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Purpose: Restaurants form one of the core components of a mall’s retail offering and its tenant mix. In order to successfully
manage the tenant mix, research suggests that mall management continuously monitor their tenants’ performance through
customer satisfaction and return patronage surveys. The purpose of the study on which this article is based, was to gain insight
into restaurant customers’ satisfaction and return patronage in a shopping mall context.

Research questions: The research was conceptualised with the following three research questions in mind: Which dining
attributes are important for customer satisfaction and return patronage in mall restaurants? Is there a difference in restaurant
customers’ satisfaction and return patronage levels based on their demographic characteristics? Is there a difference in
restaurant customers’ satisfaction and return patronage in the respective mall restaurants?

Design/methodology/approach: A mixed-methods research design was followed. The views of restaurateurs and mall
managers were explored (qualitative) and 590 customers of eight restaurants situated in the mall successfully completed
questionnaires (quantitative). Analysis of variance, t-tests, correlation analysis and regression analysis were performed to reach
the objectives of the study.

Findings: This research showed that food quality, quality service, restaurant ambience, the quality of facilities and the presence
of management are important attributes in contributing to customers’ overall dining satisfaction. Food quality and overall dining
satisfaction are regarded as important attributes for restaurant customers’ decision to return to a mall restaurant. Demographic
characteristics of restaurant customers have little impact on customer satisfaction and return patronage levels. Mall restaurants
were not equally successful in satisfying their customers in terms of service quality, quality of facilities and the presence of
management.

Implications: From a managerial perspective, it is important for mall restaurateurs to continuously strive to increase the levels of
customer satisfaction and return patronage by emphasising the dining attributes identified in this article. Mall management needs
to monitor customers’ satisfaction in those restaurants that obtained significantly lower customer satisfaction ratings.
Restaurateurs should address areas identified for improvement by this research.

Originality/value: This article offers the South African restaurant subsector increased insight into customers’ satisfaction and
return patronage. The contribution of this article is unique in that, for the first time, customer satisfaction and return patronage are
investigated from the context of restaurants situated in the same mall. The research findings supported the strategic responsible
growth objectives of the National Tourism Sector Strategy.

Keywords and phrases: Mall restaurant, customer satisfaction, customer return patronage, food quality, service quality,
ambience, quality of facilities, management presence.

INTRODUCTION

“South African shopping malls are a retail force to be reckoned with” (South African Tourism, 2010). Malls
do not only provide exciting retail experiences and retail therapy for shoppers, but also offer recreational
and entertainment opportunities to visitors. This holistic approach to shopping is also evident in the
international context. De Nisco and Napolitano (2006:145-146) state that restaurants, in combination with
cinemas, exhibitions and live performances, offer mall visitors important recreational and entertainment
opportunities in a weatherproof and safe environment. It has therefore become common practice to add
restaurants as one of the core components of a mall’s retail offering and its tenant mix (Anselmsson,
2006:135).
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Managing a mall and its tenant mix can be seen as a complex and challenging task. As part of its core
business, mall management should ensure that the mall provides retail letting space for a profit. Mall
managers should furthermore ensure that a supporting function is provided to all its tenants (Pitt & Musa,
2009:40). In order to manage the tenant mix, mall management is advised to monitor their tenants’
performance continuously (Pitt & Musa, 2009:53). Return patronage (Lotz, Eastlick, Mishra & Shim,
2010:402) and customer satisfaction are often used as performance indicators to measure success in a
mall setting, since these constructs are assumed to play a critical role in the financial sustainability of the
mall and its tenants (Anselmsson, 2006:115-116).

Research confirms the strategic importance of customer satisfaction to restaurants. Satisfied customers
have a direct impact on restaurants’ financial performance (Bernhardt, Donthu & Kennett, 2000:168;
Barsky & Nash, 2003:173; Chi & Gursoy, 2009:251), long-term survival (Soriano, 2002:1065; Iglesias &
Guillén, 2004:377; Chi & Gursoy, 2009:245), and positive word-of-mouth communications (Andaleeb &
Conway, 2006:4; Ladhari, Brun & Morales, 2008:571). Restaurant customer satisfaction is regarded by
many researchers (Ganesh, Arnold & Reynolds, 2000:66; Soriano, 2002:1057; Susskind, 2002:84; Barsky
& Nash, 2003:173; Cheng, 2005:99; Soderlund & Ohman, 2005:169; Gupta, McLaughlin & Gomez,
2007:293; Han, Back & Barrett, 2009:563) as the antecedent to customers’ return patronage. It is
estimated that more than ninety per cent of dissatisfied restaurant customers do not return to the same
restaurant (Stevens, Knutson & Patton, 1995) and complain to approximately ten people about poor
quality of service (Chung & Hoffmann, 1998). Although an overwhelming number of research confirms a
positive relationship between customer satisfaction and return patronage (Han et al., 2009:570), some
researchers (Skogland & Siguaw, 2004:227; Chow, Lau, Lo, Sha & Yun, 2007:705-706) found a weak link
between the two variables.

This article offers the South African restaurant subsector increased insight into customers’ satisfaction and
return patronage. In spite of the growing international interest in restaurant customer satisfaction and
return patronage research, limited research has been completed on this topic in South Africa. International
studies on customers’ satisfaction and return patronage might not be applicable to the South African
restaurant subsector, since researchers such as Mueller, Palmer, Mack and McMullan (2003:400-403)
and Jensen and Hansen (2007:606) suggest that national culture has an effect on research and on
restaurant customer satisfaction. The findings of research on restaurant customer satisfaction should
therefore be interpreted in the light of its national culture and should not be generalised to other cultures.

The contribution of the research on which this article reports is unique in that, for the first time, customer
satisfaction and return patronage were investigated from the context of restaurants situated in the same
mall. As far as can be ascertained, there is no further international or national research on restaurant
customer satisfaction and return patronage in a mall context. Anselmsson (2006:119) also reports that no
research has so far been done about the performance of restaurants and cafeterias in shopping malls.
Given the challenge of mall management and the importance of customer satisfaction, research within this
context is necessary.

The article provides a theoretical background of restaurant customer satisfaction and return patronage.
The research methodology applied in conducting the research and the empirical findings are explained.
The article concludes with a discussion of the managerial implications and limitations of the findings and
proposes directions for future research.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Tourism is regarded as one of the fastest growing industries worldwide. The World Travel & Tourism
Council (WTTC, 2010:3) expects an increase in the global travel and tourism industry’s contribution
towards gross domestic product (GDP) from 9.2% in 2010 to 9.6% by 2020. The WTTC furthermore
estimates a rise in total employment by the travel and tourism industry from nearly 236 million jobs in 2010
to more than 303 million by 2020. The South African tourism industry is also regarded as one of the
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fastest growing sectors of the country’s economy (RSA NDT, 2011:1). It contributed three per cent of
South Africa’s GDP and directly employed 527 630 persons in 2005 (SSA, 2009:1).

Restaurants are classified as one of the subsectors of the South African tourism industry (THETA,
2004:2). The Tourism Satellite Account for 2005 (SSA, 2009:41,44) estimated that the subsector
constituted 1.66 per cent of the tourism industry’s contribution towards the gross domestic product (GDP)
of South Africa and provided for 68 705 jobs in the tourism industry in 2005. It is therefore a small
segment of the tourism industry with an economic impact comparable to that of the sport and recreational
subsector.

The Tourism Satellite Account, however, only reports on tourists’ contribution of 36 per cent towards
restaurants’ total domestic supply and therefore excludes the 74 per cent contribution by other
consumers. Statistics South Africa (SSA, 2007:20) estimates that restaurants employed almost 93 000
employees in 2007, while the total income generated by restaurants and coffee shops increased from
R1 452 million in September 2009 to R1 592 million in September 2010 (SSA, 2010:3).

The restaurant industry is regarded as one of the largest sectors of the Western economies (Mueller et al.,
2003:403). It is the largest private sector employer in the United States of America (USA), employing
nearly 13 million people and contributing four per cent to the USA GDP in 2009 (National Restaurant
Association, 2010:4). The Australian restaurant industry also performs well. It employed roughly 242 200
people and contributed 1.3 per cent to the Australian GDP in 2007 (Restaurant & Catering Australia,
2009:1).

The growth in the restaurant industry over the past years can be attributed mainly to a change in the
modern way of life. Consumers are nowadays experiencing an increasing scarcity of time. As a result,
consumers prefer to eat out rather than to spend their scarce time cooking meals at home. This triggered
a tendency to consume food away from home (Andaleeb & Conway, 2006:3). The tendency is most
evident in developed countries (Vink, Kirsten & Woermann, 2004:225) and amongst high-income
households (Frazdo, Maede & Regmi, 2008:25). It is estimated that developed countries’ consumers
spend more than fifty per cent of their total food consumption on food that is consumed away from home
(Vink et al., 2004:225), while high-income households spend 47% of their total food consumption in this
way (Frazao et al., 2008:25).

Despite the increasing popularity of eating out (Andaleeb & Conway, 2006:3) and the continued growth of
the restaurant subsector (SSA, 2010:3), the international failure rate for restaurants is considered to be
higher than the average failure rate for small businesses. Parsa, Self, Njite and King (2005:305) estimated
that thirty per cent of restaurants fail during the first year of operation, although claims are made that it is
closer to ninety per cent. Researchers (Soriano, 2002:1065; Chi & Gursoy, 2009:251) identify
restaurateurs’ inability to satisfy their customers’ expectations and needs as one of the main reasons for
restaurant failure.

It has become increasingly difficult to satisfy restaurant customers (Enz, 2004:327; Reynolds & Biel,
2007:352; Hu, 2009). Restaurant customers progressively demand higher quality food (Hu, 2009) and
better service (Quan & Wang, 2004:297) than before. In addition, restaurant managers also experience
pressure from steady increases in food and labour costs, small profit margins, the burden of complying
with stringent legal requirements (Enz, 2004:319; Hu, 2009) and fierce competition (Enz, 2004:324;
Reynolds & Bie, 2007:353; Hu, 2009).

The Tourism and Skills Audit conducted by the Tourism, Hospitality and Sport Education and Training
Authority (THETA, 2007:36, 41) revealed an estimated shortage of 24 100 chefs and 23 500 waiters in
South Africa. Employers identified applicants and employees’ lack of customer care orientation as one of
the main reasons why they found it difficult to fill these positions. Frontline employees furthermore do not
know why they should deliver great service while they are often not treated with respect (RSA NDT,
2011:55). The industry is furthermore characterised by poor training and development, limited career
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progression, and low salary levels (RSA NDT, 2011:40). In order to address these challenges, and to
accelerate the responsible growth of the South African tourism industry from 2010 to 2015, the Minister of
Tourism (RSA NDT, 2011:17) identified the development of people and the provision of decent work to
tourism employees; and the provision of world-class service to consumers as two of the eleven strategic
objectives of the National Tourism Sector Strategy.

International researchers have investigated restaurant customer satisfaction and return patronage from
various perspectives. Soriano (2002:1064) found that quality of food, service quality, cost and ambience
were linked to return patronage in up-scale Spanish restaurants. In 2004, Iglesias and Guillén (2004:377)
determined that perceived quality had a positive effect on customer satisfaction. In the same year, Sulek
and Hensley (2004:235, 243) found that food quality, a restaurant’'s atmosphere and the fairness of the
seating procedure had a significant effect on customer satisfaction. Their research identified only food as
a significant contributor to customer return patronage. Yuksel and Yiksel (2004:52) also established in
2004 that service quality had the most significant effect on the dining satisfaction amongst 449 departing
tourists in Turkey. Andaleeb and Conway (2006:8) assessed the customer satisfaction of 119 respondents
in the full service restaurant industry and identified three significant factors that influence customer
satisfaction: quality of service, followed by price and food quality. In their study on the consumption
behaviour of restaurant customers, Chow et al. (2007:706) found a significant link between service quality
and customer satisfaction, as well as between service quality and repeat patronage, but not a significant
link between customer satisfaction and repeat patronage. In 2009, Wu and Liang (2009:591) found that
the restaurant environment, food and customer service encounters were major factors influencing
customer satisfaction. However, none of the researchers investigated customer satisfaction and return
patronage from a mall restaurant perspective.

Research about the link between certain demographical variables and restaurant customer satisfaction
and return patronage is unclear. In his study on restaurant guests’ return patronage in restaurants in
Spain, Soriano (2002:1065) found that male and female restaurant guests did not rate the dining attributes
quality of food, service, value and ambience differently. Chow et al. (2007:705-706) found no significant
relation between Chinese female restaurant guests and return patronage. Kivela, Inbakaran and Reece
(2000:196), however, found in Hong Kong that age is significantly related to the return patronage of male
restaurants guests, but not to the return patronage of female restaurant guests. Chow et al. (2007:705-
706) found a significant link between restaurant guests’ age and return patronage, and Moschis, Curasi
and Bellenger (2003:52) state that mature consumers (older than 55 years) are historically regarded to be
more loyal than consumers of other age groups.

The mall manager and marketing manager of a Bloemfontein mall (hereafter referred to as mall
management) recognised the importance of customer satisfaction and return patronage for the continued
success of the mall and its restaurants. They approached the researcher to gain more insight about
customers’ satisfaction and return patronage in the mall’s restaurants.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The research questions were conceptualised by taking into account the concerns raised by the mall
management and restaurateurs, namely:

. Which dining attributes are important for customer satisfaction and return patronage in mall
restaurants?

. Is there a difference in restaurant customers’ satisfaction and return patronage levels, based on
their demographic characteristics?

. Is there a difference in restaurant customers’ satisfaction and return patronage in the respective

mall restaurants?
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METHODOLOGY

The mall houses 120 leading retail outlets, six movie theatres, a games arcade and twelve restaurants.
Eight of the 12 restaurants were included in the study. These restaurants complied with the criteria set by
SSA (2007:31) for classification as a restaurant, namely “Enterprises involved in the sale and provision of
meals and drinks, ordered from a menu, prepared on the premises for immediate consumption and with
provided seating.” The other food and beverage outlets could not be classified as restaurants, but as fast-
food outlets and were therefore excluded. These enterprises provide food and beverages intended for
takeaway purposes and in a packaged format.

A mixed-methods research design (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006:27) was followed. An exploratory
discussion meeting (qualitative) was held with six of the eight mall restaurateurs, the mall manager and
the marketing manager to explore their views on the study. The group interview was followed by the
development and completion of structured questionnaires (quantitative) by mall restaurant customers in
order to collect data for the study.

The purpose and extent of the study were discussed with the mall managers and restaurateurs during the
scheduled meeting. They were also given the opportunity to raise their expectations and concerns about
the study. Based on the outcomes of the meeting, the research design needed to be guided by three
overriding concerns. Firstly, the restaurateurs and managers of the mall stipulated that the questions had
to cover the most important attributes that might have impacted on customer satisfaction and return
patronage. Secondly, limited questions on the demographics of the respondents had to be included.
Thirdly, the restaurateurs prescribed that the data collection should not have a disruptive effect on the
customers’ dining experience. They required that the questionnaire should not exceed one page in length,
should be self-explanatory and easy to read.

Two standard surveys, namely the SERVQUAL (developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry in 1988)
and DINESERYV (developed by Stevens et al. in 1995) have been applied in previous restaurant research,
but were deemed unsuitable for this study. The SERVQUAL questionnaire was too long and not
restaurant-specific (Kivela, Inbakaran & Reece, 1999a:208; O’Neil & Palmer, 2001:189; Sulek & Hensley,
2004:239). Although the DINESERV questionnaire was restaurant specific, it was also too long (Sulek &
Hensley, 2004:239) and one of the essential components of the dining experience, namely the quality of
food, was omitted in the measure (Namkung & Jang 2008:143). Consequently, a self-administered
guestionnaire was customised to address the objectives and setting of the study.

Questions related to respondents’ gender, age, home language, permanent residence, and involvement in
a relationship were included in the questionnaire. Restaurant guests were requested to rate their
satisfaction with the following dining attributes: food quality, service quality, ambience, the quality of
physical facilities, and restaurant management presence. The first three descriptors were selected, since
the extensive literature review identified these factors as the most obvious determinants of restaurant
customer satisfaction and return patronage (Susskind, 2002:75; Soriano, 2002:1064; Sulek & Hensley,
2004:236). Discussions with mall management and restaurateurs called for the inclusion of the latter two
attributes on the questionnaire. They were of the opinion that ambience dealt more with the sensory and
emotional aspects of a facility (e.g. privacy, comfort, lighting, music, temperature) while the quality of the
physical facilities addressed the tangible aspects of the facilities. These included aspects such as clean
and well-maintained facilities, furniture and equipment, tidy workstations and good quality furniture,
equipment, as well as wall and floor coverings. It was believed that management presence could have a
significant impact on customer satisfaction, since restaurant managers are generally responsible for
ensuring that restaurant customers are satisfied. It is expected of restaurant managers to be involved with
their customers and service employees and to check on all customers’ meals at least once.
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The independent variables were tested by requesting restaurant guests to rate their overall dining
satisfaction and intent to return to the restaurant (return patronage). A five-point Likert scale was used.
Since each point in the Likert scale had a descriptor, a fully anchored rating scale (Johnson &
Christensen, 2004: 171) was applied. The five response alternatives for the five dining attributes and
overall dining satisfaction were very dissatisfied (1), moderately dissatisfied (2), neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied (3), moderately satisfied (4) and very satisfied (5). The response alternatives for customers’
intention to return to the restaurant were definitely not (1), probably not (2), unsure (3), probably (4) and
definitely (5).

The clarity of the instructions, ease of completing the questionnaire and time taken to complete the
questionnaire (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005:188) were piloted using ten guests dining at a full service restaurant
and the questionnaire was also distributed to the mall management and restaurateurs of the mall for their
input. No changes were made to the questionnaire.

The study was voluntary and verbal consent was obtained from all the restaurateurs. Restaurateurs were
assured that all information collected would be treated as anonymous. The results of the study would be
made known to all restaurateurs. It was, however, agreed that the identity of all restaurants would only be
revealed to the management of the mall, while each restaurateur would only be informed of the identity of
his or her own restaurant.

