensions and revisit intention
Numerous studies show that behavioral intentions refer to positive word of mouth resulting
in recommendations, remaining loyal and revisits (Shahzadi et al., 2018; Jani and Han, 2011).
Following the early work of Berry et al. (2002) on how to manage service experience with food
quality (functional clue), SQ (humanic clue) and atmosphere (mechanic clue) as key attributes,
€
revisits have been discussed extensively in the foodservice context (Karamustafa and Ulker,
2020; Nguyen et al., 2018; Bujisic et al., 2014; Ryu et al., 2012). Satisfaction and behavioral
intentions are often used as dependent variables and in this context, previous research
underlined the mediating role of satisfaction for customers’ intentions (Barber et al., 2011; Lee
and Whaley, 2019). Measuring revisit intention is important since behavioral intentions
represent the likelihood to engage in a particular behavior (Oliver, 2014). Therefore, SQ is
directly related to customer satisfaction and affects customers’ intentions and thereby
company’s success (Gupta et al., 2007).

2.2 Customers’ perceptions of quality dimensions in the food industry
A plethora of studies highlighted the role of SQ, food quality and atmospheric/environment
quality for the foodservice industry (Shahzadi et al., 2018; Park and Jang, 2014a; Bujisic et al.,
2014; Ryu et al., 2012). Gr€onroos (1984) separates quality dimensions into technical (e.g. food
quality, meal) and functional quality, where the latter is more concerned about the service
delivery process, personal contact and the atmosphere. Due to the intangible nature of the
service process, the evaluation of the functional quality is highly subjective compared to food
quality where a more objective assessment is possible. Later, the three-factor model by Brady
and Cronin (2001) conceptualized quality dimensions as interaction quality, physical
environment quality and outcome quality, which have proven to be positive predictors of SQ.
Several scholars focused on the crucial role of food quality for customers’ satisfaction and
intentions (Shahzadi et al., 2018; Njite et al., 2015), while others emphasized the importance of
SQ (Nguyen et al., 2018). In this context, previous research stressed the intangible, perishable
and inseparable nature of services (Ladhari, 2009). These characteristics make it difficult for
service providers to assess their performance, especially given the facts that service
performance can only be assessed after the service has been received and because of its
heterogeneous nature, quality can also vary in terms of day, place and customer
(Parasuraman et al., 1988).
Customer’s perception of SQ is defined as the customer’s judgment of the superiority of the
service (Zeithaml, 1988), which results from the comparison of the expected service and the
actual perceived service performance (Ladhari, 2009; Oliver, 2014). In this context,
SERVQUAL-related approaches, based on disconfirmation theory, made a significant
contribution to consumer research in the service industry (Parasuraman et al., 1988). It
consists of five dimensions to measure SQ: reliability, responsiveness, empathy, tangibles
and assurance. Currently, these five dimensions still play an essential role in explaining SQ
€
(Karamustafa and Ulker,
2020; Bilgihan et al., 2018; Liu and Tse, 2018).
2.3 Service quality in restaurants
A number of studies highlighted the applicability of SERVQUAL instruments such as
DINESERV (Stevens et al., 1995), DINESCAPE (Ryu and Jang, 2008) or TANGSERV
(Raajpoot, 2002) for foodservices. All these instruments capture different dimensions of
quality and differ according to whether they are full service (Park and Jang, 2014a; Ryu et al.,
2012; Jani and Han, 2011) or quick service (Nguyen et al., 2018; Etemad-Sajadi and Rizzuto,
2013; Richardson et al., 2019). Depending on the research focus, research highlighted either
the importance of staff-related SQ, food quality or environmental factors such as ambiance.
Previous studies showed that food quality is the most important aspect for customers’ total
quality perceptions of full-service restaurants (Shahzadi et al., 2018) but SQ is experiencing a
revival in times of increased emphasis on customer experiences permeating marketing,
economics, hospitality and psychology literature (Adhikari and Bhattacharya, 2016). In this
context, recent literature highlighted the importance of customer experiences for the service
industry (Teixeira et al., 2012; Dong and Siu, 2013; Brunner-Sperdin et al., 2012; Kim et al.,
2017; Alhelalat et al., 2017). Additionally, it is noted that customer experience management
represents an opportunity to achieve a competitive advantage in service organizations
(Teixeira et al., 2012; Pikkemaat and Zehrer, 2016).
Tucker (1991) understood the speed of service delivery, convenience, value-adding,
lifestyle connotations as well as the technology as influencing factors on customers’
perceptions of the service experience. These aspects are closely related to staff-related SQ
dimensions focusing on employees’ reliability, responsiveness, empathy and assurance. In
this context, Luo et al. (2019, p. 469) emphasized the role of “professionalism, the ability to
respond to customers’ emotions and hidden needs and build bonds with them, and the ability
to deliver one-stop service” to achieve delightful service.
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Additionally, previous research also showed the role of atmosphere for customers’
behavioral intentions, for example, as underlined by the atmosphere dimension in the
SERVQUAL and DINESERV measurements (Ladhari, 2009; Stevens et al., 1995) or by
assessing the importance of ambiance (Sester et al., 2013; Njite et al., 2015). Other findings
provide a more nuanced view on how cleanliness affects quality perceptions (Barber et al.,
2011) or argue for the importance of music, temperature or aroma for emotional arousal,
which also affects customers’ intentions (Ryu et al., 2012). Therefore, the following
hypotheses were developed:
H1. (a) Reliability, (b) attentiveness, (c) responsiveness and (d) atmosphere are positively
related to customers’ revisit intention.
Several researchers applied the SQ approach to foodservices, focusing on the gap between
expectations and perceptions (Shahzadi et al., 2018). Rather subjective service attributes have
also been modified by some researchers to fit the restaurant industry (Johns and Pine, 2002).
Stevens et al. (1995) developed the DINESERV model by using the five dimensions of
Parasuraman et al. (1988) but modified several items according to the restaurant sector in
order to measure SQ as perceived by customers. Therefore, perceived SQ plays an important
role when determining customer satisfaction as well as behavioral intentions. The following
hypothesis were proposed:
H2. The higher the customers’ perception of (a) reliability, (b) attentiveness, (c)
responsiveness and (d) atmosphere, the higher the customers’ perception of food
quality.
2.4 Food and atmosphere in restaurants
Previous research discussed SQ, food quality and atmosphere as main drivers of behavioral
intentions in the restaurant context (Namkung and Jang, 2008; Shahzadi et al., 2018).
Specifically, research revealed that food quality predicts both patronage and willingness to
pay in the restaurant context (Njite et al., 2015; Sulek and Hensley, 2004). Yuksel et al. (2010)
found evidence that SQ, followed by product quality, has the most significant effect on dining
satisfaction. In contrast, Sulek and Hensley (2004) highlighted food quality as the most
important factor influencing customers. Importantly, there are many different ways of
conceptualizing food quality, ranging from taste and price to visuals and safety (Namkung
and Jang, 2007). Thus, the following hypotheses were derived:
H3. Food quality is positively related to customers’ revisit intention.
H4. The relationship between (a) reliability, (b) attentiveness, (c) responsiveness and (d)
atmosphere and revisit intention is mediated by food quality.
Studies have identified several challenges associated with mystery guest approaches (Wiele
et al., 2005). Thus, to control for potential biases, the following hypotheses were formulated:
H5. Mystery guests’ characteristics such as (a) age, (b) gender, (c) accompany and (d) selfreported expertise and (e) self-reported stress levels correlate with perceived food
quality.
H6. Mystery guests’ characteristics such as (a) age, (b) gender, (c) accompany and (d) selfreported expertise and (e) self-reported stress levels correlate with revisit intention.
3. Methodology
Mystery guest approaches have been used in former studies in the travel and tourism
industry (Liu et al., 2014; Anderson et al., 2001). They represent a special form of

