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ABSTRACT

Despite the worldwide importance of the restaurant industry, there is a lack of research, specifically within the
emerging market context, regarding the antecedents and patronage outcomes of service encounter experiences
in the restaurant industry. Especially in the services marketing domain, service encounter experience is an
emerging concept. It is important for businesses such as restaurants, and their management, to identify the
factors influencing their patrons’ service encounters and the effect of the delivered service encounters on
business success. The primary objective of this study is to determine the antecedents and patronage outcomes
of service encounter experiences of patrons in the Zimbabwean restaurant industry. A convenience sample of
400 respondents completed a self-administered questionnaire focusing on how four selected antecedents
influence service encounter experiences, and how service encounter experiences relate to three selected
patronage outcomes. From a quantitative analysis, three of the antecedents proved to significantly influence
service encounter experiences, namely ambience factors, service quality delivery and typology of patrons. In
addition, the empirical results showed statistically significant relationships between service encounter
experiences and both re-patronage intention and patronage loyalty. The study contributes by providing practical
recommendations to restaurant managers, based on the results, to improve the success rate of restaurants
operating in emerging markets.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH PROBLEM

During 2019 and beyond, many of the fastest growing economies will be situated in Sub
Saharan African countries (Adegoke 2019). According to the Finance minister of Zimbabwe,
Hon Prof Mthuli Ncube, the economy is expected to grow by 6% over the next few years
(AFP News Agency 2018). Such economic growth will surpass the original budget projection
of 4.5% (AFP News Agency 2018). The service sector is the country’s largest contributor to
its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Plecher 2019). In particular, Zimbabwe’s service sector
contributed 60.59% towards the country’s GDP in 2017 (Plecher 2019). It is clear that the
services sector makes a significant contribution towards the country’s economy (Zimstat
2018), and therefore the Zimbabwean service sector is regarded as one of the three major
economic sectors in the country (Zimbabwe Market Overview 2019). Based on 2017 figures,
the Zimbabwean service sector contributes more to GDP than the other critical sectors such
as agriculture (8.34%) and industry (21.41%) combined (Plecher 2019).

The tourism and hospitality industry, within which the restaurant industry operates, is among
other service industries that are triggering the growth of the services sector in Zimbabwe
(Zhou 2018:1-3). The nature of the restaurant industry, in general, is lucrative, important to
the economy and highly competitive, since a limited customer base is available (Dixon,
Miscuraca & Koutroumanis 2018:106-110). In addition, the mature and fragmented
restaurant industry in general has led to the extreme standardisation of the core restaurant
services (Bonadonna, Alfiero, Cane & Gheribi 2019:8). A fragmented restaurant industry is
characterised by the presence of many operators without any single dominant player (Dixon
et al. 2018:106). In the case of the Zimbabwean fast food restaurant industry there are many
restaurant businesses ranging from international brands such as KFC, Steers, Nandos,
Mugg and Bean, and local brands such as Chicken Inn, Chicken Slice, and Chicken Matty
(Shumba, Zindiye & Donga 2017). Urban and tourist resort centres are located in high
human density geographically areas (Saidi 2018:6). Competition is increased by restaurants
entering the market in most urban centres and tourist resort areas in Zimbabwe increases
competition (Zimtrade 2014). Increased competition has seen the prevalence of both

international and local fast food brands operating in the Zimbabwean market.
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Restaurants compete on the basis of food quality, service delivery quality, and ambience
factors (Mhlanga 2018:9-10; Nel, Williams, Steyn & Hind 2018)). In the changing
Zimbabwean restaurant industry, other factors, such as the service encounter experiences of
patrons may also influence the success rate of these businesses. In service industries,
exchange value is created when patrons interact with contact employees and service
facilities, in what is known as service encounters (Gronroos 2007:373; Lin & Mattila
2010:823; Lovelock & Wirtz 2011:68). Service encounter experiences is the viable
alternative for differentiation and competitive advantage within the restaurant industry since
guality food alone can no longer guarantee the survival and success of restaurants (Ariffin,
Bibon & Abdullah 2017:86,87).

Despite the importance of the restaurant industry to the Zimbabwean service sector, and the
economy, there is a lack of global research in emerging markets on the antecedents and
patronage outcomes of service encounter experiences in the restaurant industry. In addition,
a research gap exists in that Voorhees, Fombelle, Gregoire, Bone, Gustafsson, Sousa and
Walkowiak (2017:9) emphasise that many service businesses focus on the core service
encounter, but fail to leverage the opportunities available in the pre- and post-core
encounters. This suggests that service industries struggle to fully and effectively consider
antecedents and patronage outcomes as part of their patrons’ service encounters. There are
no official statistics on the sizes of various segments of the restaurant industry in Zimbabwe,
although it is noticeable that fine dining and fast food restaurants, cafes as well as coffee
shops operate in the country. Anecdotal evidence suggests that fast food restaurants
command more than half of the restaurant market share in Zimbabwe. This is inferred from
the fact that fast food restaurants usually target low-income earners (Dixon et al.
2018:106:107), which includes the majority of Zimbabweans. This study will, therefore, focus
on identifying relationships between antecedents and service encounter experiences, as well
as, between service encounter experiences and patronage outcomes within the restaurant

industry, in particular fast food restaurants, in Zimbabwe.