The population of the study was regarded as all the restaurant customers of the mall. A proportional
stratified sampling design (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005:203) was followed to calculate the sample size. The
sample size per restaurant in this study was calculated at 50 per cent of each restaurant’s seating
capacity. This sampling method is comparable to the technique used by Kivela, Reece and Inbakaran
(1999h:274). These researchers calculated the sample size per restaurant at 25 per cent of each
restaurant’s seating capacity for lunch and dinner.

Restaurants were visited for data collection from Wednesdays to Sundays, after 12:00, over a six-week
period. These days, as well as the specific time of the day, were considered to be the busiest times and
days of the week and they best suited the programmes of restaurateurs. Questionnaires were provided by
the waiter and a hospitality management graduate to the restaurant customer who was presented with the
bill. The graduate explained the purpose of the survey, indicated that participation was voluntary and
requested one guest per table to complete the questionnaire voluntarily. Random sampling (Leedy &
Ormrod, 2005:199) was therefore used. Completed questionnaires were collected by hospitality
management graduates upon payment of the bill.

FINDINGS

Reliability and validity

Reliability in quantitative studies can be defined as the extent to which test scores are accurate, consistent
or stable (Struwig & Stead, 2001:130). Taking into account that McMillan and Schumacher (2006:186)
regard the Cronbach a coefficient as the most appropriate method to investigate the reliability of survey
research where there is a range of possible answers and not only a choice between two items, internal
reliability was tested using this measure. A Cronbach’s a coefficient of higher than seven is acceptable
(Pietersen & Maree, 2007:216). The Cronbach’s a coefficient for the total index was high (0.8766), while
moderate to high reliability coefficients were calculated for food quality (0.8619), service quality (0.8518),
ambience (0.8522) quality of facilities (0.8572), management presence (0.8652), overall dining satisfaction
(0.8399) and return patronage (0.8807). The high alpha values indicate good internal consistency among
the items.
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Pietersen and Maree (2007:216) describe validity as the extent to which an empirical instrument
“measures what it is supposed to measure”. In order to ensure content and face validity (Babbie &
Mouton, 2008:122), a literature study was undertaken and the survey instrument was scrutinised by
academic and restaurant experts before the instrument was finalised.

Results and discussion

A total of 590 fully completed questionnaires were gathered, which corresponded with the calculated
sample size per restaurant. The respondents’ demographic profile is depicted in Table 1. Of the 590
respondents, 43% (n=253) were male. The median age of the respondents was 34 years (inter-quartile
range: 23-44 years). Most of the respondents were in the age group 18 to 24 years (31%), followed by
respondents in the age group 35 to 44 years. Afrikaans was the language most frequently used by
respondents (75%), followed by English (15%). Most of the respondents (53%) were involved in
permanent relationships and permanently resided in Bloemfontein (71%).

Table 1: Demographic information and overall means and standard deviations

Dining attributes

Demographic o Food Service |Ambience Facilities Manage- Overall Return

. n % ; ) . patronage
variables quality quality quality ment

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Gender
Male 253 | 43 4.32 |0.75 [ 4.14 | 0.99 [3.98 |0.95 | 3.96 |0.94 |3.69 |1.25 |4.19 {0.80 | 4.59 |0.60
Female 335 | 57 4.27 10.81 [4.16 |0.93 [4.12 |0.91 | 3.98 |0.99 |3.79 | 1.17 |4.22 [0.90 | 4.56 |0.73
Age
18-24 years 181 | 31 4.29 |10.76 [ 4.10 |0.96 [4.04 |0.94 | 3.99 |0.94 |3.76 | 1.26 |4.25 {0.85 | 4.56 | 0.67
25-34 years 127 | 21 4.27 10.83 [{4.02 |1.08 [3.95 |0.99 | 3.80 | 1.08 |3.67 |1.21 |4.06 [0.97 | 4.51 |0.80
35-44 years 135 {23 |[4.36 |0.78 |4.29 | 0.85 [4.12 |0.90 | 4.03 | 0.95 [3.79 |1.21 |4.27 |0.78 | 4.58 | 0.66
45-54 years 92 |16 4.24 10.87 [{4.34 10.88 [4.17 |0.93 | 4.12 |0.92 |3.85 |1.17 |4.22 {0.87 | 4.62 |0.61

Older than 55 years 55 | 9 4.29 |0.63 |4.02 |0.95 |3.96 |0.86 | 3.84 | 0.88 |3.62 |1.10 |4.18 |0.77 | 4.65 | 0.55
Relationship status

Permanent 315 |53 |4.28 [0.79 |4.15 | 0.96 | 4.06 {0.94 | 3.99 |0.92 |3.76 |1.18 |4.21 (0.83 | 4.58 | 0.68
Not in permanent 275 |47 [4.30 |0.78 |4.16 |0.95 |4.04 [0.933.94 |1.03 |3.74 |1.23 |4.20 |0.89 | 4.56 | 0.67
Language

Afrikaans 444 |75 | 4.31 |0.76 [4.17 |0.95 | 4.09 |0.90 | 3.96 [0.96 |3.73 | 1.21 |4.22 |0.84 | 4.60 | 0.66
English 90 |15 |4.17 |0.80 [4.07 |0.88 |3.96 |{0.94 | 3.93 [0.93 |3.68 |1.19 |4.11 [0.81 | 4.36 | 0.80
Other 56 |10 |4.38 [0.93 [4.16 |1.16 |3.93 |1.17 [ 4.09 [1.10 |3.96 | 1.22 |4.27 [1.07 | 4.71 | 0.49
Permanent residence

Bloemfontein 416 |71 | 4.32 |0.76 {4.12 |0.97 |4.06 |0.95| 3.96 [0.96 |3.72 |1.21 |4.20 |0.85 | 4.58 | 0.69
Other town or city 174 |29 |[4.22 |10.85 |4.25 [0.92 [4.03 |0.88 | 3.97 |1.00 [3.81 [1.19 |4.22 |0.88 | 4.56 | 0.69
All 590 [100 |4.29 |0.79 |4.16 | 0.96 |4.05 |0.93 | 3.97 |0.97 |3.75 |1.21 |4.20 |0.86 | 4.58 | 0.68

Table 1 depicts the variable mean scores and standard deviations calculated for the total sample and
different demographic groups. An initial glance at the data reveals that respondents’ satisfaction levels
varied from 3.75 for management presence to 4.29 for food quality, with five being the highest possible
score. Respondents were moderately to very satisfied with the overall dining experience (4.20) and
reported a high return patronage (4.58). Standard deviations between 0.68 (return patronage) and 1.21
(management presence) were calculated.

Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient and regression analysis were used to investigate the
relationship of overall dining satisfaction (dependent variable) with the five dining attributes (independent
variables) and the relationship of the return patronage (dependent variable) with the five dining attributes
and overall dining satisfaction (independent variables). The results of the correlation analysis are depicted
in Table 2.
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Table 2: Correlation results of overall dining satisfaction and return patronage

Overall dining satisfaction Return patronage
Variables Correlation Significance Correlation Significance
coefficient (r) (p-value) coefficient (r) (p-value)
Food quality 0.65 <.0001* 0.39 <.0001
Service quality 0.64 <.0001* 0.40 <.0001
Ambience 0.63 <.0001* 0.38 <.0001
Facilities quality 0.58 <.0001* 0.32 <.0001
Management presence 0.59 <.0001* 0.32 <.0001
Overall dining satisfaction - - 0.50 <.0001

The data revealed that all five of the dining attribute variables showed a moderate to strong positive
correlation (r>0.5) with overall dining satisfaction. All five dining attributes had a significant correlation
(p<0.05) with customers’ overall dining satisfaction. The strongest correlation with overall dining
satisfaction was food quality (r=0.65).

A similar examination of the relationship between the six independent variables and customers’ return
patronage showed that all the variables had a weak to moderate (r<0.5) positive correlation with customer
return patronage. The weakest correlations with customer return patronage were calculated for the quality
of facilities and management presence (r=0.32). All six independent variables had a significant positive
correlation (p<0.05) with customers’ return patronage. Overall dining satisfaction had the strongest
correlation with customers’ return patronage (r=0.50), followed by food quality(r=0.40).

Full regression models were run for each of the two dependent variables. The first full model regressed
the five dining attributes against overall dining satisfaction, while the second full model regressed the five
dining attributes and overall dining satisfaction against customer return patronage. Both full regression
models are depicted in Table 3.

Table 3: Regression results of overall dining satisfaction and return patronage

Model 1: Model 2:
Independent variables Overall dining satisfaction Return patronage
t-value p-value (p) t-value p-value (p)

Food quality 10.45 <.0001* 2.09 0.0367*
Service quality 5.45 <.0001* 1.89 0.0593
Ambience 4.78 <.0001* 1.22 0.2231
Facilities quality 2.49 <.0131* -0.32 0.7492
Management presence 7.81 <.0001* 0.41 0.6818
Overall dining satisfaction 5.50 <.0001*

* indicates significant relation (p<0.05)

The first full regression model showed that all five dining attribute variables were significantly related
(p<0.05) to customers’ overall dining experience. The t-values in Table 3 indicate the relative importance
of each attribute in predicting overall dining satisfaction. The quality of food (t=10.45) was rated by
respondents as the most important variable for overall dining satisfaction, followed by the presence of
management (t=7.81), service quality (t=5.45), ambience (t=4.78) and facilities quality (t=2.49).

A study performed by Sulek and Hensley (2004:242) also found that food quality ranked highest amongst
the factors that had an impact on restaurant customer satisfaction, but Andaleeb and Conway (2006:8)
found that food quality ranked third highest. Previous research showed that service quality (Yiksel &
Yuksel, 2004:52; Andaleeb & Conway, 2006:8; Chow et al., 2007:706; Wu & Liang, 2009:591) and
restaurant ambience (Sulek & Hensley, 2004:242; Wu & Liang, 2009:591) had a significant impact on

136 Acta Commercii 2011



H. J. Moolman Restaurant customer satisfaction and return patronage in a
Bloemfontein shopping mall

restaurant customers’ satisfaction. The idea, brought up for discussion by the restaurateurs and mall
management, that the quality of physical facilities and management presence could play an important role
in overall customer satisfaction was confirmed by the findings of this study.

The model F-value was calculated at 33.64 (p<0001). The five dining attributes had a coefficient
determination (Rz) of 0.6344 and thus explained more than 63 per cent of the variability in overall dining
satisfaction. This explanation of the variability in overall dining satisfaction is high when compared to other
studies. For example, the regression results of a study performed by Sulek and Hensley (2004), identified
food, dining atmosphere and seating order as significant predictors (p<0.05) of restaurant customer
satisfaction, which explained only 51 per cent of restaurant customers’ satisfaction.

The second full regression model depicted in Table 3 showed that only food quality (p=0.0367) and overall
dining satisfaction (p<0.0001) were significantly related (p<0.05) to customers’ return patronage. The t-
values of the second model indicated that respondents rated overall dining satisfaction (t=5.50) as the
most important variable in their decision to return to a restaurant, followed by food quality (t=2.09).
Previous research studies confirmed the important role of overall satisfaction (Ganesh et al., 2000: 66;
Soriano, 2002:1057; Susskind, 2002:84; Barsky & Nash, 2003:173; Iglesias & Guillén 2004:373; Cheng,
2005:99; Soderlund & Ohman, 2005:169; Gupta et al., 2007:293; Han et al., 2009:563) and food (Soriano,
2002:1065; Sulek & Hensley, 2004:243) in restaurant customers’ return patronage. Although it might
seem surprising that service quality was found not to be a significant contributor to customers’ return
intention, similar studies by Sulek and Hensley (2004:242) in the USA and Kivela et al. (2000:28) in Hong
Kong confirmed that service quality is not a significant contributor to customers’ return intention. Physical
design and restaurant ambience also did not play a significant role in customers’ return patronage in a
study by Andaleeb and Conway (2006:8).

The model F-value was calculated at 34.49 (p<.0001). The five dining attributes and overall dining
satisfaction had an R® of 0.2235 per cent and thus explained just more than 22 per cent of the variability in
restaurant guests’ return patronage. The regression results of a study performed by Sulek and Hensley
(2004) identified only food quality as a significant predictor (p<0.05) of restaurant customer patronage,
which explained only 17 per cent of customers’ return patronage.

The possibility of co-linearity among the dining attributes should not be ignored. Susskind (2002:76),
however, states that restaurant customers usually evaluate the components of a service (e.g. food quality,
service quality and ambience) in isolation. He states that this type of attribute evaluation is demonstrated
by the following classic phrase: “the food was good, but the service was terrible”.

A further investigation of Table 1 shows that all the different demographic groups rated their satisfaction
with the five restaurant attributes (food quality, service quality, ambience, facilities quality, and
management presence) in the range neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (3.62) to very satisfied (4.38) and
reported a moderate to very satisfied overall satisfaction level (4.06 to 4.27). Respondents who used
another language than English or Afrikaans most frequently reported the highest satisfaction level (4.38)
for food and also reported the highest return patronage (4.71). Respondents older than 50 years were the
least satisfied with the presence of management (3.62), closely followed by respondents in the age group
25 to 34 (3.67). Three demographic groups (females, age group 18 to 24, and those who do not
permanently reside in Bloemfontein) reported the same return patronage level (4.56).

In order to determine whether the levels of customer satisfaction and return patronage of customers from
different demographic groups differed in mall restaurants, variable mean scores, standard deviations, t-
tests and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were calculated for the different demographic groups of
respondents. Table 4 reflects the t-tests and one-way ANOVA performed to determine whether there were
any significant differences (p<0.05) in the customer satisfaction and return patronage levels reported by
the different demographic groups.
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Table 4: The significance of the difference in the means of different demographic groups

p-values
Variables Food Service | Ambience Facilities Mﬁjnea:]gte- Overall Return
Gender 0.4969 0.7838 0.0703 0.8079 0.3040 0.6538 0.5286
Age 0.8405 0.0399* 0.3804 0.1062 0.7433 0.2877 0.6804
Relationship status 0.7666 0.8867 0.7967 0.5701 0.8615 0.9695 0.6665
Language 0.2168 0.6881 0.2621 0.5939 0.3389 0.4846 0.0020*
Permanent residence 0.1440 0.1415 0.6679 0.9334 0.4128 0.8079 0.7212

* indicates a significant difference (p<0.5)

It is clear from Table 4 that there was no significant difference in the means (p<0.05) calculated for
respondents from different genders, with different relationship statuses and whose place of permanent
residence differed. However, respondents from different age groups rated their satisfaction with service
quality significantly different (p<0.05), while respondents who made use of different languages rated only
their return patronage significantly different (p<0.05).

A comparison of customers’ satisfaction and return patronage levels in the eight mall restaurants is
provided in Table 5. This table depicts the variable mean scores and standard deviations calculated for
the five dining attributes, overall dining satisfaction and return patronage in the respective restaurants and
also for all the restaurants.

Table 5: Means and standard deviations for the five dining attributes, overall dining
satisfaction and return patronage in the respective mall restaurants

Dining attributes overall Return
Restau- n Foo_d Service Ambience Fac"'?'es Manage- satisfaction | patronage
rant quality quality quality ment
M SD | M SsD | M SD | M SD | M SD | M SD M SD
A 66 [4.30 {0.88 |4.55 | 0.61 |4.26 |0.85 [4.15 | 0.90 | 4.09 |0.99 | 444 | 0.70 |4.59 | 0.58
B 58 [4.43 |0.62 |4.28 |0.72 |4.12 |0.84 [3.74 |1.00 |3.60 |1.18 | 4.19 | 0.78 |4.77 | 0.57
C 123 14.36 [ 0.83 | 4.09 |1.02 [4.11 |0.97 |4.04 |0.99 [359 |[1.29 [4.22 | 091 |4.67 |0.75
D 68 [4.15 |0.81 |3.82 |1.01 [3.74 |1.14 |3.66 [1.06 [3.34 |1.40 |3.94 | 1.02 [4.40 | 0.81
E 75 |4.35 [ 0.73 |4.05 | 121 |4.04 |094 [3.93 |[1.00 |3.97 |1.11 |4.22 | 0.81 |4.45]0.86
F 108 | 4.19 | 0.83 | 4.24 |0.93 | 4.05 |0.93 | 4.06 {094 |3.97 [1.11 |4.22 | 0.86 |4.60 | 0.51
G 52 | 4.23 |0.73 |4.11 | 0.88 |4.06 |0.73 [4.02 |0.78 |3.73 |1.07 | 4.15 | 0.75 |4.56 | 0.60
H 40 | 4.38 | 0.67 | 4.15 | 0.89 | 4.05 [ 0.85 | 4.00 | 0.96 | 3.55 | 1.22 | 4.23 | 0.89 |4.58 | 0.50
All 590 | 4.29 | 0.79 | 4.15 | 0.96 | 4.05 | 0.93 |3.97 |0.97 |3.75 [1.21 |4.21 | 0.86 |4.57 | 0.68

Restaurant A obtained the highest levels of customer satisfaction for its quality of service (4.55), ambience
(4.26), quality of facilities (4.15), management presence (4.09) and overall dining satisfaction (4.44).
Restaurant B obtained the highest customer satisfaction ratings for food quality (4.43) and return
patronage (4.77). Although Restaurant D scored the lowest customer satisfaction ratings for four of the
five independent variables tested, above average ratings of between 3.34 to 4.15 were obtained. This
restaurant also obtained the lowest mean scores for the two dependent variables overall satisfaction
(3.94) and return patronage (4.40).

An ANOVA was performed to determine whether there were any significant differences amongst the
means of the eight mall restaurants calculated for the five dining attributes, overall dining satisfaction, and
return patronage in the eight mall restaurants (see Table 6).
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Table 6: ANOVA results for the five dining attributes, overall dining satisfaction and return
patronage in the respective mall restaurants

Sum of Mean Significance
I Df F-value
Source of variation squares square (p-value)
Food quality 7 5.02 0.72 1.16 0.3227
Service quality 7 20.56 2.94 3.30 0.0019*
Ambience 7 10.25 1.46 1.70 0.1068
Facilities quality 7 13.51 1.93 2.08 0.0438*
Management presence 7 34.15 4.89 3.46 0.0012*
Overall dining satisfaction 7 8.62 1.23 1.68 0.1102
Return patronage 7 4.95 0.71 1.55 0.1471

* indicates a significant difference (p<0.5)

Significant differences (p<0.05) among the means were only obtained for service quality (p=0.0019),
facilities quality (p=0.0438) and management presence (p=0.0012), which indicates that respondents
experienced significant differences in mall restaurants’ service quality, facilities quality and management
presence.

CONCLUSION AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The managerial implications pertaining to restaurant customers’ satisfaction, their return patronage,
demographic characteristics, and the levels of customer satisfaction and return patronage in the different
mall restaurants are discussed in the following sections.

Restaurant customers’ satisfaction

Restaurateurs should continuously strive to increase the levels of customer satisfaction by emphasising
the five significant dining attributes for overall customer satisfaction, namely food quality, service quality,
ambience, the quality of facilities, and management presence. Food quality had the strongest influence on
customers’ overall dining experience, and management should therefore focus most of their attention and
money on this dining attribute.

Food and service quality standards need to be developed and articulated to employees in a way that is
generally accepted, clear and understood by all employees. Similar standards should be developed for the
quality of facilities, ambience and management presence. These standards will act as a guide for
employees and can motivate employees and supervisors to support one another (Susskind, Kacmar &
Borchgrevink, 2007:372).

Restaurateurs should develop appropriate training and empowerment programmes for all employees.
Empowered employees tend to be satisfied employees who feel more motivated and positive about their
jobs. This increase in job satisfaction has the potential to generate higher levels of customer satisfaction
and employee retention (Dutta, Venkatesh & Parsa, 2007:360; Susskind et al., 2007:370). Even though
restaurateurs should develop the overall human capital of their restaurants, they should place specific
emphasis on the development of their frontline employees. Frontline employees transfer most of the value
of the restaurant product to the customers when they interact with the customers. Frontline employees are
therefore responsible for the “moment of truth” or “critical fail point” when customers evaluate the
restaurant as a whole. Attention needs to be paid to the development of frontline characteristics such as
emotional intelligence and creativity (Namasivayam & Denizci, 2006:385, 391).

Restaurateurs need to realise that a superior working environment creates satisfied employees, which in
turn improves customer satisfaction (Chi & Gursoy, 2009:252). South African frontline staff seems to be
ignorant about the reasons why they ought to deliver great service and are often not treated with respect
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(RSA NDT, 2011:55). In order to improve customer satisfaction levels, restaurateurs should provide
decent work to all their employees. Restaurateurs need to treat employees fairly, pay decent wages and
provide them with career progression opportunities.

Restaurateurs should conduct customer satisfaction surveys at regular intervals to monitor the attributes
that have an impact on customer satisfaction in order to obtain pertinent managerial information. These
surveys can also act as confirmation to customers that restaurateurs value their input and actively strive to
improve the customer experience. Periodically repeating the process can also enable restaurateurs to
spot trends in customers’ perceptions. In addition, it can also alert the manager to changes in the relative
importance of the variables, which might impact on overall dining satisfaction. Regular satisfaction and
return patronage surveys could act as an early warning system, since a decline in customer satisfaction
does not usually affect the financial viability of a restaurant immediately. It can enable restaurateurs to
take immediate action so as to reverse the decline before it affects the restaurants’ financial performance.

The data collected from regular customer satisfaction surveys will not only be useful to improve restaurant
customer satisfaction, but can also be used as a base for bonus and incentive schemes for employees
such as best manager, employee of the year, etc. This might lead to employee satisfaction which might in
turn have a positive impact on customer satisfaction. Restaurateurs should also understand that attempts
to increase customer satisfaction may have a positive impact on restaurant employees’ job satisfaction
levels. If restaurant customers complain less, employees might feel more satisfied and positive about their
jobs (Bernhardt et al., 2000:169).

Restaurant customers’ return patronage

Restaurateurs should focus on the attributes significantly related to customers’ return patronage, hamely
overall dining satisfaction and food quality. They need to consider whether the expense and time that
would be incurred to improve food quality or overall dining satisfaction will render a sufficient return on
investment from repeat sales to loyal customers. Some of the attributes that impact on restaurant
customer satisfaction did not have an effect on customers’ return patronage. It is not surprising, since one
does not usually expect a restaurant customer to return to a restaurant just because of the quality of the
facilities or the presence of management. The likely reason as to why quality of service, quality of facilities
and the presence of management matter so little to customers’ return intentions might be attributed to the
fact that customers will only notice these attributes when severe problems occur.

Restaurateurs should consider other variables that might have an impact on customers’ return patronage,
since customer’s satisfaction with the five dining attributes and overall dining satisfaction provided a
limited explanation of the variability in restaurant guests’ return patronage.

Restaurateurs should take note of the role that emotion plays in customers’ satisfaction and return
patronage. Han et al. (2009:563) suggest that restaurant customers’ satisfaction levels are often
influenced by their emotional rather than their physical needs. Dining at a restaurant evokes a feeling of
comfort, which often impacts on customers’ decision to return to a restaurant (Kivela et al., 2000:27). In
line with the findings of Kivela et al. (2000:27) and Liu and Jang (2009:502) suggest that restaurant
customers’ positive and negative emotions have an impact on their post-dining behaviour, while Ladhari et
al. (2008:570) found that emotions had a mediating effect on customers’ satisfaction levels. Positive
emotions (e.g. happiness, pleasure, excitement, contentment and joy) had a greater effect on restaurant
customers' satisfaction levels than negative emotions (e.g. anger, frustration, boredom, disgust,
embarrassment or sadness). Restaurateurs should therefore aim to reduce negative emotions and should
ensure that they convey positive emotions to their customers.

Restaurateurs could encourage the building up of switching barriers to promote return patronage. Han et
al. (2009:570) identified the following five switching barriers that influenced dissatisfied customers to
return to the same restaurant. preference (e.g. customers personally prefer some of the restaurant
attributes, or their friends or family might prefer to dine at the restaurant), monetary switching costs (e.qg.
customers have a voucher to eat at the restaurant), non-monetary switching costs (e.g. the restaurant is
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conveniently located), relational investment (e.g. the customer might feel that the restaurant offers the
best deal), and a lack of alternatives (e.g. the customer is of the opinion that there is not a superior or
comparable restaurant nearby). Restaurateurs should, however, be cautious not to rely too much on
switching barriers, since dissatisfaction could ultimately lead to disloyalty and negative word-of-mouth
(Han et al., 2009:563).

Restaurateurs could also make use of relationship marketing to retain existing customers (Han et al.,
2009:563). Kivela et al. (2000:29), however, state that it is difficult to form long-term relationships with
every customer, or even with a limited number of repeat customers. Restaurateurs should therefore not
only focus on loyalty-inducing behaviour, but also on the attributes important for restaurant customers’
return patronage.

Restaurant customers’ satisfaction and return patronage based on demographic
characteristics

It is clear from the findings of this study that the demographic variables of restaurant customers had little
impact on their customer satisfaction and return patronage levels. Restaurateurs, however, need to
recognise the important role that age plays in perceptions regarding restaurant service quality. They
should understand that the needs and service quality expectations of respondents from different age
groups vary. Market research should be conducted to determine the needs and expectations of restaurant
customers from different age groups and appropriate strategies should be developed to meet and exceed
the expectations of restaurant customers from different age groups.

Restaurateurs need to develop appropriate strategies to improve on the significantly higher return
patronage levels exhibited by respondents who were involved in permanent relationships. Possible
reasons for the difference in the return patronage levels of respondents in permanent relationships (e.g.
the impact of their partners to return to a specific restaurant) and non-permanent relationships (e.qg.
respondents are more adventurous) need to be explored.

Restaurant customer satisfaction and return patronage in the respective mall

restaurants

Mall restaurateurs should not underestimate its competition, but should continuously monitor and compare
their customer satisfaction and return patronage levels with those of similar restaurants in the mall for the
long-term sustainability of the business. Due to restaurant density in the mall, each mall restaurant should
aim to differentiate itself from other restaurants. Restaurateurs should therefore focus on service quality,
facilities quality and management presence to gain and sustain a competitive advantage over other mall
restaurants. Although these dining attributes significantly contribute towards restaurant customers’ overall
dining satisfaction, respondents’ satisfaction for these dining attributes significantly differed in the different
mall restaurants.

Mall restaurants obtaining significantly lower customer satisfaction ratings regarding service quality,
facilities quality and management presence, should address shortcomings in these areas as a matter of
urgency, since it could seriously impact on the long-term sustainability of the restaurants.

In order to improve the recreational and entertainment opportunities offered by the mall, mall management
should perform regular customer satisfaction audits on restaurants that obtained significant lower
customer satisfaction ratings in service quality, facilities quality and management presence.

The results of this study could be used by the mall management to reward the restaurant with the highest
level of overall customer satisfaction in the mall with a special prize and trophy. The comparative analysis
will also enable mall management to categorise mall restaurants according to the levels of customer
satisfaction experienced by mall restaurant customers. Plaques could be set up at the mall restaurants’
entrances to inform restaurant customers about the food quality, service quality, ambience, facilities’
quality, management presence and overall dining satisfaction that could be expected in the respective
mall restaurants.
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CONCLUSION

It is usually difficult to obtain the support of restaurateurs for studies of this nature, but in this study,
cooperation from the mall’'s restaurateurs was readily obtained. Restaurant tenants’ lease agreements
provided for tight quality assurance mechanisms (such as the execution of customer satisfaction surveys)
and mall management and restaurateurs acknowledged the value of the research to them. The
relationship that existed between the participating restaurants and the mall management enabled the
researcher to formulate the research construct and to interpret the quantitative findings more effectively.

This article offers the South African restaurant subsector increased insight into restaurant customers’
satisfaction and return patronage. It provides a clear understanding of the attributes responsible for
restaurant customers’ satisfaction (food quality, service quality, ambience, facilities quality and
management presence) and return patronage (overall dining satisfaction and food quality).

The results suggest that the demographic characteristics of restaurant customers had little impact on their
customer satisfaction and return patronage levels.

The comparative evaluation of customers’ satisfaction and return patronage in the mall's restaurants
enables restaurateurs to identify areas of improvement. It also informs mall restaurateurs to focus on
service quality, facilities quality and management presence in order to gain and sustain a competitive
advantage over other mall restaurants. The comparative evaluation further identified the restaurants and
specific dining attributes on which mall management should focus in order to improve the customer
satisfaction levels of mall restaurant visitors.

The research supports the strategic objectives of the National Tourism Sector Strategy (RSA NDT,
2011:12) to develop people and to provide decent work for employees in the tourism industry, and to
deliver a world-class experience to consumers.

LIMITATIONS

Despite the importance of this study, it is not free of limitations. Firstly, only the most important attributes
that could impact on restaurant customers’ satisfaction and return patronage levels were investigated.
Limited emphasis was also placed on the dimensions which could be reflective of the identified attributes.
Secondly, the first regression model failed to explain 37 per cent of the variation in customer satisfaction,
and the second regression model could only explain 78 per cent of the variation in return patronage.
Thirdly, the research was based on customer satisfaction experienced in restaurants situated in a specific
South African mall. Caution is therefore required when generalising the findings of this study to other
segments of the restaurant industry or mall restaurants in other geographic areas, since a replication of
this study in other types of restaurants or other geographic areas might reveal varying levels of
importance. Lastly, the reliability of the study might have been negatively influenced by the decision to
measure restaurant customers’ intention to return to a restaurant directly after their dining experience.
O’Neil and Palmer (2001:187) warn that customers’ decision to return to a restaurant might be different
after the dining experience when compared to the time when a decision to return to a restaurant is made.
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FUTURE RESEARCH

Five areas for future research can be identified. Firstly, the coefficient of determinations of the regression
models suggests that additional variables (e.g. positive and negative emotions, employee satisfaction,
reasons for visiting the mall and restaurants, safety, parking, and location of the mall) could be considered
to explain overall customer satisfaction and return patronage in mall restaurants. Secondly, future studies
could compare the important dining attributes for customer satisfaction and return patronage in South
African restaurants and take-aways. Thirdly, further research is required to explore the impact of loyalty
schemes and switching barriers on restaurant customers’ return patronage. Fourthly, the research could
be expanded to malls situated in other cities, although it is not expected that the findings would be
significantly different. Lastly, triangulation requirements could be considered by applying multiple methods
(e.g. surveys, individual interviews and focus group discussions) and multiple data and data sources (e.g.
data obtained from mystery customers, waiters and restaurant management) in order to enhance the
reliability and validity of the research.
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