participant observation and require potential customers to evaluate service processes
(Wiele et al., 2005). In a review on mystery shopping, Wilson (1998, p. 161) distills three
possible applications: first, to act as a diagnostic tool identifying failings and weak points
in an organization’s service delivery; second, to encourage, develop and motivate service
personnel by linking with appraisal, training and reward mechanisms; third, to assess the
competitiveness of an organization’s service provision by benchmarking it against the
offerings of others in an industry. Wiele et al. (2005) add that mystery approaches can also
be used to measure the effectiveness of (training) programs and to test if customers
experience equal treatments. Despite the benefits of mystery shopping approaches such as
less external pressure compared to traditional questionnaires, mystery shopping is a
sensitive topic as it includes a high degree of knowledge asymmetry between customers
and staff (Wiele et al., 2005). Additionally, training and briefing of mystery guests are
essential to establish the reliability of mystery approaches (Wilson, 1998). While Morrison
et al. (1997) highlighted issues, which occur from encoding, memorizing and retrieving
information for service evaluations, these issues were counteracted with the e-mystery
approach. Mysterious guests were able to fill out their ratings in real time via an online
questionnaire on their mobile phones.
3.1 Sampling
As previous research has shown several tensions arising from mystery guest approaches,
such as ethics of participant observation and the reliability of mystery shopping approaches
(Wilson, 1998), particular attention was paid to the selection and preparation/training of
mystery guests. Table 1 provides several key characteristics of the 66 mystery guests who
were selected based on demographics and foodservice expertise. These mystery guests were
identified by using a snowball sampling approach (Gobo, 2005), starting with research
assistants and extending it to colleagues and other contacts willing to participate.
Importantly, they were trained to make sure they understood the procedures and to
evaluate the SQ immediately after the termination of each service phase. In order to keep the
task manageable, mystery guests were instructed to test alone, in a group of two or a
larger group.
Additionally, the study controlled for mystery guests’ age, gender, self-reported stress
level, accompany and previous experiences. For the initial identification of the businesses, a
list of all gastronomic enterprises provided by the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber
(WK Tirol) was used. The research team identified a set of well-known foodservice businesses
by using purposive sampling. Mystery guests were randomly assigned (Gobo, 2005) to the
selected enterprises and instructed to visit at different times of the day. There were no
restrictions on the orders and the WK Tirol reimbursed the expenditures. The e-mystery
questionnaires were filled out from November 2017 to December 2017 in the city of Innsbruck,
Austria. Each of the mystery guests tested between two (minimum or 3.2% of visits) and
eight (maximum or 6.4% of visits) foodservice businesses. On average, the businesses were
visited four times, with a minimum of three and a maximum of six visits. Table 1 provides an
overview of the mystery guests’ characteristics.
3.2 Measurements
The measurements aimed to assess quality dimensions in the foodservice context. Literature
acknowledged several issues concerning the feasibility (e.g. takes too long to fill out) of
previous measurement scales (Sulek and Hensley, 2004). In combination with the e-mystery
approach, which enables a real-time assessment of the service experiences during the service
encounter, measurements were tailored to the specific requirements of the mystery guest
approach and the nuances of the sector (Crick and Spencer, 2011). A systematic assessment of
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Table 1.
Mystery guests’
characteristics

Characteristics

No. (#)

Percentages (%)

Gender (N 5 66)
Female
Male

38
28

57%
43%

Age (N 5 66)
Under 20
21–30
31–40
41–50
51–60
61 and older

10
11
10
10
12
13

15.5%
16.5%
15.5%
15.5%
17.0%
19.0%

Expertise of mystery guests (N 5 66)
Occasional customer
Experienced customer
Expert

16
39
11

24%
58.5%
17.5%

Companion of mystery guest (N 5 247)
Single
Group of two
More than two

39
167
41

15.6%
67.6%
16.7%

Average spending (in V, N 5 247)
Spent more than planned
Spent less than planned
Average visits per restaurant

29.91
134
113
4

54.2%
45.8%
Accounting for 73% of all visits

previously used constructs and items helped to synthesize the measures for the mystery
guest approach (list of measures see Table A1).
After discussions within the research team, we decided to exclude assurance
(Parasuraman et al., 1988) as a quality dimension. The paper is based on the full-service
foodservice sector in Innsbruck (Austria), where commercial law and other requirements
such as operating licenses are incredibly challenging (WKO, 2020) and the assurance
dimension is more suitable for the banking and retailing industry (Parasuraman et al., 1988).
Generally speaking, in the full-service foodservice context, orders are served directly to the
table and the offer ranges from casual family restaurants to fine dining. Additionally, the
selected full-service companies were similar regarding employees’ knowledge and the degree
of professionalization due to location and size. In addition, previous studies recognized time
and cost efficiency as a central aspects in collecting mystery guest data (Sulek and
Hensley, 2004).
The final instrument included 21 items to assess quality dimensions. These items were
measured on a Likert Scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5).
Additionally, data was collected on the characteristics of the mystery guests, such as age,
gender, accompany, expertise and stress levels. Single-item self-reported measures were used
to ask respondents whether they consider themselves (1) “occasional”, (2) “experienced
customers” or (3) “expert customers” and to rate their self-reported stress levels on a scale
from (1) “relaxed” to (3) “stressed” for each service setting. Based on previous literature
supporting the role of revisit and recommend intention as a proxy for loyalty (Jani and Han,
2011), a combination of revisit and recommend intention was used due to time constraints
connected with the mystery guest approach as a dependent variable (Kivela et al., 1999; Getty
and Thompson, 1995).

