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Abstract: In this study, we examined the employee service dimensions which are associated with sat-
isfaction and customers’ intention to revisit among Uzbekistani customers who visit halal restaurants
in Korea. We also investigated the situational factor of the pandemic outbreak and the moderating
role of the restaurant locations. A total of 264 respondents participated. The results revealed that
behavior quality and appearance were important employee service quality dimensions for halal
restaurants. However, interaction quality and expertise quality were not associated with satisfaction.
The results may indicate that consumers did not prefer human interactions at the restaurants because
of the risk of Coronavirus disease (COVID-19). The results affirmed that customers who positively
evaluated their restaurant experience showed a higher intention to visit again. Finally, the findings
showed a moderating effect of the location (the capital city vs. others). The customers visiting
restaurants in the capital city were likely to be satisfied with employees wearing masks and wearing
clean uniforms. These findings could enrich the literature on the multidimensional aspects of service
encounters at Uzbekistani halal restaurants considering the tangible and intangible service qualities
of employees during COVID-19.

Keywords: employee service quality; satisfaction; loyalty; ethnic restaurant; Uzbekistan; COVID-19

1. Introduction

Many studies have discussed the role of service encounter quality using the existing
service quality models [1–5]. Customers have a pleasant experience at restaurants when
trained employees provide a warm welcome and personalized service through commu-
nication and attentive care [6]. The functional and personal roles of service employees
are considered key for the delivery of excellent service quality [6–8]. Service encounter
failures lead to customer complaints, dissatisfaction, negative brand image and low perfor-
mance [9], whereas excellent service quality is crucial for positive customer evaluations and
their patronage of restaurants [8,10]. Thus, service encounter quality is a crucial concept in
the restaurant industry [6].

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), a highly transmittable virus, emerged in De-
cember 2019. This health crisis brought unprecedented effects on the Korean hospitality
and tourism industry [11]. Customers tended to avoid crowded places and visited restau-
rants only in small groups, in compliance with social distancing guidelines and COVID-19
prevention and control [11,12]. They preferred to order food delivery via mobile appli-
cations, and prioritized hygiene and the cleanliness of the products [13–16]. Therefore,
restaurant managers adapted and developed new service protocols and procedures and en-
sure compliance with the policies and regulations, such as hand washing, social distancing,
controlling the number of people at a table, and wearing personal protective equipment
(PPE) [11]. Studies on the risk perceptions of food, packaging and food safety at restaurants
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provide guidance for restaurant operators who are required to respond immediately to the
pandemic situation [16–19].

Although previous literature has demonstrated the antecedents and outcomes of
service quality in different research settings [5,20,21], the employee service quality at halal
restaurants in a non-Muslim country amid the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak remains
underexplored. A growing number of Muslim tourists have recently drawn attention to
hospitality and tourism [22–25]. The Korean Tourism Organization (KTO) reported that
Muslim tourists are the second-largest travel segment of the global travel market. They
were approximately 6.1% of the inbound travelers in Korea in 2019 [26].

When Muslim tourists travel to non-Muslim countries (e.g., Korea), food is one of their
issues of inconvenience because they experience the psychological discomfort of having
non-halal products due to religious reasons [22]. Moreover, consumers prefer to visit their
favorite restaurant brands because they are emotionally attached to them [27]. Accordingly,
the government and industry practitioners in Korea have attempted to increase awareness
regarding halal food and Muslim tourist behavior in order to achieve one of the sustainable
development goals (SDGs), i.e., inclusive tourism [28].

Non-Muslim countries, such as Korea, can initiate actions to improve the supply chain
system for halal products, manage the quality of halal certificates, provide halal food and
restaurant information for Muslim tourists, promote the operation of ethnic restaurants,
and meet the wants and needs for food tourists at travel destinations [29–31]. Research on
halal restaurants can further explain Muslim customers’ behavior and culture amid the
current health crisis and can suggest service protocols and regulations in accordance with
their needs and demands [32]. There has been little research conducted in the context of
halal restaurants amid COVID-19. Moreover, the new virus is easily transmitted through
human interactions. In this regard, it is necessary to highlight customer perceptions of
employee service delivery at restaurants.

Therefore, we examine the ways in which the service quality of frontline employ-
ees influences the satisfaction and loyalty among Uzbekistani customers who visit halal
restaurants. We consider the situational factor of the COVID-19 outbreak and investigate
the moderation effect of restaurant locations (i.e., the capital city versus other cities). The
theoretical framework of the proposed model is the stimulus-organism-response frame-
work [33]. We focus on multidimensional aspects of service encounters at Uzbekistani halal
restaurants, considering the tangible and intangible service quality of employees based on
the existing model [34].

2. Literature Review
2.1. The COVID-19 Outbreak and Changes of Policies in Hospitality and Tourism

The World Health Organization (WHO) [35] reported 119 million confirmed COVID-19
cases and 2.7 million COVID-19–related deaths all over the world. The number of patients
with COVID-19 and death rates have been increasing because of the COVID-19 variants
that have been found in several countries. Even though vaccines for COVID-19 were
introduced in November 2020, the spread of COVID-19 has not yet ended. In South Korea,
the Central Disaster Management Headquarters (CDMH) [11] recorded 96380 confirmed
COVID-19 cases and 1678 related deaths as of 17 March 2021. The CDMH insisted that
the data on COVID-19 should be reported to the public for transparency. Information
regarding the new COVID-19 virus has been broadcast on a daily basis since March 2020.
Furthermore, developing campaigns and new protocols for sharing knowledge about
the symptoms, treatment, and prevention of COVID-19 has been considered to be one of
the most important prevention strategies. These strategies have been observed to reduce
COVID-19 cases across different countries [12].

Coordinated actions among countries are critical to continue business activities and
protect people. The OECD [12] estimated a decline of approximately 60% in international
tourism in 2020. The recovery of the global hospitality and tourism industry has been
relatively slower than that of domestic tourism. UNWTO [36] shared that experts in the
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hospitality and tourism industry expect that the decline of approximately 80% in tourism
will rebound slowly by 2024.

As shown in Figure 1, according to the CDMH [11], the number of confirmed patients
with COVID-19 in Seoul, the capital city, continuously increased from November 2020.
In 2020, the total number of confirmed patients in Seoul reached 5960 in October and
continued to increase to 7900 in November and 17,731 in December. Gyeonggi Province,
which is close to Seoul, also showed an increasing number of confirmed patients and ranked
second in terms of the number of confirmed COVID-19 cases. By contrast, other cities have
not shown a rapid increase in the number of patients with COVID-19 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. The COVID-19 cases of cities in Korea from May 2020 to December 2020. Note: Seoul is the capital of Korea.

The South Korean government has provided information about the COVID-19 pan-
demic outbreak in order to prevent rapid virus transmission. Public authorities have also
implemented strict regulations regarding non-essential travel, social distancing, and PPE
utilization (e.g., masks, sanitizer, and gloves). The central and local governments have
translated information from Korean into several other languages and have distributed new
regulations and recent information regularly [37]. They aim to help the hospitality and
tourism industry recover [11] by implementing controls and regulations on travel restric-
tions, limiting business operation hours, enforcing social distancing between customers,
and providing support for job retention [12].

The restaurant industry has complied with the new regulations and protocols. Em-
ployees should ensure cleanliness and hygiene at restaurants. Customers also need to
comply with several procedures. First, customers who visit restaurants should scan their
QR codes and follow instructions if they have been closely exposed to patients with COVID-
19. Second, they are encouraged to wear masks, except when eating and drinking. Third,
they must make a reservation, maintain social distancing, and have meals with a maximum
of four people per table [38]. Ethnic restaurants also comply with the same regulations.
Customers still prefer to visit halal restaurants due to religious reasons. However, limited
research has been carried out on the restaurant experience among foreigners in South Korea.
This study examines the Uzbekistani consumers who visited Uzbek halal restaurants after
the COVID-19 outbreak. Moreover, this study examines restaurant locations as a moderator
in the proposed model.
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2.2. Employee Service Quality

Employee service delivery is an essential element of service [3]. Frontline employees
create important interaction moments between a company and its customers [1]. The previ-
ous literature has highlighted the interaction between customers and frontline employees
and has suggested various models of service quality and service encounters [1,6,8]. A
service encounter refers to an employee’s interpersonal interaction with customers in the
service process [34].

The research on service quality at restaurants has highlighted important components
of service quality, such as food quality, ambience, authenticity, and the service delivery
of frontline employees [39–41]. However, the previous research reached no consensus
concerning service quality, and the studies on service quality at restaurants suggest various
stimuli at restaurants rather than service encounters. Few scholars have suggested the
multidimensionality of service encounters [6,34,42]. The dimensions of service encounter
quality vary between research settings and the proposed models. For example, Alhelalat,
Habiballah and Twaissi [6] focused on the service quality dimensions of employee behavior
at restaurants and suggested personal and functional service dimensions.

One of the seminar works of Brady and Cronin [34] suggested three dimensions
in regard to employee service quality. Service interaction refers to a friendly attitude,
communication, and interactions with customers [34]. Behavior quality refers to politeness,
attention, and willingness to fulfill customer needs and wants [34]. Expertise refers to being
knowledgeable and able to answer customer inquiries without hesitation [34]. Finally,
one of the tangible aspects of service encounters is included. Appearance refers to a
clean and neat appearance and wearing a clean uniform [3,6]. In this study, we used
these multidimensional factors of employee service quality, which included employee
interactions, behavior, expertise, appearance, and the tangible elements at restaurants.

As the previous research has highlighted the important aspects of service
encounters [1,34], we explore the employee service quality at halal restaurants. Specif-
ically, we focused on the interpersonal interactions and tangible aspects of a major service
encounter of restaurant employees.

2.3. Service Encounter and Satisfaction

Satisfaction refers to customers’ emotions after evaluating the service quality com-
pared to their prior expectations [43,44]. The investigation of customer satisfaction can
help us to understand how customers evaluate service quality and, thus, improve service
delivery and poor service performance [3]. Previous research has demonstrated that em-
ployee service delivery is a core element of service quality, and that it can affect satisfaction
toward restaurants [6,20,21,45–47]. For example, Hussain, Jing and Parveen [20] inves-
tigated whether service quality attributes enhanced satisfaction and loyalty at Chinese
restaurants. Their study demonstrated that excellent service quality can increase the level
of customer satisfaction. Alhelalat, Habiballah and Twaissi [6] examined the influence of
function dimensions of ethnic restaurant employees on satisfaction using data collected
from 212 tourists visiting Jordan. They affirmed the positive influence of employee service
quality and showed that employee–customer interactions enhanced the positive evaluation
of service performance at restaurants. We propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Employee service quality (interactions, behavior, expertise, and appearance)
positively influences satisfaction.

2.4. Satisfaction and Loyalty

Customer loyalty refers to repeat customers who show a high commitment to pur-
chasing particular brands or products/services [44]. Customer satisfaction can be a critical
variable for influencing customer loyalty at restaurants. Previous literature has provided
empirical evidence that highly satisfied customers tend to show higher intentions to visit
in the future [6,20,48]. Prentice, Lopes and Wang [49] examined artificial intelligence and
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employee service performance and found a positive influence of multidimensional facets
on satisfaction. They also demonstrated that highly satisfied customers showed higher
loyalty. The above studies explored the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty using
different research contexts. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Satisfaction positively influences loyalty.

2.5. Moderating Effect of Location

The COVID-19 pandemic outbreak has influenced customers’ food consumption and
behaviors at restaurants [13,14]. COVID-19 cases in the capital city and metropolitan cities
are likely to be higher than those in other regions [50]. Consequently, customers in the
cities prefer to reduce their risk when they visit restaurants [16]. In the current health
crisis, food delivery companies and new service protocols can help to improve restaurant
performance [13,14]. Thus, the moderating role of a restaurant’s location (i.e., the capital
city versus other cities) requires further investigation [14,50,51]. For example, given that
the confirmed COVID-19 cases and mortality are higher in the capital city (Seoul) than
in other major cities in Korea (see Figure 1), customers in Seoul may show more cautious
behavior at restaurants than those in other regions. Our proposed conceptual model is
presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2. The Proposed Model.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The halal restaurant location (capital city vs. other cities) has varying
moderating effects.

3. Method
3.1. Measures

The survey items include three parts. First, the characteristics of halal restaurants
(e.g., the location, frequency of visitation, number of companions, use of promotion coupon
and restaurant type) were asked for. Second, the survey contained questions about the
employee service quality, the level of satisfaction regarding employee service performance,
and loyalty. The employee service quality construct included ten items and measured
four constructs: interaction, behavior, expertise quality [34] and appearance [3,6]. The
measurement items for satisfaction [44] and loyalty were adopted from Oliver [44]. The
measurement items were developed by confirming the criterion validity based on pre-
vious research [3,6,25,34,43]. The items anchored a 5-point Likert scale. When people
answered the questionnaire items, they were asked to express their agreement level with
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each statement. The final part of the questionnaire includes questions about the respon-
dents’ demographic information.

3.2. Data Collection

The eligibility criteria for the selection of a segment of the population were developed
because of time contraints and the lack of research funds. This study focused on people
from Uzbekistan who had visited Uzbekistani ethnic restaurants in South Korea within the
last 6 months. The criteria used for the prescreening of the participants of this study were
as follows: (1) those aged 18 years and above, (2) those who visited Uzbekistani ethnic
restaurants in South Korea, and (3) those who visited Uzbekistani ethnic restaurants in
South Korea within the last 6 months.

This study used convenience sampling, and the researchers contacted potential par-
ticipants from online communities of people from Uzbekistan in South Korea, and using
a field study at Uzbek Halal restaurants. The developed questionnaire was created on
SurveyMonkey. The online survey provided a brief introduction on the first page of the
questionnaire, and all of the question items were created on the online survey platform. All
of the questionnaire items were written in English. Before collecting the data, the research
team conducted a pilot test for the evaluation of the flow of questions and to check for
mistakes or misspellings in the survey items.

The pilot test was conducted with people who had worked for at least three years, and
with graduate students in hospitality and tourism. Through this process, the research team
attempted to confirm the content and face validity. After reflecting on the comments, the
online survey was complete, and a survey link which created an online survey platform
was distributed to the pool of respondents in the online communities. The research team
conducted several field studies in order to send the survey link to restaurants.

The developed survey was distributed to potential respondents via the SurveyMonkey
website. Small gifts were given to randomly selected participants who completed the survey.
The data were collected from August 2020 to November 2020. A total of 315 respondents
participated in the survey; however, the research team excluded some returned surveys
which were incomplete or had invalid numbers. Therefore, the data from 264 respondents
were finally used in the analysis of the proposed model.

3.3. Demographic Characteristics

Descriptive analysis was used to provide the demographic information. The rate of
male respondents (54.2%) was slightly higher than that of female respondents (n = 121,
45.8%). The largest age group was people aged in their twenties. The mean age was 25 years
old. The majority were single (n = 185, 70.1%), and approximately 25% were married.
Regarding the level of education, about 53.8% of the people had a bachelor’s degree. The
others reported that they had a postgraduate degree (n = 72, 27.3%) or were high school
graduates (n = 40, 15.2%). For monthly household income, the income level varied from
below KRW 1,500,000 to over KRW 10,000,000. Most of the respondents indicated that
they were students and belonged to the youngest age groups; thus, approximately 49.3%
reported that their monthly household income was less than KRW 3,000,000. As many
respondents were in their early twenties, approximately 44.7% reported that they were
students. Approximately 21.6% reported that they were full-time employees (n = 57), and
approximately 15.9% reported that they had a part-time job (n = 42) Table 1.
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Table 1. Demographic Profile.

Variable Category n %

Gender Male
Female

143
121

54.2
45.8

Age
(Mean: 25)

18–24
25–29
30–34
35–39
40–44
45–49

Over 50

145
75
21
10
7
2
4

54.9
28.4
8.0
3.8
2.7
0.8
1.5

The level of education
(degree)

High school
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree

Post-graduate degree

40
10

142
72

15.2
3.8
53.8
27.3

Marital status
Single

Married
Other

185
66
13

70.1
25.0
4.9

Monthly household
income

Under 1,500,000 KRW (Korean Won)
1,500,000–less than 3,000,000
3,000,000–less than 4,999,999
5,000,000–less than 6,999,999