2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The primary objective of the study is to determine the antecedents and patronage outcomes
of service encounter experiences of patrons in the Zimbabwean restaurant industry.
Identifying the relationships between service encounter experiences and selected
antecedents, as well as, selected patronage outcomes, creates opportunities to positively
influence patrons’ service encounter experiences. In turn, this could ultimately lead to

increased patron support for and the success rate of Zimbabwean restaurants. This study
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can also guide restaurant managers of restaurants on where to improve in terms of their

service encounter experiences.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW

Marketing literature has identified attitudinal post dining behavioural constructs as possible
outcomes of service encounter experiences (Hwang & Hyun 2012:665). In addition, this
study draws on a patronage retention model conceptualised by Zeithaml, Bitner and Gremler
(2013:477), the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen 1991) and the social exchange theory (Blau
1964), to propose relationships between service encounter experiences and selected
outcomes. From a literature search, the study identified selected aspects that are proposed

as antecedents of service encounter experiences.

3.1 Antecedents of service encounter experiences

Since high contact level businesses are characterised by the presence of a patron during
service delivery and low service contact businesses are characterised by having part of the
service delivery without the direct involvement of a patron (Lovelock & Wirtz 2011:71), it is
suggested that service contact levels (the presence or non-presences of patrons) effect
service encounters. For this study, service contact levels refer to the duration, frequency,
intensity and variety of encounters between restaurant patrons and either one of or both the
service personnel and service facilities (which in the restaurant context can relate to, for

example, meal deliveries/collection, reservations and waiting times).

Ambience factors incorporate various aspects in the atmosphere of a setting and have been
proven to affect service delivery (Ha & Jang 2010; Lin & Liang 2011:355; Zeithaml et al.
2013:296). Ambience factors were defined for this study as the inanimate background
characteristics in restaurants that affect patrons’ five senses (for example relating to the

restaurants’ lighting, temperature, aroma, noise levels and décor).

Service delivery quality is a critical part of businesses operating in service industries in terms
of their patrons’ service encounter experiences (Ryu & Han 2010:324; Ryu, Lee & Kim
2012:201; Tesfom & Birch 2011:378). The concept of service delivery quality was defined for
this study as the intangible aspects accompanying or surrounding a meal served to

restaurant patrons, which include menu advice as well as staff friendliness and competence.

Typology of patrons is the subjective element of service encounter experiences (Hwang &
Hyun 2012:659), and implies that experiences generated from the same or similar service
encounters are perceived differently by various patrons (Hwang & Hyun 2012:659), for

example, based on their personalities. Restaurants tend to strive to find a common ground to
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provide experiences that can appeal to a broad spectrum of patrons. Typology of patrons, for
the purpose of this study, refers to the types of, and interaction between, restaurant patrons

with an inclination towards their personalities.

3.2 Service encounter experiences

The work of Pine and Gilmore (1998) initially discussed the service encounter experiences
construct. A service encounter experience is a situation where a patron has an awareness
and perception as a result of some level of interaction with several elements in a context
generated by a service provider (Otengei, Changha, Kasekende & Ntayi 2014:82).
Businesses design service encounter experiences to produce a positive perception in the
mind of a patron that is expressed by the patron through the sense of delight, integrity,
confidence, passion or support (Buttle 2009:171). Therefore, the term service encounter
experiences is increasingly used in describing what businesses offer to their patrons during
service delivery or what happens at service “touch points” where patrons and service

providers “meet”.

Authors (Ismail, Melewar, Lim & Woodside 2011:205; Schmitt 2011:55) regard the service
encounter experiences concept as a key construct in services marketing. Often, the following
terms are used to describe service encounter experiences: memorable experiences (Pine &
Gilmore 1998), customer experiences (Cook, Bowen, Chase, Dasu, Stewart & Tansik
2002:159; Tseng, Qinhai & Su 1999:51), consumption experiences (Arnold, Reynolds,
Ponder & Lueg 2005:341; Petzer & Mackay 2014:2; Wong 2004:368), idiosyncratic service
experiences (Collier, Barnes, Abney & Pelletier 2018:150) or dining experiences in the
restaurant industry context (Ariffin et al. 2017:35; Hwang & Hyun 2012:661; Sulek & Hensley
2004:236; Wall & Berry 2007:60).

Since many products and services have become homogeneous, many businesses are
currently using service encounter experiences as a competitive tool to differentiate
themselves from competitors (Petermans, Janssens & Van Cleempoel 2013:1). Service
businesses, for example, including restaurants, aim to meet patrons’ needs and wants
through pleasant service encounter experiences (Hwang & Hyun 2012:659). Service
encounter experiences have been studied in different contexts by various researchers
(Arnould & Price 1993; Csikszentmihalyi 1990; Dodson 1996; Farber & Hall 2007; Pine &
Gilmore 1998), but in practice, the concept service encounter experiences does not have
unified terminology or specific theoretical models (Zatori 2013:20). This is also evident from

the various terms mentioned above as synonyms for service encounter experiences.
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A service encounter incorporates everything that a patron goes through during the service
delivery and consumption process (Bitner 1992:60; Jang & Namkung 2009:453), and refers
to the various interactions between a patron and a service during the complete service
delivery period (Shostack 1987:243). On the one hand, a service encounter can be regarded
as only the interaction between service contact employees and patrons (Bradley, Sparks,
McColl-Kennedy, Jimmieson & Zapf 2010) On the other hand, a service encounter refers to
the complete service delivery process including the broader interaction between a service
business, contact employees and patrons (Gronroos 2007; Jayawardhena, Souchon, Farrell
& Glanville 2007). As mentioned, in a restaurant, patrons’ experiences are not generated
from simply consuming food alone, but from all events and activities that takes place during
the entire service encounter (Ariffin et al. 2017:35; Mhlanga, Hattingh & Moolman 2015:143).
For the purpose of this, a service encounter experience of a restaurant patron refers to the
period between the time a patron enters a restaurant to the time he/she departs from the
restaurant, and includes all the aspects relating to the interaction between a restaurant

patron, the restaurant service and the restaurant service employees.

Service encounter experiences impact loyalty dimensions such as patronage loyalty,
patronage retention and re-patronage intention (Ali & Omar 2014:177; Brakus, Schmitt &
Zarantonello 2009:53).

3.3 Outcomes of service encounter experiences

Patronage retention is a function of patronage satisfaction and pleasant service encounter
experiences (Godson 2009:81). Logically, patrons must be satisfied with their service
encounter experiences in order to continue patronising the same business. This suggests
that when patrons experience pleasant service encounters they are more likely to be
retained by the business. Patronage retention is defined as marketing efforts directed to
existing customers (Hoffman, Bateson, Wood & Kenyon 2009:346), and in the service
context, patronage retention is defined as the psychological commitment of a patron towards
a business, such as a restaurant (Han & Ryu 2009:492). Many scholars (Egan 2011:74;
Hoffman et al. 2009:346; Zeithaml et al. 2013) agree that patronage retention should be
given more attention than patronage acquisition. Patronage retention is often a focus area
for businesses operating in highly competitive markets, such as restaurants, as restaurants
rely more on repeat business than on business from newly acquired patrons, as a result of
costly marketing efforts (Egan 2011:74; Gummesson 1999:183). A model conceptualised by
Zeithaml et al. (2013:477) and literature show that patronage retention leads to lower service
delivery and marketing costs, higher volumes of purchases, price premiums, higher profits,
and positive word-of-mouth communication (Buttle 1996:5; Egan 2011:76; Godson 2009:72).
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For the purpose of this study, Patronage retention refers to patrons’ level of repeated

patronage to a specific restaurant.

Service marketing literature shows that service encounter experiences influence and sustain
re-patronage intention (Egan 2011:58). Re-patronage intention has also been specified as
an indicator of actual re-patronage behaviour (Jang & Namkung 2009:454). This relationship
between service encounter experiences and re-patronage intention is drawn from the theory
of reasoned action (Ajzen 1991), which assumes that normative behavioural intentions are
regulated by attitudes developed towards an object and/or situation. In addition, previous
research highlighted that re-patronage intention is an outcome of satisfying service
encounter experiences (Hwang & Hyun 2012:665). According to Hwang and Hyun
(2012:665), re-patronage intention is a post-dining behavioural intention of restaurant
patrons and refers to patrons’ likelihood to re-visit a specific service outlet (Hwang & Hyun
2012:665; Khan, Aadean, Salman, Nadeen & Rizwan 2016:87).

For this study, Re-patronage intention relates to patrons’ intention to re-visit a specific
restaurant and is defined as patrons’ likelihood to repeat the same patronage behaviour with

regard to a restaurant.

The social exchange theory (Blau 1964; Gouldner 1960) provides some theoretical basis for
proposing the relationship between service encounter experiences and patronage loyalty.
The theory is contextualised to this study by suggesting that when a patron enjoys a
favourable service encounter experience, a state of indebtedness exists that has to be
reciprocated in order to restore equilibrium in the service encounter (Tsai 2001:501). This
implies that when a patron experience a pleasant service encounter, the patron feels
obligated to be loyal to the service provider. Consequently, patronage loyalty is also
expected to translate into purchase behaviour (Egan 2011:57). Patronage loyalty refers to
the behaviour exhibited by patrons where they consistently patronise the same business, in
a market where there are a considerable number of alternative businesses to support

(Sharmeela-Banu, Gengeswari & Padmashantini 2013:87).

In this study, Patronage loyalty refers to the behaviour of patrons where they consistently
patronise the same restaurant, although there are a number of alternative restaurants to

support.
From the literature discussion, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hy: There is a significant relationship between Service contact levels and Service

encounter experiences.
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H,: There is a significant relationship between Ambience factors and Service encounter

experiences.

Has: There is a significant relationship between Service delivery quality and Service

encounter experiences.

Hy: There is a significant relationship between Typology of patrons and Service

encounter experiences.

Hs: There is a significant relationship between Service encounter experiences and

Patronage retention.

Hs: There is a significant relationship between Service encounter experiences and Re-

patronage intention.

H-: There is a significant relationship between Service encounter experiences and

Patronage loyalty.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The quantitative research design used was deemed appropriate for this exploratory study
since the study used a structured questionnaire to gather responses from a large sample,
and statistically tested hypotheses (Struwig & Stead 2013:3-4; Zikmund, Babin, Carr &
Griffin 2010:94).

The study’s target population included all patrons of restaurants in Zimbabwe. No sampling
frame of all the Zimbabwean restaurant patrons is available, and the researchers used the
non-probability convenience sampling technique (Struwig & Stead 2013:116) to select a

sample of restaurant patrons from the capital city of Harare.

The researcher and fieldworkers approached patrons in restaurants after they enjoyed
meals. Verbal consent to approach patrons was obtained from the relevant restaurant
owners. Prior to inviting patrons, the following research ethical aspects were considered:
voluntary participation, anonymity of respondents, the option of respondents to withdraw
without any negative consequences and the confidentiality of collected data. Before
participation, potential respondents were informed about the study’s purpose and objectives,

as well as, their implied consent when completing the questionnaires.

A self-developed, self-administered, English questionnaire was developed and used as the
study’s research instrument. The questionnaire items were developed based on literature.
Section A consisted of 58 items that gathered respondents’ perceptions about restaurant

aspects relating to the four selected independent variables (service contact levels, ambience

Journal of Contemporary Management Volume 16 Issue 2 Page 8
DHET accredited 2019
ISSN 1815-7440 Pages 513-537



P MUKUCHA Service Encounter Experience Antecedents and
C ROOTMAN Outcomes in the Zimbabwean Restaurant Industry
NE MAZIBUKO

factors, service delivery quality and typology of patrons), service encounter experiences and
the three selected patronage outcomes. Section A used an ordinal scale in the form of a
seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (7).
Section B used nominal scales to gather biographic (for example gender and age) as well as
demographic data relating to how often respondents visit restaurants, their reasons for

visiting and their restaurant expectations.

Marketing academic scrutinised the measuring instrument to ensure face validity. The
content validity of the measuring instrument was ensured by conducting a pilot study among
20 potential respondents. Following the pilot study, minor changes were made to
guestionnaire item statements to ensure that respondents understand the questionnaire

items as intended.

The computer programmes Microsoft Excel and Statistica (Version 13) were used to conduct
the data analysis. Data analysis was performed in six phases. Firstly, descriptive statistics
were calculated to summarise the sample of respondents (Struwig & Stead 2013:165).
Secondly, Exploratory Factor Analyses (EFA) were conducted to determine the construct
validity of the research instrument. Items with factor loadings of at least 0.4 were considered
as valid (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson 2014:115). During the third step, Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients were calculated to determine the reliability of the research instrument.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients equal to or greater than 0.70 were regarded as reliable (Hair
et al. 2014:123). Fourthly, based on the factor structure resulting from the EFA, descriptive
statistics relating to the variables were calculated (Struwig & Stead 2013:165). During the
fifth data analysis step, Pearsons’ Product Moment Correlations were calculated to identify
correlations between variables (Lind, Marchal & Wathen 2012:463). In the final step, multiple
regression analyses were conducted to test the influence of the four selected independent
variables on the intervening variable, as well as, the influence of the intervening variable on
the three selected dependent variables. Therefore, the multiple regression analyses made it
possible for the researchers to identify significant relationships between the variables (Hair
et al. 2014:157), to test the formulated hypotheses.

5. EMPIRICAL RESULTS

5.1 Sample description

A total of 400 usable questionnaires were collected for analysis. The majority of the
respondents are male (57%), with 43% of the respondents being female. Most of the
respondents are between 20 and 29 years old (51%), while 23% are between 30 and 39

years old. A total of 45% of the respondents are single in terms of marital status (45%). The
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next highest percentage relating to respondents’ household structures is 40%, for those

living with a spouse/partner, as well as, with more than 3 children living at home.

In terms of frequency of dining, respondents visit restaurants rather monthly than weekly.
This is evident since 47% of the respondents visit restaurants more than once a month, but
not weekly and 28% of the respondents visit restaurants at least once per week. Regarding
the preferred reservation methods, respondents prefer to make reservations in person (57%)

and through telephone bookings (24%).

5.2  Validity and reliability results
In terms of the EFA results, items loaded onto five distinct factors (see Table 1).

TABLE 1: Validity and reliability results

Factor ltem E:(:or loadings from CA
SCL1 0.799
Service contact levels Seld 0.722 0.776
SCL2 0.695
SCL3 0.524
AMB3 0.710
AMB6 0.709
AMB5 0.690
Ambience factors AMB1 0.656 0.850
ABM2 0.633
AMB4 0.510
AMB7 0.492
SDQ5 0.765
SDQ6 0.707
SDQ7 0.693
SDQ4 0.663
Service delivery quality 5D 0058 0.906
SDQ3 0.649
SDQ8 0.582
SDQ2 0.571
SDQ1 0.565
SDQ11 0.545
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Factor ltem E:c:or loadings from CA
TP3 0.823
Typology of patrons TP4 0.820 0.700
TP2 0.673
SEE4 0.768
SEE7 0.768
SEE3 0.760
SEE11 0.745
SEE10 0.737
SEE6 0.714
Sf;iﬁgnilcs"““ter SEE12 0.714 0.920
SEE13 0.714
SEE9 0.702
SEE8 0.687
SEE1 0.682
SEE2 0.681
SEE5 0.623
RPI2 0.739
RPI3 0.713
Re-patronage intention RPI4 0.695 0.808
RPI5 0.665
PR4 0.496
PL2 0.812
PL3 0.808
Patronage loyalty PLe 0797 0.858
PL1 0.673
PL5 0.650
PR1 0.613

Source: From validity and reliability survey results.

Four of the factors that emerged from the EFA represented the independent variables
proposed in the study. Firstly, four of the five items aimed to measure service contact levels
loaded onto one factor. Therefore, this factor was named Service contact levels and it refers
to the duration, frequency, intensity and variety of encounters between restaurant patrons
and either one of or both the service personnel and service facilities (which in the restaurant

context can relate to, for example, meal deliveries/collection, reservations and waiting
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times). The factor loadings for Service contact levels ranged from 0.524 to 0.799, and the
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.776, therefore these values show construct validity and
reliability respectively. All seven items developed to measure ambience factors loaded
together. The factor was labelled Ambience factors and was defined as the inanimate
background characteristics in restaurants that affect patrons’ five senses (for example
relating to the restaurants’ lighting, temperature, aroma, noise levels and décor). These
items’ loadings ranged from 0.492 and 0.710. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
calculated as 0.850. Based on the EFA factor loadings and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient,
the factor can be regarded as valid and reliable. Ten of the 12 items developed to measure
service delivery quality loaded onto a single factor and this factor was labelled Service
delivery quality. The factor was defined as the intangible aspects accompanying or
surrounding a meal served to restaurant patrons, which include menu advice as well as staff
friendliness and competence. The Service delivery quality item loadings ranged from 0.545
to 0.765, showing validity. In addition, the Cronbach’s alpha of 0.906 shows reliability. Three
of the six items developed to measure typology of patrons loaded onto one factor. This factor
was named Typology of patrons and met the criteria for construct validity, with factor
loadings ranging from to 0.673 to 0.823, and reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
0.700. Typology of patrons, for the purpose of this study, refers to the types of, and

interaction between, restaurant patrons with an inclination towards their personalities.

All 13 items developed to measure service encounter experiences loaded onto a single
factor, and therefore this factor was labelled Service encounter experiences. For the
purposes of this study, based on the items’ loading, Service encounter experiences is
defined as the feelings or knowledge acquired by patrons when they interact with staff in a
restaurant context, relating to variables restaurant aspects, for example, reservations, menu
options and meals. The factor loadings for this factor ranged from 0.623 to 0.768, which
provided evidence of construct validity. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for Service

encounter experiences was 0.92, and this showed the factors’ reliability.

Four of the original five items developed to measure re-patronage intention loaded onto a
single factor. The other re-patronage item cross-loaded and was eliminated from further
analyses. In addition, one item developed to measure patronage retention also loaded onto
this factor. The loading of this item is justified since it shows that respondents’ re-patronage
intention relates to whether they have to make restaurant reservations before visits. As all
the items on this factor related to patrons’ intention to re-visit restaurants, the factor was
labelled Re-patronage intention. For this study, Re-patronage intention relates to patrons’

intention to re-visit a specific restaurant and is defined as patrons’ likelihood to repeat the
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same patronage behaviour with regard to a restaurant. The factors’ construct validity was
confirmed as the factor loadings ranged between 0.496 and 0.739. In addition, the reliability

was confirmed as the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of this factor was 0.72.

All five of items developed to measure patronage loyalty loaded onto a single factor. One
item originally developed to measure patronage retention also loaded onto this factor. The
loading of this item with these other items shows that respondents’ loyalty to a restaurant will
remain until the restaurant closes down. The factor was labelled Patronage loyalty as all the
items of this factor related to patrons’ loyalty. For the purpose of this study, Patronage loyalty
refers to the behaviour of patrons where they consistently patronise the same restaurant,
although there are a number of alternative restaurants to support. The factor loadings
between 0.613 and 0.812 show the construct validity of this factor and the Cronbach’s alpha

coefficient of 0.85 reflects the factors’ reliability.

Based on the EFA factor loadings and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, the validity and
reliability of the study’s measuring instrument are confirmed. It is evident from the analyses
that excluding the two items mentioned above, no other patronage retention items loaded
onto factors with loadings equal to or exceeding the 0.4 cut-off and this factor was eliminated
from the study’s hypotheses and further analysis. Therefore, the revised hypothesised model
is presented in Figure 1.

FIGURE 1: Revised hypothesised model of the relationship between service
encounter experiences and selected patronage outcomes

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES DEPENDENT VARIABLES
Service contact levels
Hi Re-patronage
intention
H

Ambience factors

Service encounter

experiences
Service quality H He
delivery
H
Patronage loyalty
Typology of patrons

Source: Researchers’ own construct based on survey results.
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As evident in Figure 1, the revised hypotheses are as follows:

Hi: There is a significant relationship between Service contact levels and Service

encounter experiences.

H,: There is a significant relationship between Ambience factors and Service encounter

experiences.

Has: There is a significant relationship between Service delivery quality and Service

encounter experiences.

Ha. There is a significant relationship between Typology of patrons and Service

encounter experiences.

Hs: There is a significant relationship between Service encounter experiences and Re-

patronage intention.

Hs: There is a significant relationship between Service encounter experiences and

Patronage loyalty.

5.3 Descriptive statistics and relationships between variables
Table 2 summarises the descriptive statistics of the variables, as well as the Pearsons’

Product Moment Correlations.

TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics of the variables and Pearson correlations

Variables Mean (Si(t:I 1SCL [2AMB 3SDQ 4TP |SSEE |6RPI |7PL

1 Service contact levels 3.75 1.54 1.000

2 Ambience factors 5.24 1.21 0.455 1.000
3 Service delivery quality 500 (110 |0473 (0.709 |1.000
4 Typology of patrons 3.64 153 |0.255 (0.171 (0.222 [1.000

P Servics enconter 519 [1.09 [0.412 [0.653 [0.741 [0.249 [1.000

experiences
6 Re-patronage intention 5.11 133 0433 (0.635 [0.640 [0.259 [0.713 |1.000
7 Patronage loyalty 497 118  |0.348 [0.622 (0.642 |0.233 |0.670 |0.621 [1.000

Source: Researchers’ own construct based on survey results

The mean scores for all the factors, as presented in Table 2, indicate that the respondents
agreed with the statements relating to all the factors (means ranged between 4.97 for
Patronage loyalty and 5.24 for Ambience factors), except Service contact levels (mean =

3.75) and Typology of patrons (mean = 3.64). This shows that respondents are currently not
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in agreement with the levels of service contact offered by Zimbabwean restaurants. The
respondents indicated that home deliveries, drive-through facilities, buffet options, telephonic

reservations and bar facilities during waiting times are not readily available.

In addition, respondents revealed that, as Zimbabwean restaurant patrons, they are
uncomfortable making independent menu choices and they do not spend more due to the

presence of other patrons.

The small standard deviations (Std. dev.) for the factors highlight little variation between the
responses. The responses for the factor Service encounter experiences (1.09) varied the

least and the responses for the factor Service contact levels (1.54) varied the most.

From Table 2 it is also evident that positive correlations exist between all the factors. The
highest positive correlation exists between Service encounter experiences and Service
delivery quality (r=0.741). This implies that the respondents associate the levels of service
delivery quality they receive in restaurants with their service encounter experiences in these
restaurants. The lowest correlation exists between Service delivery quality and Typology of
patrons (r=0.222). This suggests that respondents link, although to a small degree, the
levels of service delivery quality they receive in restaurants with the typology of patrons in
the restaurants. In other words, according to the respondents, levels of the service quality
delivered in Zimbabwean restaurants are associated with how restaurant patrons are

categorised and/or how they interact during service delivery.

To confirm the results of the Pearsons’ Product Moment Correlations, multiple regression
analyses were performed to identify which statistically significant relationships exist between
the factors. The results show that three of the independent variables have statistically
significant, positive relationships with the intervening variable. Ambience factors statistically
significantly influence Service encounter experiences (b=0.223, p<0.001). Service delivery
quality statistically significantly influences Service encounter experiences (b=0.530,
p<0.001,). In addition, Typology of patrons statistically, significantly influences Service
encounter experiences (b=0.060, p<0.05). These three independent variables explain more
than 58% of the variance (R*=58.98%) in Service encounter experiences. The independent
variable, Service contact levels, presented no statistically significant relationship with Service

encounter experiences.

Service encounter experiences (intervening variable) has statistically significant, positive
relationships with both the dependent variables. Service encounter experiences statistically
significantly influence Re-patronage intention (b=0.773, p<0.001, R?>=50.82%). This means

that when patrons have pleasant service encounters in restaurants, patrons are more
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inclined and motivated to re-visit the restaurants. Service encounter experiences also
statistically significantly influence Patronage loyalty (b=0.823, p<0.001, R*=44.85%). This
reveals that when patrons have pleasant service encounters in restaurants, patrons are loyal

towards, and will remain, patrons of the restaurants.

Based on the multiple regression analysis results, hypothesis H; is rejected since no
statistically significant relationship exists between Service contact levels and Service
encounter experiences. Hypotheses H,, Hs; and H, are accepted since Ambience factors,
Service delivery quality, as well as, Typology of patrons have statistically significant
relationships with Service encounter experiences. This shows that a positive focus on
restaurants’ ambience factors, having friendly and competent staff as well as varying service
offerings on the basis of different types of patrons could lead to positive, enjoyable service

encounter experiences for Zimbabwean restaurant patrons.

In addition, hypotheses Hs and Hg are accepted, as significant relationships exist between
Service encounter experiences and Re-patronage intention as well as between Service
encounter experiences and Patronage loyalty. It is evident that positive, enjoyable service
encounter experiences in restaurants lead to improved levels of re-patronage intentions and

patronage loyalty among Zimbabwean restaurant patrons.

6. MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The primary objective was to determine the antecedents and outcomes of service encounter

experiences of patrons in the restaurant industry in Zimbabwe, to guide managers.

The study considered four antecedents of service encounter experiences. One of these
antecedents, namely Service contact levels, had no significant relationship with service
encounter experiences. On the other hand, three of the antecedents (Ambience factors,
Service delivery quality and Typology of patrons) were identified as having significant,
positive relationships with service encounter experiences of Zimbabwean restaurant patrons.
These three significant positive relationships paved the way for the study’s practical
recommendations for managers on improving restaurant ambience factors and service
delivery quality as well as on how to positively use the typology of patrons for pleasurable

service encounter experiences.

Respondents revealed adequate levels of satisfaction with Zimbabwean restaurants’
Ambience factors (seen through this factor's mean), but recommendations regarding
ambience factors include that management ensures a restaurant has an enticing aroma,

adequate lighting, moderate temperature and an acceptable noise level. Attractive décor and
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paintings/pictures should be part of the restaurant interior. Eating and bathroom facilities
should be kept clean. In addition, the location of the restaurant must be within easy access

to a parking area and public transport.

Respondents revealed acceptable satisfaction levels with Zimbabwean restaurants’ Service
delivery quality (seen through the factors’ mean), however, some service delivery quality
strategies include that restaurant management ensures that staff provides prompt and quick
service within the promised time-frames. Restaurant staff should be trustworthy, professional
and have patrons’ best interest at heart. Management must provide staff with adequate
managerial support and ensure that they have product/service knowledge. Restaurants’

physical facilities and equipment should be up-to-date.

The means of the Typology of patrons variable showed that Zimbabwean restaurant patrons
are currently not in agreement with the stated typology items. Since the typology of patrons
positively influences service encounter experiences, restaurants should pay attention to
aspects linked to the typology of patrons. Restaurants could consider how patrons’
behaviour and menu options influence other patrons and use this to the advantage of the
restaurant. For example, carefully plan seating arrangements (layout of tables and chairs).

This study also provides general strategies to improve restaurant Service encounter
experiences: Ensure that staff is friendly, competent, interested in patrons’ choices and

records reservations correctly, while listening to patrons attentively.

The study focused on three patronage outcomes; however, the results of the study revealed
that the two outcomes of Re-patronage intention and Patronage loyalty are pertinent in the
Zimbabwean restaurant context. In addition, both of these outcomes were seen to have
significant positive relationships with Zimbabwean restaurant patrons’ service encounter

experiences.

From the positive and significant relationships between the service encounter experiences
construct and the patronage outcomes namely re-patronage intention and patronage loyalty,
practical recommendations on improving patrons’ service encounter experiences in

restaurants (linked to each of the outcomes) are provided in this study.

Since Re-patronage intention is an indicator of purchase behaviour (Cheng, Lam & Hsu
2006:100), and an outcome of service encounter experiences, management must strive to
attain higher levels of re-patronage intention by ensuring that the location of the restaurant
are within easy access to a parking area and public transport. All patrons must be allowed to
visit and dine in a restaurant with or without making a reservation. Management should

ensure that dining in a restaurant business is financially viable for the restaurant owners as
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well as cost-effective for patrons. Prices should include a reasonable profit margin while
being within an acceptable price range for patrons. Restaurants should ensure, through
regular training that staff practises courtesy and address patrons’ complaints in a friendly

manner.

The levels of service encounter experiences of patrons in the restaurant industry must be
enhanced in order to elicit patronage loyalty. The Patronage loyalty of patrons needs to be
promoted by owners of restaurants and management by focusing on gaining repeat
purchases by loyal patrons. Repeat purchases ensure a steady stream of revenue to the
business. Repeat purchases could be encouraged by providing discounts for repeat visits
(e.g. through loyalty cards). Positive word-of-mouth communication is a credible source of
information to potential patrons and is a less expensive source of promotion, and a
restaurant should encourage word-of-mouth messages through online (e.g. social media)
competitions where patrons can win free/discount meal vouchers for messages they post
about the restaurant. Restaurants could also post positive messages on social media to
improve the image of the restaurant.

Despite these recommendations, there are some limitations associated with this study which
practitioners and future researchers in the area of service encounters should take note of.
The main limitation is based on the fact that this is a cross-sectional study. The data was
collected from a cross-section of restaurant patrons, and there is always a possibility that the
patrons’ views may change due to dynamic changes in the economy, the adoption and
application of new technology as well as changes in patrons’ preferences and tastes due to
the effects of globalisation. A future longitudinal study, to identify changing and current
trends, would add value to the Zimbabwean restaurant industry. The participation of the
respondents, although voluntary, was in some instances marred. Some the patrons,
especially those contacted or approached during lunch hour, were in a hurry. This presents
the possibility that some patrons paid little attention in responding to some of the measuring

instrument questions.

7. CONCLUSION

The study has shown that three important restaurant aspects, namely ambience factors,
service delivery quality and typology of patrons influence restaurant patrons’ service
encounter experiences. It is crucial for restaurant management to implement the study’s
recommendations regarding these antecedents to ensure positive service encounter
experiences for patrons. Another major conclusion drawn from this study is that patrons in

the restaurant industry do not view their patronage intention as being separate to their re-
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patronage intention and patronage loyalty. The study also concludes that re-patronage
intention and patronage loyalty result from restaurant patrons’ service encounter

experiences.

In summary, Zimbabwean restaurants’ ambience, service quality of their food and
employees as well as a consideration of the typology of their patrons determine their
patrons’ service encounter experiences. Also, Zimbabwean restaurant managers should
ensure that their patrons’ service encounters are satisfactory, as this may increase patrons’
re-patronage intention and patronage loyalty, which may ultimately improve these

restaurants’ success.

It is imperative for restaurant industry management to implement the recommendations in
this study to improve the levels of their patrons’ service encounter experiences since
pleasant service encounter experiences improve the two studied patronage outcomes,
namely re-patronage intention and patronage loyalty. Following the implementation of these
recommendations, Zimbabwean restaurant could be more successful and the same effect is

possible in other developing emerging market countries with similar restaurant industries.
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ANNEXURE A: Item statements

Item Item statement
Service contact levels | will be a patron of this restaurant because...
SCL1 | can request meals to be delivered to my home
SCL4 | can make reservations telephonically
SCL2 It has a drive-through facility that encourages the speedy food collection
SCL3 It has a buffet option which offers a wide variety of food
. This restaurant has an attractive atmosphere and safe environment because it
Ambience factors has
AMB3 An enticing aroma
AMBS Décor and paintings/pictures that are visually appealing
AMB5 A noise level that is appropriate and background music that makes it an enjoyable
place
AMB1 Adequate lighting that makes me feel relaxed
ABM2 A moderate temperature that makes me feel relaxed
AVB4 A clean eating area and bathroom facilities
AMB7 Easy access to parking or public transport
Service delivery quality This restaurant/restaurants’...
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Item Item statement
SDQ5 Provides prompt and quick service
SDQ6 Staff are professional
SDQ7 Staff are trustworthy
SDQ4 Tells patrons exactly when the service will be provides
SDQ9 Staff have patrons’ best interest at heart
SDQ3 Staff have adequate product/service knowledge
SDQ8 Staff receive adequate support from managers/supervisors to do their job
SDQ2 Is sympathetic and reassuring when a patron has enquiries
SDQ1 Meets the promised time-frames for service responses
SDQ11 Physical facilities and equipment are up-to-date
Typology of patrons | will be a patron of this restaurant because...
| can easily deceive other patrons, to please them, by choosing meals that | do not
TP3 really like
TP4 The presence of other patrons encourages me to spend more money than usual
TP2 | easily imitate the behaviour and actions of other patrons around me with regard to

menu choices

Service encounter

The service provider in this restaurant...

experiences

SEE4 Was competent and efficient in successfully handling all my requests
SEE7 Understood properly what | wanted

SEE3 Was friendly towards me during our interaction

SEE11 Was very positive about my order/menu choice

SEE10 Gave me exactly what | really wanted/asked for

SEE6 Listened attentively to my order

SEE12 Made it possible for me to choose my meal wisely

SEE13 Met my expectations while performing the job

SEE9 Seemed interested in what | needed

SEES Tried eagerly to assist me with menu options

SEE1 Recorded reservation details correctly

SEE2 Was capable of giving me good advice on order/menu options
SEE5 Was willing to go out of his/her way to serve me as a patron

Re-patronage intention

| will re-visit this restaurant because...

RPI2

Of its location with easy access to a parking area/public transport
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Item Item statement

RPI3 Staff address my complaints in a friendly manner

RPI4 Staff practise courtesy

RPI5 It is cost effective/financially viable

PR4 I do not have to make reservations prior to my visits

Patronage loyalty

PL2 Will say positive things about this restaurant to other people

PL3 Will encourage friends and relatives to visit this restaurant

PL4 Will post positive messages about this restaurant on social media

PL1 Will consider this restaurant as my first choice, even if the prices are high

PL5 Will feel embarrassed if a media story criticised this restaurant

PR1 Would only strop visiting this restaurant if it were to close down
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