3.3 Data analysis
First, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to identify the underlying factors. Both the
Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy (0.886) and the Bartlett test of
sphericity (1504.826***) indicated the suitability of EFA. Factors exceeding 0.60 were retained
(Hair et al., 2012). Moreover, Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess internal validity and ranged
between 0.583 and 0.878. Second, partial least square–structural equation modeling (PLSSEM) in SmartPLSTM (v. 3.2.8) was used to analyze the data (Ringle et al., 2015). This “soft
modeling approach” (Hair et al., 2012, p. 416) has several advantages, such as that it can be
used with less rigid theoretical backgrounds and for prediction-oriented research aimed at
maximizing the explained variance of dependent variables (Hair et al., 2012; Henseler et al.,
2014). This approach does not require normally distributed data and is well suited for smaller
sample sizes (Henseler et al., 2014). In combination with the e-mystery approach, it represents a
straightforward approach to explore the relationship in greater depth.
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4. Results
4.1 Reliability, validity and common method bias analyses
PLS–SEM was used (Hair et al., 2012) to assess the relationships among the constructs. First,
validity and reliability were assessed by using composite reliability (CR) and average
variance extracted (AVE). One item was excluded since the factor loading did not exceed 0.60.
The Fornell–Larcker ratio (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) showed that the square roots of the
AVEs are greater than the construct correlations. Additionally, cross-loadings were not a
significant concern for the data and all items loaded the highest on the proposed factor. Thus,
the data indicated discriminant validity for the constructs. To test for common method
variance, a common method factor (Podsakoff et al., 2003) following the procedure by Liang
et al. (2007) was included. The constructs of the proposed model (Figure 1) explained on
average 0.65 of indicator variance and showed high and significant loadings. In contrast, the
common method factor only accounted for 0.03 of indicator variance on average and showed
significant results only in six cases and smaller loadings (see Table A3). Since the ratio
between substantive variance and method variance is 22:1, it was concluded that common
method variance is not a serious concern for the data. Table 2 shows the identified factors,
factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, CR and AVE.
4.2 Results and hypothesis testing
The findings show that reliability (M 5 4.37, SD 5 0.71), food quality (M 5 4.04, SD 5 0.74)
and responsiveness of staff (M 5 4.01, SD 5 1.02) scored high on the Likert scale (Table 2).
Service quality
Reliability

0

H1
a

0

H2b
0.193*

Attentiveness

Food quality
R2 0.418
d
H2
0

H3 0.504***

H1c
0

Atmosphere
Atmosphere

H2c

Myster Guest
Characteristics

H6

Responsiveness

H4

H5

H1
b

0

H2a

H1d

0

Revisit
R2 0.731

Figure 1.
Service quality,
atmosphere, food
quality, revisit
intention and mystery
guests’ characteristics

JHTI

Table 2.
Factor analysis of SQ
constructs

EFA
loadings

PLS-SEM
loadings (CR)

Mean (SD)

Reliability
All ordered drinks were served quickly and perfectly
Delivery of all ordered drinks and food left nothing to be
desired
The entire order was placed quickly and easily
I was able to order immediately after receiving the drinks/
menu

α 5 0.764

CR 5 0.852
0.779
0.767

4.37 (0.71)
4.43 (0.79)
4.42 (0.80)

Attentiveness
The attentive nature of the staff stimulated increased
consumption
The staff literally read the wishes from my eyes
The staff asked if everything was for the best
I felt warmly and professionally looked after during the
whole visit
My waitress/waiter was especially attentive during the
whole visit

α 5 0.878

Responsiveness
I was immediately noticed
The welcome was very friendly
I was immediately offered a suitable place/table

α 5 0.701

Atmosphere
The atmosphere is pleasant
The areas are thoroughly clean
The other guests contributed to my well-being

α 5 0.583

Food quality
For this type of restaurant, the range of drinks and food
leaves nothing to be desired
The sensory quality of food and beverages was excellent
The price/performance ratio for the food/drinks offered is
excellent

α 5 0.625

Revisit
I would recommend the restaurant because of the service
experience
I would recommend this place because of the quality of the
food/drinks
Based on all my experiences I would visit the restaurant
again

α 5 0.852

0.759
0.707
0.821
0.791

0.835

0.795
0.731
CR 5 0.895
0.748

4.62 (0.66)
4.49 (0.76)
3.45 (1.05)
2.79 (1.31)