7,000,000–less than 10,000,000
Over 10,000,000

72
58
41
30
20
43

27.3
22.0
15.5
11.4
7.6

16.3

Occupation

Full-time
Part-time

Self-employed
Unemployed

Student

57
42
18
13

118

21.6
15.9
6.7
4.9

44.7
Note: One U.S. dollar = 1.129 KRW (Korean Won).

4. Results
4.1. The Results of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis

A two-stage approach [52] was used to find the underlying constructs of the proposed
model. First, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) revealed latent constructs and removed
the measurement items with cross-loadings. Second, CFA was computed in order to
identify the latent constructs and affirm the model fit indices [52]. The proposed conceptual
model was tested using Stata 16. The results indicated that the factor loadings of the CFA
were anchored from 0.70 to 0.87 Table 2. The CFA results met the recommended model
fit: χ2 (120) = 248.928, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.074, GFI = 0.921, CFI = 0.957, TLI = 0.945,
RMSEA = 0.064, and SRMR = 0.038. The results of the CFA presented in Table 3 indicate
the satisfactory fit indices [53,54]. The composite reliability was anchored from 0.774 to
0.897 [54]. All of the AVEs exceeded 0.5 [55], and all of the squared correlation values were
below the AVE values. Therefore, the convergent validity and discriminant validity were
confirmed. Finally, the SEM analysis was computed to examine the hypothetical paths, as
shown in Table 3.

4.2. The Results of the Proposed Model

The SEM results indicate the good model fit. All of the indicators met the recom-
mended criteria (χ2 (124) = 252.63, p < 0.001; χ2/df = 2.037, GFI= 0.920, CFI = 0.957,
TLI = 0.947, RMSEA = 0.063, and SRMR = 0.040) [56]. As shown in Table 4, employ-
ees’ polite and attentive behaviors (β = 0.414, p < 0.05) and appearance (β = 0.454,
p < 0.001) appeared to increase the positive evaluation of employee service performance
among customers.
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Table 2. The Items and Standardized Loadings of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis.

Item Item Source Standardized Loading

Interaction Quality
IQ 1

[34]
0.87

IQ 2 0.85
IQ3 0.80

Behavior quality
BQ1

[34]
0.80

BQ2 0.75
BQ3 0.79

Expertise quality EQ1
[34]

0.79
EQ2 0.80

Appearance APP1
[3,6]

0.79
APP2 0.79

Satisfaction

SAT1

[25,44]

0.84
SAT2 0.72
SAT3 0.78
SAT4 0.82

Loyalty

LOY1

[25,44]

0.70
LOY2 0.84
LOY3 0.85
LOY4 0.75

Table 3. The CFA Results and the Model fit.

Factor items Mean
(SD) AVE Interaction

Quality
Behavior
Quality Expertise Appearance Satisfaction Loyalty

Interaction quality (IQ) 3 3.746
(0.873) 0.706 0.886 a 0.551 b 0.399 0.488 0.501 0.324

Behavior quality (BQ) 3 3.729
(0.804) 0.609 0.303 C 0.823 0.470 0.418 0.485 0.284

Expertise quality (EQ) 2 3.771
(0.831) 0.632 0.159 0.220 0.804 0.375 0.409 0.219

Appearance (APP) 2 3.867
(0.890) 0.624 0.238 0.175 0.141 0.774 0.456 0.283

Satisfaction (SAT) 4 3.890
(0.745) 0.626 0.251 0.235 0.167 0.208 0.897 0.349

Loyalty (LOY) 4 4.077
(0.781) 0.620 0.105 0.048 0.048 0.080 0.122 0.879

Note: χ2 (120) = 248.928, p < 0.001 χ2/df = 2.074; GFI = 921; CFI = 0.957; TLI = 0.945; RMSEA = 0.064; SRMR = 0.038.a Composite reliability
(the diagonal); b correlation coefficient (r); c correlation coefficient squared (r2).

Table 4. The SEM Results.

Factor Coefficient z

H1 Interaction quality → SAT 0.056 0.40
H2 Behavior quality → SAT 0.414 * 1.96
H3 Expertise → SAT 0.030 0.18
H4 Appearance → SAT 0.454 ** 3.63
H5 SAT → LOY 0.620 *** 9.13

Note: * p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01 and *** p ≤ 0.001.

However, employees’ interactions (β = 0.056, p =0.688) and information about the
restaurants (β = 0.030, p = 0.857) were not statistically significant. Finally, highly satisfied
customers (β = 0.620, p < 0.001) showed their high intention to visit again and expressed
higher loyalty. Therefore, as presented in Figure 3, H2, H4, and H5 were statistically
significant and support the hypothesis; however, H1 and H3 were rejected.
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Figure 3. The SEM results. Note: n. sig = not significant, sig = significant. * p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01 and *** p ≤ 0.001.

4.3. Moderation Results

The level of the perceived service performance of two groups based on the location of
the restaurants (capital city versus other cities) was compared by using multigroup analysis.
The restaurant locations were classified into two subgroups and dummy coded (capital
city, Seoul = 1 versus others = 0). The number of customers who visited halal restaurants
in the capital city (Seoul) was 167 (63.3%), and the number of customers in other cities
was 97 (36.7%). The results indicated a moderating effect of the capital city (i.e., Seoul).
One hypothesis, H6d, was supported. A statistically significant difference between the
customers in the capital city and customers in other cities was found with regard to
employee appearance (χ2 = 5.071, p < 0.05) (see Table 5). However, other hypotheses such
as H6a, H6b, and H6c were not supported. Other dimensions such as interaction, behavior,
and expertise did not show statistically significant results. With regard to the location of the
restaurants, customers in the capital city (Seoul) were more influenced by the appearance
of restaurant employees than customers in other cities.

Table 5. The Multigroup Analysis.

Moderator Relationship Location (The Capital City Vs Other Cities)
Difference

Hypothesis Path
Other Cities Seoul

Coeff. z Coeff. z χ2

H6a Interaction quality -> SAT 0.454 2.23 * −0.063 −0.35 3.614
H6b Behavior quality -> SAT −0.248 −0.43 0.316 1.71 0.855
H6c Expertise quality -> SAT 0.807 1.68 0.115 0.88 1.935
H6d Appearance -> SAT −0.003 0.22 0.614 0.168 *** 5.071 *

* p ≤ 0.05 and *** p ≤ 0.001.

5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical Implications

Considering the increasing demand for halal restaurants and foods, this study targeted
Uzbekistani customers visiting Uzbekistani restaurants in South Korea. The subset of
the population who visit Uzbekistani halal restaurants can provide useful information
regarding the targeted consumers and their evaluation of service quality in terms of



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5712 10 of 14

employee service delivery. Moreover, this study focused on Uzbekistani restaurants due to
the growing Uzbekistani population in South Korea. The Korean Statistical Information
Service (KOSIS) [57] reported that the number of Uzbekistani residents in Korea has been
increasing and that the Uzbekistani population in Korea ranks as the fifth largest foreign
resident population, followed by the Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai, and Japanese populations.
Religion and food preferences are major cultural differences. After the COVID-19 outbreak,
restaurants followed changed protocols and regulations. In this regard, this study could
contribute empirical evidence and enrich previous literature, given the limited number of
studies on the Uzbekistani population in the context of restaurants.

We thus suggest several theoretical implications. First, although the performance of
service encounters can enhance customer satisfaction, customers appeared to avoid social
interaction and communication during the COVID-19 pandemic. As is consistent with the
previously reported results in the literature [34], the results consisted of four dimensions.
However, all of the dimensions did not positively influence customer satisfaction. Among
the four dimensions, appearance was the most influential, followed by behavior quality.
Wearing clean uniforms and masks appeared to increase the positive evaluation of the
service quality among customers. Moreover, restaurants followed the new polices and
regulations, such as social distancing and maintaining high levels of cleanliness and
hygiene. In addition, employees may need to show increased attentiveness to customers
who may need help or request new orders. The results revealed that appearance and
behavioral intention were important service quality dimensions of halal restaurants among
consumers from Uzbekistan during the COVID-19 pandemic.

However, interaction quality and expertise quality did not exert a statistically signif-
icant effect. The results indicated that consumers did not prefer human interactions at
restaurants due to the risk posed by COVID-19. Consumers from Uzbekistan may not
require particular information about familiar halal food and beverages. Previous studies
identified friendly employees, pleasant conversations, and interactions between employees
and consumers at restaurants as influential factors for increasing customer satisfaction [6,8].
Interactions between customers and employees are an important element that builds rela-
tionships with customers and increases customers’ attachment to restaurants. Moreover,
knowledegable employees can increase customer knowledge about ethnic Uzbekistani
foods. Even though statistically nonsignificant results for the two employee service dimen-
sions were found, this study used a cross-sectional design to obtain the results. The results
may reflect the current and temporary situation during the COVID-19. Therefore, further
research should be conducted.

Second, our findings affirm that highly satisfied customers tended to show high
intention to visit in the future. This result is similar to the findings of Alhelalat, Habiballah
and Twaissi [6]. The positive evaluation of excellent employee service is an essential
antecedent for customer loyalty. The results can provide recent empirical evidence in
different contexts of the restaurant industry. Moreover, the findings suggest a different
context for ethnic restaurants.

Finally, the moderating effect of restaurant location was statistically significant. Our
findings revealed the difference in the perceived service quality in terms of employee
appearance based on restaurant location. Given the high rate of COVID-19 cases in the
capital city, the results indicate empirical evidence for a situational factor. Although service
encounters are critical factors for restaurants, customers may be satisfied with employees
who ensure polite and accurate service and are attentive to their needs and wants. The
clean and neat appearance of employees and the wearing of masks appeared to increase
customer satisfaction.

5.2. Practical Implications

The results provide important implications for practitioners and restauranteurs. First,
employee appearance and behavior quality were the most important dimensions for
increasing satisfaction. Employees wearing clean uniforms and masks were associated
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with customer satisfaction. The employees’ attentive and responsive behavior when
providing services still exerted a positive effect on the satisfaction of restaurant customers.
As a previous study emphasized [58], practitioners and restaurant owners must provide
training to facilitate customer orientation and ensure that employees frequently check on
the condition of their uniform and use PPE whenever they provide services to restaurant
customers. Employees should express their concern for COVID-19 prevention and customer
safety by cleaning the restaurants frequently and following social distancing regulations.
Restaurant managers and owners may need to display their concern about cleanliness and
hygiene at their restaurant. For example, cleaning procedures and COVID-19 prevention
guidelines need to be presented at a restaurant.

Second, interactions and expertise quality in employee service delivery did not in-
crease the level of satisfaction. Consumers may not prefer close interaction and commu-
nication with employees at restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although these
employee service quality factors can be generally important, the current situation and
the COVID-19 pandemic may have influenced the consumer evaluation of the service
encounter quality. Practitioners should make consumers feel relaxed while dining at restau-
rants, create a comfortable environment, and reduce the level of anxiety and perceived risk
of COVID-19 transmission through intensive human interaction services at restaurants.
In this regard, new technologies and devices, such as contactless service through various
devices, kiosks, or serving robots, may need to be introduced if restaurants are willing to
invest and introduce contactless services.

Even though people prefer to minimize unwanted face-to-face interactions with em-
ployees at restaurants, they seem to have employees’ attentive service whenever they
have any requests. Managers and owners may need to find various ways, such as using
electronic tables or pressing an electronic bell, though which people can express their per-
sonal needs to employees. Moreover, an online communication channel or live chat with
customers could be helpful to facilitate contactless communication. Restaurant managers
may provide self-help information for customers. As suggested in previous research [59],
restaurant managers need to receive customers’ feedback and reviews actively via online
platforms in order to manage restaurant service quality and minimize service failures.

Finally, the findings affirmed the moderating role of the location (i.e., the capital city
versus other cities). Restauranteurs and employees should continue monitoring COVID-19
cases and mortality rates. Restaurateurs and employees in the capital city should improve
hygiene and cleanliness at restaurants. Employees should frequently check their uniforms
and aprons and use PPE at restaurants. Moreover, no difference was observed between
the behavior qualities of consumers visiting restaurants in the capital city and in other
regions. The employees’ rapid response to their needs and requests can increase positive
evaluations among customers at Uzbek halal restaurants.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research Suggestions

Although the results provide empirical evidence for a specific research setting, this
work has several limitations. First, the proposed model should be tested in other settings
and populations during the pandemic. We selected a subsegment of consumers at Uzbek
halal restaurants. Therefore, the results cannot be generalized. Second, the data was
collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, and cross-sectional data were used. Replicated
studies may be useful for understanding the situational factor and perceived service quality
of restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, this study only used the
location of the restaurants, and the results may not fully capture the psychological states
of consumers and the effects of the pandemic. