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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to examine whether indirect customer-to-customer interactions (CCI) affect
consumers’ behavioral intentions and how that effect is generated. It also explores the effect of dining
experience on customer behavioral intentions and how that effect varies by party type.

Design/methodology/approach — The research consists of an experimental survey-based study of n =
491 real-world consumers from a marketing research panel. Structural equation models are analyzed to
examine hypothesized relationships.

Findings — Indirect CCls significantly affect all five dimensions of experiential value. Food and beverage
(F&B) excellence, aesthetics and service excellence positively affect customer revisit intentions and word-of-
mouth intentions via restaurant image. Furthermore, party type moderates the effect of aesthetics on
behavioral intentions so that the effect is significant for the social diner group only. Customer return on
investment and playfulness show non-significant impacts on behavioral intentions.

Practical implications — Managers should be aware that indirect CCIs influence all aspects of the
restaurant experience. Since F&B excellence, aesthetics and service excellence affect restaurant image and
behavioral intentions, management can operationalize these elements of service. The impact of aesthetics
differs by consumers’ party type, enabling management to create unique servicescapes based on their target
customer segment.

Originality/value — The study pioneers an investigation of how indirect CCI is associated with behavioral
intentions through the mediating effects of experiential value and restaurant image. It contributes to the
literature by examining how the impact of diners’ experiences differs by party type.
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1. Introduction

Varying across service settings, customer experience is often affected by customers’ relations to
other customers sharing time and space during service encounters (Leith, 2020). A pleasant
customer-to-customer interaction (CCI) could render a service experience more enjoyable, while
an unpleasant interaction could damage it (Zhang et al, 2010). Indirect CCI, defined as
customers’ observations of other customers and nonverbal interactions with others, is a common
and critical element of a restaurant service experience (Nicholls, 2020; Sa and Amorim, 2017). As
onsite self-service technologies (e.g. tabletop tablets and kiosks) proliferate, restaurant customers
may experience more CCI than employee-customer interaction (Nicholls, 2020; Xu et al., 2020).
Despite the restaurant literature acknowledging the importance of other customers when dining
(Jang et al, 2015; Wu and Liang, 2009), only a handful of research has examined the impact of
CCI on diners’ experiences (Altinay et al, 2019; Erkmen and Hancer, 2019; Lin ef al, 2020a,
2020b; Song et al, 2018, Wu and Liang, 2009). Altinay et al. (2019) and Song et al. (2018) studied
social interactions among senior cafe customers and found that CCI affected diners’ experiences
and social wellbeing. Wu and Liang (2009) indicated that disruptive behaviors from other
customers (e.g. loud, rude or hitting tables) ruined customer experiences at luxury restaurants.
Erkmen and Hancer (2019) and Lin et al (2020a, 2020b) discovered that indirect CCI affects
diners” emotions, perceived CCI quality and perceived brand image. While existing restaurant
research has studied the impacts of direct CCI (Altinay et al., 2019; Song et al, 2018) and negative
CCI (Wu and Liang, 2009) on dining experiences, the influence of indirect CCI on diners’
experiences remains understudied. In addition, limited research has investigated the relationship
between indirect CCI and diners’ behavioral intentions. To bridge this gap, this current study
examines the effect of indirect CCI, a prevalent form of restaurant CCI, on customers’ dining
experiences and behavioral intentions, including revisit and word-of-mouth (WOM) intentions.

Consumers’ perceived consumption experiences vary across customer traits and service
settings (Lin et al, 2020a). As contemporary lifestyles evolve, dining alone represents an
emerging trend (Her and Seo, 2018). Considering the significant purchasing power of solo
diners, it is critical to better understand their dining experiences and how these experiences
affect their behavioral intentions. While prior research extensively studied solo diners’
attitudes, emotions and perceptions (Brown et al., 2020; Choi et al., 2020; Hwang et al., 2020),
their dining experience and behavioral intentions have not been thoroughly investigated. In
addition, research exploring the differences between solo diners and social diners (customers
eating in groups) is lacking. This current study fills this gap by exploring whether the
impact of indirect CCI on behavioral intentions varies by party type (solo vs. social).

The current study addresses two central research questions: Does indirect CCI affect
restaurant diners’ behavioral intentions, and if it does, do diners’ experiential value and
restaurant image serve as mediators in these relationships? Will the CCl-affected dining
experiences exhibit varied effects on guests’ behavioral intentions across party types? This
study bridges a gap in the literature by examining the associations among indirect CCI,
dining experience and diners’ behavioral intentions. It also investigates the differences
between solo diners’ and social diners’ dining experiences.

2. Literature review

2.1 Indirect customer-to-customer interaction

CCI refers to the interpersonal exchange between fellow customers in service encounters (Wu,
2007). The interactive experience among customers is a critical element affecting customer
engagement, which determines whether customers will participate in value co-creations (Hao,
2020). The service-dominant logic theory argues that customers are value co-creators and that
their engagement behaviors are developed not only with the brand but also with other
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stakeholders, such as service personnel and fellow customers (Brodie ef al., 2011). As customer
engagement draws increased attention in the hospitality and tourism domain, scholars should
20 beyond the service organization and investigate the interactions among peer customers (So
et al., 2021). Existing research studied CCI based on different typologies, including positive CCI
and negative CCI (Wu and Liang, 2009; Zhang et al, 2010). Comparing 15 service settings,
Zhang et al. (2010) suggested that CCI is acute in restaurants because of the high occurrence of
both positive CCI and negative CCI, which result in delightful or undelightful dining
experiences, respectively. Lin ef al (2020a) found that two types of nonverbal CCI, proxemics
(distance between customers) and the physical appearance of other customers, directly
influence restaurant diners’ negative emotions. However, functional CCI, which refers to verbal
information exchanged between customers regarding a product or service, was found to have a
non-significant impact on diners’ perceived CCI quality (Lin ef al, 2020b). Kim and Choi (2016)
classified CCI into friend interaction, neighboring customer interaction and audience
interaction. Friend interaction results from interactions with others in their party, and audience
interaction refers to the delightfulness of being around other customers. Kim and Choi (2016)
suggested that these two types of CCI positively affect customers’ experiences in retail stores
and movie theaters. However, no significant correlation was found between neighboring
customer interaction and service experience (Kim and Choi, 2016). These findings support the
notion that conversational interactions with customers who are strangers are not desired in
certain service scenarios (Sd and Amorim, 2017). For services that require customers to gather
at a public place (e.g. restaurants, retail stores, movie theaters), engaging in conversations with
strangers in close spatial proximity might not be necessary. In such service establishments, the
impact of other customers may be primarily attributed to nonverbal cues, such as eye contact
and courtesy nods (Lin et al, 2020a).

Onsite CCI can also be categorized into direct and indirect forms (Nicholls, 2020;
Zhang et al., 2010). Direct CCI covers direct conversations or confrontations with other
customers (Zhang et al, 2010). Indirect CCI consists of nonverbal elements of
interaction with audience customers, such as perceived comfort level around other
customers, observing other customers’ behaviors and kinesics — customer interactions
via body language, such as courtesy nods and greeting gestures (Nicholls, 2020; Zhang
et al., 2010). Zhang et al. (2010) found that indirect CCI is more common than direct CCI
and that negative diners’ emotions are more likely caused by indirect CCI than by direct
CCI. Since negative emotions exert a stronger influence on diners’ loyalty than positive
emotions (Chen et al, 2015), it is necessary to understand the mechanism by which
indirect CCI affects restaurant customers’ behaviors. Restaurant customers have
explicit expectations of other customers’ characteristics and behaviors but generally do
not anticipate intense interactions with strangers (Sa and Amorim, 2017). Within a
catering context, Kim and Lee (2012) found that other customers’ appearance, attire,
and behavior serve as informative cues for customers’ perceived riskiness. Ji et al.
(2018) suggested that indirect CCI contributes to consumer escape experience in full-
service restaurants and positively affects consumers’ attachment to the food, which
leads to higher dining frequency. Prior research examined the impact of indirect CCI on
diners’ emotions, feelings about the restaurant and the food and sense of escape.
However, past studies did not identify whether other aspects of a dining experience,
such as perceived service quality and value, are affected by indirect CCIL In addition,
limited research has quantitatively examined whether the effect of indirect CCI can be
extended to customer behavioral intentions. Therefore, the current research examines
the effect of indirect CCI on various dimensions of diners’ experiences and behavioral
intentions.



2.2 Experiential value

Examining

Mathwick ef al. (2001) developed the experiential value scale (EVS) to capture the ¢n]oand social

multifaceted service experience. EVS divides experiential value into four dimensions
classified as either active value or passive value. Consumer return on investment (CROI) and
playfulness are dimensions of active values resulting from a collaboration between
consumer and business. Aesthetics and service excellence are dimensions of passive values
derived from consumers’ comprehension of the consumption experience (Mathwick et al,
2001). Notably, because the original EVS was developed in the retail setting and did not
include elements critical to the foodservice industry, researchers added food and beverage
excellence (F&B excellence) as an additional dimension of experiential value in restaurant
studies (Jalilvand et al, 2017; Taylor et al, 2018). F&B excellence captures customers’
evaluations of food and beverage consumed in restaurants (Taylor ef al, 2018). In the
restaurant literature, CROI represents the perceived value of price — the benefits that
customers receive compared to the resources they invest in the consumption process (Keng
et al., 2007; Taylor et al., 2018). Playfulness signifies the emotional enjoyment of restaurant
dining (Gallarza-Granizo et al., 2020; Mathwick et al, 2001). Aesthetics refers to the physical
environment, describing the restaurant’s ambiance, design, music and atmosphere (Chen
et al, 2014; Jin et al, 2019; Wu and Liang, 2009). Service excellence reflects diners’
appreciation of the service providers’ expertise (Mathwick et al, 2001). Research has found
evidence that CCI positively influences dining experience when experiential value is
examined as a single construct (Ji et al, 2018; Song et al, 2018, Wu and Liang, 2009).
However, studies investigating how CCI affects each dimension of the dining experience are
limited. Taylor et al. (2018) examined the sub-dimensions of experiential value separately
and found that playfulness, service excellence and CROI significantly influenced a
customer’s relationship with a restaurant, while aesthetics and F&B excellence showed non-
significant impacts. However, their research studied the five experiential value dimensions
as exogenous variables. Unlike prior research that treats experiential value as a single
construct or an exogenous variable, this current study models experiential value as
endogenous and further investigates how CCI affects each dimension of experiential value.
As indirect CCI affects diners’ emotions and subsequently their evaluation of the product
and service (Chen et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2020a), it is plausible that indirect CCI affects each
experiential value dimension:

HI. Indirect CCI has a positive influence on diners’ experiential values, i.e. food and
beverage excellence (H1a), customer return on investment (H1b), playfulness (H1c),
aesthetics (H1d), service excellence (H1e).

2.3 Image and behavioral intentions

The influence of dining experiences on restaurant customers’ behavioral intentions has been
empirically tested (Chen et al, 2014; Ha and Jang, 2012; Jalilvand et al., 2017; Jin et al., 2019;
Taylor et al., 2018). Restaurant atmosphere, service quality and food quality were found to
positively affect customers’ revisit intention and WOM intention (Ha and Jang, 2012).
Jalilvand et al. (2017) and Jin et al. (2019) found that the perceived value of dining experiences
indirectly influences customer WOM intention. Similarly, Taylor et al. (2018) contended that
experiential value indirectly affects WOM intention, revisit intention and willingness to pay
at pop-up restaurants. Chen et al. (2014) suggested that restaurant image mediated the
relationship between experiential value and behavioral intentions. On the one hand,
experience-related factors such as food quality, service quality, physical environment and
perceived trust were found to influence restaurant image (Erkmen and Hancer, 2019). On the

diners

1671




[JCHM
345

1672

other hand, restaurant image is a key antecedent of customer loyalty and behavioral
intentions, such as revisit intention and WOM intention (Ryu ef al, 2012). This study
hypothesizes that customers’ experiential value is positively related to restaurant image,
which positively affects customers’ revisit intention and WOM intention. As past research
found that familiarity may be related to diners’ behavioral intentions, the current study
controls respondents’ familiarity with restaurant dining (Ha and Jang, 2010):

H2. Diners’ experiential values, i.e. food and beverage excellence (H2a), customer return
on investment (H2b), playfulness (H2c), aesthetics (H2d), service excellence (HZ2e),
positively affect restaurant image.

H3. Restaurant image positively affects customer behavioral intentions, ie. revisit
intention (3a) and WOM intention (F3b).

2.4 The moderating role of party type

Active experiential values (CROI and playfulness) and passive experiential values
(aesthetics and service excellence) are distinct in that active values rely on customers as
value co-producers, while passive values are derived from the distanced appreciation of a
business’ offerings (Mathwick et al, 2001). CROI depends on diners’ price acceptance level,
and playfulness incorporates diners’ emotional status (Aroean and Michaelidou, 2014). In
contrast, aesthetics and service excellence rely on contextual factors, such as surroundings
and servers’ performance. The positive impacts of active values on diners’ satisfaction and
behavioral intentions are well documented (Bae et al., 2018; Chua et al., 2014; Jalilvand et al.,
2017). However, ambivalent results were found regarding the effect of passive value
dimensions on diners’ behavioral intentions. Bae et al (2018) examined the effect of dining
experiences on solo diners’ restaurant re-patronage intention and found no direct influence
of service quality or physical environment. Similarly, Chua et al. (2014) observed no evidence
of direct linkages among physical environment, service interaction and behavioral
intentions in full-service restaurants. They suggested that the results might be attributed to
nearly half of the respondents reported their dining purposes as “get a quick meal.” In a
lodging context, research studying hotel guests’ behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic
showed that solo travelers tend to give lower ratings on their hotel stay than other types of
travelers (Sun ef al., 2021). These findings suggest that experiential values relying heavily
on contextual factors may be perceived differently by certain customer groups.

Extant literature documents the importance of aesthetics and service excellence in
determining restaurant diners’ behavioral intentions (Erkmen and Hancer, 2019; Ha and
Jang, 2012; Ryu et al.,, 2012). However, prior research has not distinguished customers by
party type. Compared to those who visit restaurants with family or friends, people who eat
alone may place less value on a restaurant’s physical environment (Chua et al.,, 2014). For
example, solo customers prefer to locate themselves at the corner of a restaurant and avoid
sitting at eye-catching seats (Goodwin and Lockshin, 1992). As a result, solo diners may
perceive surroundings differently than social diners and may have different preferences
regarding the frequency and the form of service interactions; therefore, a uniform service
standard may not yield the best outcomes for restaurants (Goodwin and Lockshin, 1992).
Existing literature implies that the effect of aesthetics and service excellence may be
significant for social diners but may not be significant for solo diners. Therefore, the current
study examines the moderating role of party type (solo vs. social) in the relationships
between the two dimensions of passive experiential values and diners’ behavioral intentions.
Since restaurant image is the mediator between these relationships in the conceptual model,



it is hypothesized that the indirect effects of aesthetics and service excellence on revisit
intention and WOM intention differ by party type (solo vs. social):

H4. Party type moderates the mediating effect of restaurant image in the relationship
between aesthetics and diners’ behavioral intentions [i.e. revisit intention (H4a) and
WOM intention (H4b)], so that the indirect effect of aesthetics is significant for
social diners only.

Hb5. Party type moderates the mediating effect of restaurant image in the relationship
between service excellence on diners’ behavioral intentions [i.e. revisit intention
(H5a) and WOM intention (H5b)], so that the indirect effect of service excellence is
significant for social diners only.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research model and hypotheses

The conceptual framework is presented in Figure 1. Indirect CCI is hypothesized to
positively influence each of the five dimensions of diners’ experiential value (H1), which, in
turn, positively affects customer behavioral intentions via restaurant image (H2 and H3).
Party type is expected to moderate the indirect effect from aesthetics (H4) and service
excellence (H5) on behavioral intentions.

3.2 Sample and construct measurement

Data were collected in October 2020 through a Qualtrics online panel. Participants were at
least 18 years old and had patronized either a casual or a fast-casual restaurant 12 months
before the data collection period. In the USA, restaurants are classified into quick-service
restaurants, fast-casual restaurants, casual dining restaurants, family restaurants and fine
dining restaurants (Dixon ef al., 2018). The casual and fast-casual restaurants were selected
for this study as they offer a considerable amount of table service and have a high
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possibility of attracting solo diners. This study used a single factor between-subjects design
to examine the differences between solo and social diners. Survey participants were
randomly assigned to one of two scenarios, requiring them to recall one of their solo or social
dining experiences in the past year. Respondents were asked to evaluate their perceived
indirect CCI, experiential value, perceived restaurant image, revisit intentions and WOM
intentions. Participants rated each item on seven-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1 =
Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree. F&B excellence was measured with five items.
Indirect CCI, the other four dimensions of experiential value, restaurant image, revisit
intention and WOM intention, were each measured using three-item scales. Measurement
scales are provided in the Appendix. Participants’ demographic information was recorded at
the end of the survey.