0.845
0.780
0.798

0.785
0.747
0.832

3.17 (1.17)
3.84 (1.34)
4.08 (0.94)

0.865

0.857

3.58 (1.15)

0.844
0.786
0.817
0.648
0.745
0.824
0.706
0.830
0.714

0.926

CR 5 0.856
0.845
0.740
0.856

4.01 (1.02)
4.45 (0.89)
3.81 (1.48)
4.14 (0.95)

CR 5 0.774
0.730
0.673
0.816

3.78 (0.79)
4.33 (0.76)
3.10 (1.16)
3.80 (1.09)

CR 5 0.804
0.757

4.04 (0.74)
4.11 (0.96)

0.825
0.694
CR 5 0.912
0.923

4.23 (0.88)
3.92 (0.89)
3.88 (1.06)
3.96 (1.06)

0.815

0.823

4.18 (1.03)

0.897

0.893

3.85 (1.27)

Lower but still high values were observed for attentiveness (M 5 3.45, SD 5 1.05) and
atmosphere (M 5 3.78, SD 5 0.79).
Figure 1 highlights the path coefficients, significance levels and R2 values. Reliability
(β 5 0.119, p < 0.05), attentiveness (β 5 0.213, p < 0.000), responsiveness (β 5 0.114, p < 0.05)
and atmosphere (β 5 0.144, p < 0.001) contributed significantly to revisit. Hence, the analysis
fully confirms hypotheses H1a to H1d. Reliability (β 5 0.359, p < 0.000), attentiveness
(β 5 0.193, p < 0.05) and atmosphere (β 5 0.271, p < 0.000) were found to positively contribute
to food quality, thereby fully supporting H2a, H2b and H2d. However, no effects on
responsiveness were found and H2c was therefore rejected. This is surprising but could be
explained with potential confounding variables affecting the responsiveness construct.

For example, in less formal foodservice settings in Austria, it is common to self-select a table and
thus, future studies should consider this heterogeneity. H3 indicated a positive relationship
between food quality and revisit, which was fully supported (β 5 0.504, p < 0.000).
To assess the mediation hypotheses, estimates and T-statistics for total, direct and
indirect effects were calculated following the Preacher and Hayes (2008) procedure. To check
for the significance of the mediation, the 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals were
calculated, using 5,000 bootstrap samples (Table 2). The findings of the mediation analysis
show that atmosphere (β 5 0.139, p < 0.000), attentiveness (β 5 0.102, p < 0.01) and reliability
(β 5 0.177, p < 0.000) are partially mediated by food quality. This confirms hypothesis H4a,
H4b and H4d, but H4c is rejected since no effects were found. Following Hair et al. (2017), the
findings show partial mediation since indirect and direct effects are both significant and in
the same direction. Lastly, the influence of mystery guests’ characteristics on food quality
(H5) and revisit (H6) was assessed, but no significant effects for age, gender, stress level,
accompany and expertise were found. Thus, H5a–H5e and H6a–H6e were rejected.

5. Discussion and conclusions
5.1 Conclusions
This paper highlights the importance of quality factors in the full-service foodservice
industry. While staff-related SQ emerged as an important factor for revisit intention, the
findings also highlighted the role of atmosphere and the mediating effects of food quality for
revisits. These findings are essential since securing positive experiences leading to
satisfaction and revisit is crucial for the success of foodservices. This study thus
complements existing literature, which highlights the direct impact of functional quality
on revisit intention (Luo et al., 2019), but also confirms studies that have shown the role of food
quality in revisiting and satisfaction (Sulek and Hensley, 2004). In detail, the findings
underline that food quality partially mediates the relationship between attentiveness,
reliability and atmosphere (Table 3). Additionally, this paper also offers an important
methodological contribution by emphasizing the potential of e-mystery guest approaches for
future quality evaluations. Combining a traditional mystery guest approach (Wiele et al.,
2005) with widely available mobile technology resulted in an e-mystery approach with realtime assessments, fixed time issues and showed an alternative to convenience sampling (Ryu
et al., 2012; Sulek and Hensley, 2004).
5.2 Theoretical implications
The findings of this paper highlight five critical quality dimensions for foodservices.
Consistent with previous studies, the findings show that SQ is a key requirement to ensure
revisits (Gupta et al., 2007; Stevens et al., 1995). In particular, the findings highlight the
importance of functional and staff-related factors such as attentiveness and reliability
(Table 3). These findings correspond with Muskat et al. (2019), who demonstrated the
importance of employee interactions for dining experiences. This also supports the early
work of Gr€onroos (1984) and Brady and Cronin (2001), discussing the importance of
functional and interactional quality.
In light of established theories, the findings provide several insights. Parasuraman et al.
(2005) synthesize that “consumers retain product information in memory at multiple levels of
abstraction” (2005, p. 217). From a means-end chain perspective, the findings allow a processoriented exploration of the importance of attributes (e.g. atmosphere), functional
consequences (e.g. responsiveness and reliability) and psychological consequences (e.g.
attentiveness) for value creation, which results in increased revisit intention. Second, in light
of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980), which aims to explore individuals’
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Table 3.
Structural
relationships and
hypothesis decisions

H1a: Reliability → Revisit
H1b: Attentiveness → Revisit
H1c: Responsiveness → Revisit
H1d: Atmosphere → Revisit
H2a: Reliability → Food quality
H2b: Attentiveness → Food quality
H2c: Responsiveness → Food quality
H2d: Atmosphere → Food quality
H3: Food quality → Revisit
H4a: Reliability → FQ → Revisit
H4b: Attentiveness → FQ → Revisit
H4c: Responsiveness → FQ → Revisit
H4d: Atmosphere → FQ → Revisit
H5a: Age → Food quality
H5b: Gender → Food quality
H5c: Accompany → Food quality
H5d: Stress level → Food quality
H5e: Expertise → Food quality
H6a: Age → Revisit
H6b: Gender → Revisit
H6c: Accompany → Revisit
H6d: Expertise → Revisit
H6e: Stress level → Revisit

0.119
0.213
0.114
0.144
0.359
0.193
0.05
0.271
0.504
0.177
0.102
0.025
0.139
0.025
0.048
0.049
0.043
0.08
0.017
0.059
0.002
0.04
0.042

SE

t-value

0.052
0.053
0.056
0.046
0.066
0.077
0.068
0.066
0.049
0.034
0.04
0.034
0.033
0.05
0.056
0.048
0.056
0.055
0.032
0.037
0.031
0.031
0.036

2.278
4.037
2.027
3.134
5.437
2.506
0.740
4.110
10.267
4.544
2.437
0.744
4.205
0.503
0.860
1.008
0.769
1.463
0.542
1.600
0.076
1.275
1.139

Bias corrected
95% C.I.

0.108
0.023
0.093
0.073

0.265
0.18
0.038
0.202

p-value
0.023
0.000
0.043
0.002
0.000
0.012
0.459
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.008
0.472
0.000
0.615
0.390
0.314
0.442
0.144
0.588
0.110
0.939
0.202
0.255

Decision
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Not supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Not supported
Supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported
Not supported

behavior in the purchase process, the findings highlight five factors (reliability, attentiveness,
responsiveness, atmosphere and food quality) that can be used to explain this process in
foodservices. Following these theoretical considerations, quality assessments result from the
evaluation of upstream factors, which emphasize the role of intangible experiences such as
attention and reliability for service experiences in foodservices.
Additionally, it is also shown that customer’s intention to revisit is affected by atmosphere
(Figure 1), which consists of factors such as pleasant atmosphere and clean facilities (Table 2).
In line with previous research, the importance of gastronomic environment and food
sanitation as a basic requirement for customer satisfaction is confirmed (Liu and Jang, 2009;
Han and Hyun, 2017). In the structural model, food quality was found to partially mediate the
SQ–revisit relationship (Table 3). This also supplements previous studies (Luo et al., 2019;
Erkmen; Hancer, 2019) on the importance of delightful service but also underlines the
importance of food quality to achieve revisit. In summary, while much attention is given to
service experiences and the service encounter, the findings highlight that the art of preparing
excellent and tasty food should not be underestimated, as Bujisic et al. (2014) also reported for
different types of restaurants. Also, Liu and Jang (2009) confirmed the importance of technical
quality, service reliability and environmental cleanliness to secure satisfaction and achieve
positive behavioral intentions. The results of this study underline that the quality of service
encounters, which is in this study partially mediated by the food quality, significantly affects
customers’ behavioral intentions. This is also supported by Sulek and Hensley (2004), who
showed that food quality was most important for return intention and satisfaction.
Regarding early research on SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988) and DINESERV
(Stevens et al., 1995), the results indicate that nowadays SQ has become a fundamental factor
for foodservices due to increasing specialization and professionalization. Recently customers

are more experienced in food quality and they search for atmosphere (Liu and Tse, 2018;
Ryu et al., 2012). In the context of ethnic restaurants, Muskat et al. (2019) found proof that an
authentic atmosphere plays an important role for satisfaction in Austrian ethnic restaurants.
Integrating e-mystery guest approaches for data acquisition allows collecting real-time
data over a more extended period, which provides direct assessments of customers’
experiences (Wilson, 1998). This provides an advantage in the evaluation of foodservices,
where services and products are known to be heterogeneous, perishable and inseparable from
the consumption process (Ladhari, 2009). The e-mystery approach results in direct
evaluations of quality dimensions and no bias is introduced by filling out the
questionnaire after finishing the visit. Nevertheless, the findings underline that research
designs using mystery guest approaches need to pay special attention to the training and
selection of mystery guests that often have varying degrees of expertise (Wiele et al., 2005).
5.3 Managerial implications
Even though customers represent highly heterogeneous subgroups with different traits and
characteristics (Ihtiyar et al., 2018), the findings of this study have important implications for
the configuration of quality dimensions for foodservices. Improvements in the full-service
food industry need to address staff-related factors, such as attention and reliability, but also
factors that result as process outcomes (e.g. food quality). Since employees’ interactions with
guests contribute positively to enhance dining experiences (Muskat et al., 2019), it is
necessary to train employees to stay connected with their guests (Luo et al., 2019). On the one
hand, communication and emotional skills of employees seem to be of utmost importance to
interact with guests and provide successful service processes (Lloyd and Luk, 2011; Mattila
and Enz, 2002). On the other hand, an increasing number of cross-cultural service encounters
occur, leading to the need to train employees for culturally sensitive communication and
services in restaurants (Lee, 2015; Ihtiyar et al., 2019). Besides, environmental factors such as
atmosphere have shown to positively affect customers’ intentions but appear more
challenging to manage (Liu and Tse, 2018). Restaurant managers need to be aware of dealing
with and arranging the restaurant’s environment, including factors such as atmosphere and
€
target groups (Bilgihan et al., 2018). Recently, Karamustafa and Ulker
(2020) report that
restaurant attributes related to cleanliness were found to be the most important attributes
when evaluated from foreigners in a tourism context. The ideal composition of ambiance,
space and function as well as artifacts, signs or symbols forms a prerequisite for positive
€
customer and employee experiences during the service process (Karamustafa and Ulker,
2020; Bujisic et al., 2014; Muskat et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2018).
Consequently, managers of restaurants should be able to deliver an appealing atmosphere
for their target group, including light and sound solutions, an appropriate location with
parking spaces and authentic menus of high quality (Muskat et al., 2019; Bilgihan et al., 2018).
External knowledge from light and interior designers can deliver successful inputs as well as
from restaurant consulters. Since the findings also highlight the mediating role of food
quality, this also points out the importance of providing high-quality education for future
chefs. This requires both specialized schools for career starters and further training
opportunities for employees, who choose to engage in the foodservice industry on the second
educational path.
5.4 Limitations and future research
This research includes several limitations. Although the mystery guest approach has shown
to be valid and promising (Wilson, 1998), training and preparation remain essential. Since
partial mediation was found, this indicates that there exist other potential mediators for the
quality–revisit relationship (Hair et al., 2017). Thus, future research will be necessary to
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examine possibly omitted mediators and moderators, also in other settings and locations. It
will be necessary to extend and evaluate the findings of this paper in other studies using, for
example, experimental approaches or a qualitative open critical incident technique to gather
deeper insights and thick descriptions of service encounters in the foodservice sector.
Additionally, the e-mystery guest approach provides vital insights into the performance of
SQ and can be used to gather consumer-driven knowledge for future SQ studies. Lastly,
future research needs to explore the role of service innovations (Pikkemaat et al., 2019;
Pikkemaat; Zehrer, 2016) to improve quality perceptions and if conditions relating to
experiences influence customers’ behavior, for example, perceived authenticity of the
employees or spoken languages.
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Dimensions and adapted sources

Items

Atmosphere
Physical facilities, equipment and
appearance of people Sulek and
Hensley (2004)
Reliability
Ability to perform the promised
service dependably and accurately
Lee and Cheng (2018)
Responsiveness
Willingness to help customers and
provide prompt service Getty and
Getty (2003)
Attentiveness
Individualized attention toward
customers Albacete-Saez et al. (2007)

The atmosphere is pleasant
The areas are thoroughly clean
The other guests contributed to my well-being

Food quality
Offered variety and tasty food
Namkung and Jang (2007)
Revisit
Degree of intent to revisit Kivela et al.
(1999), Getty and Thompson (1995)

All ordered drinks were served quickly and perfectly
Delivery of all ordered drinks and food left nothing to be desired
The entire order was placed quickly and easily
I was able to order immediately after receiving the drinks/menu
I was immediately noticed
The welcome was very friendly
I was immediately offered a suitable place/table
The attentive nature of the staff stimulated increased consumption
The staff literally read the wishes from my eyes
The staff asked if everything was for the best
I felt warmly and professionally looked after during the whole visit
My waiter/waitress was especially attentive during the whole visit
For this type of restaurant, the range of drinks and food leaves nothing
Table A1.
to be desired
SQ factors and items;
The sensory quality of food and beverages was excellent
all items were
The price/performance ratio for the food/drinks offered is excellent
evaluated on a Likert
Based on all my experiences I would visit the restaurant again
scale from
I would recommend the restaurant because of the service experience 1 5 “strongly disagree”
I would recommend this place because of the quality of the food/drinks to 5 5 “strongly agree”

Table A2.
Descriptives and
correlations

4.37
3.45
4.01
3.78
4.04
3.88
2.07
1.58
2.01
3.56
2.15

0.71
1.05
1.02
0.79
0.74
1.06
0.64
0.49
0.57
1.88
0.43

SD

1
0.545**
0.453**
0.351**
0.482**
0.590**
0.032
0.109
0.097
0.035
0.008

Reliability

Note(s): N 5 247; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Reliability
Attentiveness
Responsiveness
Atmosphere
Food quality
Revisit
Expertise
Gender
Accompany
Age
Stress

M
1
0.624**
0.450**
0.482**
0.676**
0.031
–0.179**
0.003
0.137*
–0.137*

Attentiveness

1
0.350**
0.310**
0.527**
0.032
0.024
0.027
0.100
0.019

Responsiveness

1
0.445**
0.527**
0.036
0.098
0.051
0.024
0.092

Atmosphere

1
0.766**
0.051
0.027
0.031
0.031
0.090

Food quality

1
0.120*
0.014
0.017
0.027
0.073

Revisit

1
0.342**
0.118
–0.173**
0.102

Expertise

1
0.171**
–0.241**
0.033

Gender

1
0.081
0.007

Accompany

1
0.007

Age

1

Stress
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Substantive
FL

R1

0.833***
0.622***

0.694
0.387

–0.066
0.144

0.004
0.021

0.889***
0.722***

0.790
0.521

–0.107
0.042

0.011
0.002

0.989***

0.978

–0.258***

0.005

0.855***
0.954***
0.447***

0.731
0.910
0.200

–0.072
–0.224
0.417*

0.050
0.174
0.009

0.771***

0.594

0.096***

0.005

Responsiveness
I was immediately noticed
The welcome was very friendly
I was immediately offered a suitable place/table

0.937***
0.788***
0.722***

0.878
0.621
0.521

–0.121
–0.049
0.166***

0.015
0.002
0.028

Atmosphere
The atmosphere is pleasant
The areas are thoroughly clean
The other guests contributed to my well–being

0.659***
0.644***
0.873***

0.434
0.415
0.762

0.071
0.017
–0.075

0.005
0.000
0.006

0.842***

0.709

–0.087

0.008

0.748***
0.695***

0.560
0.483

0.076
0.005

0.006
0.000

1.048***

1.098

–0.141***

0.154

0.476***

0.227

0.393***

0.047

1.083***
0.79

1.173
0.65

Reliability
All ordered drinks were served quickly and perfectly
Delivery of all ordered drinks and food left nothing to be
desired
The entire order was placed quickly and easily
I was able to order immediately after receiving the drinks/
menu
Attentiveness
The attentive nature of the staff stimulated increased
consumption
The staff literally read the wishes from my eyes
The staff asked if everything was for the best
I felt warmly and professionally looked after during the
whole visit
My waitress/waiter was especially attentive during the
whole visit

Food quality
For this type of restaurant. the range of drinks and food leaves
nothing to be desired
The sensory quality of food and beverages was excellent
The price/performance ratio for the food/drinks offered is
excellent
Revisit
I would definitely recommend the restaurant because of the
service experience
I would definitely recommend this place because of the quality
of the food/drinks
Based on all my experiences I would visit the restaurant again
Average
Note(s): *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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Method
FL

–0.216**
0.001

R2

2

0.020
0.03

Role of quality
for revisits in
restaurants

Table A3.
Common method bias
analysis