A pilot study was conducted with 45 valid responses to test face validity and construct
reliability. For the main study, 491 usable responses were collected, with 245 solo diners and
246 social diners. The sample size exceeded the recommended minimum sample size of 190
in detecting an anticipated medium effect size at a statistical power level of 0.8 (Soper, 2021).
It also surpassed the widely accepted “10 observations per indicator” rule for structural
equation modeling (Hair ef al., 2009) and exceeded the “100 observations per group” rule of
thumb for multi-group modeling (Kline, 2010). Table 1 presents the sample profile. The
demographics are roughly consistent with the 2019 U.S. population in terms of gender
(sample: 49.08% males vs. census: 49.25% males), age (sample: 9.78 % 18-24 years; 67.82%
25-64 years; 22.40% 65 years and over vs. census: 11.84% 18 —24 years; 66.98% 25-64 years,
21.83% 65years and over) and race (sample: 76.17% Caucasian vs census: 76.32%
Caucasian) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).

3.3 Data analysis

The data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structural equation
modeling (SEM) in Mplus 8.3 with the two-step modeling approach (Anderson and Gerbing,
1988) and formal tests of mediation. First, the proposed measurement structure underlying
the data was tested with the CFA model. Second, the SEM model was specified subject to an
acceptable fit of the measurement model. For model fit evaluation, an inclusive approach
was used involving consideration of fit indices and the theoretical consistency and
admissibility of parameter estimates. As the y? can be oversensitive to minor model
misspecifications given even moderate-sized samples and contains a restrictive hypothesis
test (i.e. exact fit), three approximate fit indices were used: root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA)=0.050 and 0.080 for close and reasonable fit, respectively;
comparative fit index (CFI); and Tucker—Lewis index (TLI) > 0.900 for acceptable fit (Hu
and Bentler, 1999). For the test of indirect effects and the test of moderated mediation, the
bootstrap resampling procedure was used with 1,000 resamples and bias-corrected
confidence intervals (Williams and MacKinnon, 2008).

4. Results

4.1 Measurement model

The CFA model provided an acceptable and reasonable fit to the data, y* = 1,274.752
(450), p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.061 (90% CI: 0.057, 0.065), CFI = 0.936, TLI = 0.924. As
shown in Table 2, all factor loadings from the CFA were equal to or greater than 0.679
(p < 0.001), uniformly moderate-to-strong, and all indicators were loaded onto their
respective proposed constructs, suggesting that the latent constructs were adequately
indexed (Hair et al., 2009).



N (%)
Party type
Solo (1 diner) 245 50.10
Social (2 or more diners ) 246 49.90
Covid
No (dining before Covid-19 pandemic) 244 49.69
Yes (dining amid Covid-19 pandemic) 247 50.31
Gender
Female 250 50.92
Male 241 49.08
Age
18-24 48 9.78
25-34 101 20.57
35-44 122 24.85
45-54 47 9.57
5564 63 12.83
65 and above 110 22.40
Race
Caucasian 374 76.17
Hispanic 31 6.31
African American 42 8.55
American Indian or Alaska Native 8 1.63
Asian 46 9.37
Other 5 1.02
Marital status
Married 280 57.03
Widowed 29 591
Divorced 49 9.98
Separated 8 1.63
Never Married 103 20.98
Domestic partner 22 448
Employment status
Full-time employee 223 4542
Part-time employee 44 8.96
Unemployed 65 13.24
Self-employed 23 4.68
Retired 120 24.44
Student 16 3.26
Income level
Less than $20,000 64 13.03
$20,000 to $39,999 99 20.16
$40,000 to $59,999 102 20.77
$60,000 to $99,999 92 18.74
$100,000 and above 134 27.29
Total 491 100
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Table 1.
Demographics

Table 3 shows the composite reliabilities, average variance extracted (AVEs) and
squared correlations for the constructs in the measurement model. AVEs for all
constructs except for indirect CCI were greater than the 0.500 thresholds suggested by
Bagozzi and Yi (1988). Fornell and Larcker (1981) suggest that AVE less than 0.500
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Table 3.
Reliability results,
validity results and
factor correlations
from the CFA model
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Table 4.
Chi-square,
goodness-of-fit
values and model
comparison tests for
common method bias
testing

but above 0.400 is also acceptable, and the convergent validity is adequate as long as
the composite reliability of the construct is higher than 0.600. Indirect CCI had an
AVE of 0.481 and a composite reliability score of 0.736, indicating adequate
convergent validity. As Mathwick et al. (2001) acknowledged during the development
of the EVS, discriminant validity is difficult to establish with multidimensional
hierarchically organized constructs and subsequently demonstrated discriminant
validity in a weak sense by examining confidence intervals (= two standard
deviations) around the factor correlations. In the retained measurement model, none
of the confidence intervals (+ three standard deviations) surrounding pairs of
constructs with squared correlations (R?) less than their respective AVEs contained
zero, suggesting discriminant validity (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988; Fornell and
Larcker, 1981). Reliability values were above the suggested value of 0.700 (Hair et al.,
2009), indicating acceptable internal consistency. From the correlations shown in the
parentheses in Table 3, all factor correlations were statistically significant and in the
expected directions.

4.2 Common method bias testing

Using self-reporting surveys may introduce common method bias (CMB). To test for
CMB, models were built according to Williams et al’s (2010) comprehensive CFA
marker technique, and incremental model fit indices were computed. Respondents’
individualism served as the marker variable as it measured respondents’
independence using four items and was theoretically unrelated to the substantive
variables that reflected respondents’ dining experience. The results in Table 4
indicate that the method factor loadings (assumed to be equal) were significantly
related to substantive indicators (Baseline vs Method-C model, A Xz(l) =58.013,p <
0.001). This result supports the presence of method variance associated with the
marker variable. The comparison of the Method-C and Method-R yielded non-
significant results, implying that the correlations among factors were not
significantly biased by the marker variable method effect (Method-C vs Method-R
model, Ay(77) = 29.391, p = 1.00). The substantive reliability scores shown in Table
5 indicate that the measurement of all latent variables yielded adequate reliability
results (ranging from 0.690 to 0.812). The method components accounted for 9.3% to
22.7% of the total reliability values for the substantive factors. Sensitivity analysis

Model X’ Df CFI TLI RMSEA
1.CFA 1,508.893 574 0.932 0.921 0.058
2. Baseline 1,645.326 602 0.924 0.916 0.059
3. Method-C 1,587.313 601 0.928 0.920 0.058
4. Method-U 1,558.958 569 0.928 0.915 0.060
5. Method-R 1,588.349 646 0.931 0.929 0.055
Chi-square model comparison tests

A Models Ax* Adf Chi-square critical value; & = 0.05

1. Baseline vs Method-C 58013 1 3.84

2. Method-C vs Method-U 28.355 32 46.19

3. Method-C vs Method-R 29.391 77 96.22

Note: ™p < 0.001




results suggest that the factor correlations only have a small corresponding change in Examining
value when method factor loadings were manipulated. In conclusion, although the g4]g and social
model comparison results indicated the presence of CMB represented by the marker diners
variable effects, these effects did not significantly bias factor correlation estimates
(Williams et al., 2010).
4.3 Structural model 1679
After confirming the acceptable fit of the measurement model and accounting for CMB,
SEM was used to test the overall fit of the proposed model and to examine the hypotheses.
The full structural model indicated an acceptable and reasonable fit to the data, x> =
1,466.640 (479), p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.065 (90% CI: 0.061, 0.069), CFI = 0.923, TLI = 0.915.
Figure 2 shows the model with unstandardized and completely standardized estimates.
Fully supporting H1a, H1b, H1c, Hl1d and Hle, indirect CCI was positively and significantly
associated with each dimension of experiential value. Consistent with expectations, F&B
excellence, aesthetics and service excellence were positively and significantly associated
with restaurant image. Contrary to expectations, CROI and playfulness were not
significantly associated with restaurant image. Accordingly, H2a, H2d and HZ2e were
supported. Furthermore, and in line with predictions, restaurant image was positively and
Latent variable Rrotal Rsubstantive Ruethod (%) Rinethod
CCI 0.778 0.690 0.088 113
F&BE 0.910 0.789 0.122 13.3
CROI 0913 0.812 0.101 11.0
PL 0.876 0.783 0.094 10.7
AE 0.876 0.774 0.102 11.7
SE 0.881 0.784 0.097 11.0
M 0.880 0.798 0.082 93 Table 5.
RV 0.846 0.761 0.085 10.1 Reliability
WOM 0916 0.708 0.208 227 decomposition
F&B
Excellence
Revisit
Intention
0! Control
(0.065) Variable:
e Familiarity
o Figure 2.
Intention Structural model with
o unstandardized
oo coefficients and
standardized
coefficients in
parenthesis

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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significantly associated with revisit intention and WOM intention. Subsequently, H3a and
H3b were supported. In total, the model explained 87.2% of the variance in F&B excellence,
85.2% of the variance in CROI, 73.6% of the variance in playfulness, 88.8% of the variance
in aesthetics, 86.2% of the variance in service excellence, 94.3% of the variance in restaurant
image, 74.1% of the variance in revisit intention and 79.5% of the variance in WOM
intention.

Although mediating relationships were not hypothesized, the model suggests that image
mediates the effect of experiential values on behavioral intentions. These indirect effects
were tested using bootstrapping. The test results revealed a significant indirect effect of
F&B excellence on revisit intention (F&BE-RV) and WOM intention (F&BE-WOM) via
restaurant image (indirect effect geprry) = 0.213, 95% CI = [0.049, 0.102]; indirect effect
w&sE-wom = 0.267,95% CI = [0.051, 0.487]), a significant indirect effect of aesthetics on
revisit intention (AE-RV) and WOM intention (AE-WOM) via restaurant image (indirect
effect (AERV) — 0298, 95% CI = [0145, 0675], indirect effect (AE-WOM) — 0373, 95% CI =
[0.174, 0.780])), and a significant indirect effect of service excellence on revisit intention (SE-
RV) and WOM intention (SE-WOM) via restaurant image (indirect effect sgry) = 0.231,
95% CI = [0.107, 0.421]; indirect effect sg-wom) = 0.289, 95% CI = [0.128, 0.525]). However,
the indirect effects of CROI and playfulness on revisit intention (CROI-RV, PL-RV) and
WOM intention (CROI-WOM, PL-WOM) via image were not significant (indirect effect cror.
ryy = 0.012, 95% CI = [-0.175, 0.166]; indirect effect pr,ry) = 0.044, 95% CI = [-0.017,
0120], indirect effect (CROL-WOM) — 0015, 95% CI = [—0206, 0207], indirect effect (PL-WOM) —
0.055,95% CI =[—0.022, 0.153]).

To test H4 and H5, multi-group structural models were fitted to the data to explore
the moderating effect of party type (solo vs social) on the mediating effect of
restaurant image on the relationships between aesthetics and diners’ behavioral
intentions and between service excellence and diners’ behavioral intentions. Prior to
testing the multiple-group structural models, analyses were conducted in two distinct
phases to examine measurement invariance across party types. In the first phase, a
CFA was estimated separately in the solo and social subsamples to examine whether
the hypothesized factor structure provides an acceptable fit to each sample. Factor
identification was achieved via the fixed-mean-fixed-variance approach. In the second
phase of analysis, the retained model was subjected to multiple-group tests of
measurement invariance across party types.

The test of the CFA model in the solo diner subsample provided an acceptable and
reasonable fit to the data, y%(450) = 965.946, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.068 (90% CI:
0.062, 0.074), CFI = 0.913, TLI = 0.897. Analogously, the test of the model in the social
diner group provided a close and reasonable fit to the data, y*(450) = 949.418, p <
0.001, RMSEA = 0.067 (90% CI. 0.061, 0.073), CFI = 0.931, TLI = 0.919. Factor
loadings in both subsamples were uniformly moderate-to-strong and statistically
significant. After confirming the acceptable fit of the CFA models in each subsample,
formal multi-group tests of invariance were conducted. Table 6 shows the test
statistics and fit indices for the models of invariance across party types. The
configural invariance model provided an acceptable and reasonable fit to the data.
Support was also found in the additive invariance of factor loadings, intercepts,
residual variances, the factor variance-covariance matrix and the factor mean vector.
The measurement model was found to be invariant across both solo diners and social
diner groups at all levels. The A x? tests for weak factorial invariance, strict
invariance, factor variance-covariance invariance and factor mean invariance were
significant. RMSEA values fell within the 90% confidence interval of the strong



g N i TV O LT ®
-85 o0 S25824
— . <
=R-R= S 5585 sE
A FEEEY
T & TELS D
NS £E°,=
=} gFag g
s, = 2o
] ~ g
1000 >d 100> ¢, Sueaul 10108 = [A] ‘S9OUBLIEAOD PUE SSOUBLIEA I0JOB] = ADA,] *Ssassauanbiun = )
‘S)deoxayur = J N :SSUIpeO[ 10308} = "T,] 9OUBLIBAUI = N -[opOwW diois- wEE:E INOA pndtuod [9potr x9]dmod 10U B 0} dATIE[RT , X uraguey = k V :S910N
3000~ ¢000— (01),,,L68°8¢ [£20°0°590°0] 6900 2060 ¢l16'0 666 6YTISTZ (N + ADAL + 0+ INI + TAND STNON
0000— ¢000— (oD ,,.6877¢ (2200 790°0] 8900 606'0 ¥16°0 686 21eTIT (ADAd + N+ NI + T ND NN
€000— S000— (€9 **L@w T0T [220°0 790°0] 8900 6060 9160 616 €28'2807 (0 + INI+ Td ND G- IO
€000 0000 (€2) 65L°LT (1200 ‘€90°0] 2900 ¢l16'0 1260 9r6 2962861 (NI + T4 ND OO
0000 ¢000— (€2) ,..668'67 [220°0 790°0] 8900 606'0 160 €c6 €02'596'T (T ND - NON
(2200 790701 8900 606'0 €260 006 Y9E'SI6T (NI [em3yuo)) V-INOIN
I'LLV 4OV XV 10 %06 VASINY I'LL 1D W X [PPOIN




[JCHM
345

1682

Table 7.

Moderated mediation
of behavioral
intentions regressed
on aesthetics and
service excellence via
restaurant image

factorial invariance model, the ATLI were =0.05 (Tucker and Lewis, 1973) and the
ACFI = —0.01 (Hu and Bentler, 1998). Taken together, these results suggest that
it is reasonable to assume there was not a significant loss in model fit (Wu et al,
2007).

Given adequate measurement invariance, tests of moderated mediation effect were
performed using the “model constraint” command in Mplus. Table 7 suggests that the
moderated mediation model provided a close and reasonable fit to the data, y*(1024) =
2,326.793, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.072 (90% CI: 0.068, 0.076), CFT = 0.901, TLI = 0.898.
In line with expectations, bootstrap tests indicated that the indirect effect of
aesthetics on revisit intention via restaurant image (z-score = —2.773, p < 0.01) and
the indirect effect of aesthetics on WOM intention (z-score = —3.298, p < 0.001) via
restaurant image were significantly different between the solo diner and social diner
groups. The effect of aesthetics on revisit intention and WOM intention via restaurant
image was significant for the social diner group Bag.m = 0.313, p < 0.001; Bag.wom =
0.457, p < 0.001). However, the effect of aesthetics on the two behavioral intention
constructs via restaurant image was not significant for the solo diner group (Bag.mm =
0.041, p = 0.510; Bag.wom = 0.049, p = 0.517). Accordingly, H4a and H4b were
supported. Contrary to expectations, bootstrap tests indicated that the indirect effect
of service excellence on revisit intention via restaurant image (z-score = 0.771, p =
0.441) and the indirect effect of service excellence on WOM intention (z-score = 0.395,
p = 0.693) via restaurant image were not significantly different between the solo diner
and social diner groups. Thus, H5a¢ and H5 b were not supported.

5. Discussion

5.1 Conclusions

This research examined the impact of indirect CCI on restaurant diners’ experiential
value and suggests that an enjoyable interaction between customers directly
increases customer perception of every dining experience aspect. Successively,
customer perception influences behavioral intentions, and this study verified the
significant predictive effect of indirect CCI on revisit intention and WOM intention
via the mediating effect of experiential values and restaurant image. Indirect CCI
positively affected behavioral intentions by influencing aesthetics, service excellence
and F&B excellence. The findings imply that increased positive perception of a
restaurant’s physical environment, service quality and food quality can significantly
improve restaurant image, which sequentially increases revisit intention and
intention of recommending the restaurant to others. However, this study did not find

Coefficients B AB Z-score
Solo diner group (N = 245)  Social diner group (N = 246)
Aesthetics — image — revisit intention 0.313%%% 0.041 —0.272 —2.773*%*
Aesthetics — image — WOM intention 0.4577#% 0.049 —0.408 —3.298##*
Service excellence — image — revisit intention 0.132 0.208 0.076 0.771
Service excellence — image — WOM intention 0.192 0.246 0.054 0.395

Notes: N = 491; *¥p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001




evidence supporting CROI and playfulness affecting behavioral intentions. For both
results, the type of dining experience is likely the reason for the insignificant results.
Jin et al. (2012) found differences in the environment as an antecedent to restaurant
brand image based on whether the dining motivation is a quick meal versus a social
occasion. The non-significant effect of CROI may be explained by the selection of
casual and fast-casual restaurants as scenarios in the study design. As the prices of
these restaurants are generally reasonable and affordable, customers’ perceived value
of the price may not be a salient factor in determining behavioral intentions. The non-
significant effect of playfulness may be attributed to the varied dining purposes. If
customers visit restaurants primarily for business meals, the value they place on the
enjoyment of the dining process may not be aligned with customers who dine in
restaurants for social or leisure purposes.

This study found that party type moderates the relationships between aesthetics
and behavioral intentions so that the effect is significant only for social diners. For
solo diners, aesthetics is not a predictive factor of behavioral intentions. However, the
moderating effect of party type in the relationship between service excellence and
behavioral intentions is not significant, suggesting that service excellence is an
antecedent of revisit intention and WOM intention for both solo diners and social
diners.

5.2 Theoretical implications

This study theoretically contributes to the literature in several ways. First, the
significant impact of indirect CCI on each dimension of diners’ experiential value
echoes Hao (2020), who suggested that CCI contributes to customer evaluation of their
service experience. Second, the findings extend CCI research by identifying which
customer experience variables eventually influence diners’ revisit and WOM
intention. Unlike prior research, this study examined subdimensions of EVS and
found that only basic experiential value traits (F&B excellence, aesthetics, service
excellence) affected restaurant image and behavioral intentions. Third, the results
provide empirical evidence for the positive effect of restaurant image in mediating the
relationship between indirect CCI and behavioral intentions. This finding is
consistent with recent work highlighting the importance of CCI as a precursor to
brand commitment and WOM (An et al., 2019). Fourth, this study adds to previous
CCI research on perspectives of customer dissimilarities. By investigating the
influence of different party types patronizing restaurants, this study shows that
aesthetics play a significant role in assessing restaurant image and, ultimately,
behavioral intentions for social diners. However, this is not the case for solo diners.
The moderated effect of party type is partially consistent with Chua et al. (2014), who
found that certain customer groups place less value on a restaurant’s physical
environment. Meanwhile, this study addressed previous research that called for the
study of different segments of diners throughout the pandemic (Tuzovic et al., 2021).
Since this study collected data during the COVID-19 pandemic, it may project insights
on restaurant diners’ post-pandemic behavior. The positive effect of service
excellence on behavioral intentions was found to be consistent across party types.
This result confirms the significant impact of service quality in the restaurant
literature (Kim et al., 2009; Taylor et al., 2018). It also supports the unwavering value
of service excellence in achieving customer satisfaction during the global pandemic
(Hao and Chon, 2021; Jiang and Wen, 2020; Sun et al., 2021).
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Furthermore, this research extends the literature on experiential value by adding
F&B excellence to Mathwick et al’s (2001) experiential value measurement scale.
Results indicate that F&B excellence is a dominant factor that significantly affects
restaurant image and customer behavioral intentions. This corresponds to Jalilvand
et al’s (2017) findings that suggested food quality influences restaurant customers’
WOM intention. However, it contradicts Taylor et al. (2018), who did not find a
significant impact of F&B excellence on revisit intention. This study did not find
significant impacts of playfulness on restaurant image and behavioral intentions.
Customers’ individual differences might explain this finding. For instance, the impact
of enjoyment on customers’ satisfaction for quick service restaurants highly depends
on customers’ cultural backgrounds (Gallarza-Granizo et al., 2020).

5.3 Practical implications

In addition to the theoretical contributions, this research offers insights for restaurant
industry practitioners regarding approaches to enhance customer engagement. It also
identifies customers’ needs according to party type and provides strategies for
restaurant operation optimization (Her and Seo, 2018).

Indirect CCI often occurs when customers group together in situations such asin a
queue or lobby (Lee et al., 2018). Krishen et al. (2020) indicated that atmospherics
during a pre-event (e.g. while waiting in line) could foster a positive attitude and build
anticipation prior to the main event. As such, managers can control the environment
in and around their restaurants with friendly hosting employees, proper signage and
information, proactive messaging (e.g. employing technology for queueing times) and
planning for crowds. Management needs to effectively address crowd management in
their restaurants according to customer party type. For example, if the majority of
customers are social diners, unproductive crowd management will have a more
pronounced negative impact. If customers cannot be seated in a reasonable
timeframe, restaurant managers should re-direct them to other venues or offer them
bar seating with a complimentary snack or promotion. Management should have
rigorous knowledge of their target market’s differentiated needs and expectations.
Strategies such as deliberately seating different types of guests to foster positive
interactions should be considered. A harmonious atmosphere created by other
customers should be fostered, and restaurant employees should be trained to give
appropriate attention to different types of customers to afford a sense of
responsiveness without being perceived as intrusive. To mitigate the effects of
negative CCI, restaurant managers need to be actively involved in front-of-the-house
activities and remain visible in the dining room to recognize and address troublesome
customer behaviors. Proactively managing unruly and intruding customers in a
professional and courteous manner will be appreciated by other customers and
subsequently minimize the effects of negative indirect CCI. In addition, employees
need to be confident in their management’s support when dealing with difficult and
disruptive customers. Finally, the restaurant’s marketing communication should set
the tone for an atmosphere of mutual respect.

Since this study found that F&B excellence, aesthetics and service excellence
affected restaurant image and behavioral intentions, management can innovate and
experiment with these constructs. Interestingly, the results indicated that aesthetics
has the biggest impact on behavioral intentions via restaurant image. This construct,
together with service excellence and F&B excellence to a lesser extent, significantly
affects restaurant image, which suggests its importance to management.



Management should pay close attention to the physical aspects of their restaurant to
ensure that an appropriate physical environment is maintained to reflect the image of
the restaurant. It is imperative to note that perceptions of aesthetics differ by
customer type. The study reveals that aesthetics are important to social diners but not
to solo diners, further highlighting the need for managers to understand their
customer segments. To maximize the value of a restaurant’s physical attributes,
managers should consider seating social diners in locations with higher aesthetic
value since this party type places higher merit on this experiential value dimension.
For new restaurants, tables in the dining room with the lower aesthetic value could be
designed to accommodate solo diners because there is a lower associated increase in
behavioral intentions resulting from aesthetics for this party type. Service excellence
significantly affects restaurant image and behavioral intentions, and it is important to
both solo and social diners. Management can assume that service quality is crucial to
all customers and should provide high-quality service accordingly. Customized
services such as communal tables, special table settings, or robotics could be adopted
to boost customer satisfaction (Hao and Chon, 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). In addition,
the findings of this study are particularly important during the ongoing pandemic.
Since service excellence remains constantly vital to customer loyalty, restaurateurs
should be more attentive to hygiene and protective procedures to prevent service
failure and promote overall health in the post-pandemic era (Jiang and Wen, 2020; Sun
etal., 2021).

5.4 Limitations and future research

Similar to other studies, the current research exhibits several limitations. First, it
explored the linkage between indirect CCI and diners’ behavioral intentions in the
context of casual and fast-casual restaurants. The dining facilities were chosen for
their high possibility of appealing to solo customers. Considering the impact of
service settings on indirect CCI (Lin ef al., 2020a), future research could explore this
relationship across different market segments, such as fine dining or fast-food
restaurants. Second, since this study collected data during the COVID-19 pandemic, it
provides insights for future research on restaurant diners’ post-pandemic behaviors.
For instance, it would be interesting to replicate the study in a post-pandemic setting
and draw conclusions by comparing the results. Third, to enhance the conceptual
model, the constructs in the EVS that were found to be insignificant in this current
study could be removed in a future study. Fourth, respondents in this study answered
questions related to their past experiences. This process may yield inaccurate
information recall; as such, a field experiment could be conducted in the future to
generate additional support for the relationships of interest. Finally, a different
analysis technique could be used, such as fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis
(Krishen et al., 2020).
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Appendix
Indirect CCI (Kim and Choi, 2016)
1. I felt good about the modest crowdedness of all the customers at the restaurant.
2. linteracted well with other customers at the restaurant.
3. I felt in harmony with all of the customers at the restaurant.
F&B excellence Namkung and Jang, 2007)
1. The overall food quality was excellent.
2. The restaurant offered a variety of menu items.
3. The restaurant offered fresh food.
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4. The restaurant served tasty food.
5. Food was served at the appropriate temperature.
CROI (Jin et al., 2013)
1. The menus in this restaurant were a good value.
2. The restaurant offered such good service that it was worth its price.
3. The prices at this restaurant were acceptable.
Playfulness (Keng et al., 2007)
1. Dining at this restaurant made me feel cheerful.
2. 1 felt happy when I dined at this restaurant.
3. Dining at this restaurant made me forget my troubles.
Aesthetics (Chen et al., 2014; Jin et al., 2019; Wu and Liang, 2009)
1. The furnishing of the restaurant was aesthetically appealing.
2. The atmosphere of the restaurant was appealing.
3. The food presented was visually appealing.
Service excellence (Wu and Liang, 2009)
1. The service in this restaurant was consistently reliable.
2. The service provided in the restaurant was attentive.
3. Whenever I think of this restaurant, I appreciate its excellent service quality.
Restaurant image (Erkmen and Hancer, 2019; Jang ef al., 2015)
1. This restaurant had a pleasant atmosphere.
2. This restaurant had a reputation for quality.
3. The restaurant was popular with customers.
Revisit intention (Wu et al., 2014)
1. The probability that I will eat at this restaurant is high.
2.1 consider myself a loyal patron of this restaurant.
3. T'will choose this restaurant again for my next visit.
WOM intention (Jalilvand et al., 2017)
1. I would say positive things about this restaurant to other people.
2. I'would recommend this restaurant to someone who seeks my advice.
3. Iwould encourage friends and relatives to recommend this restaurant.
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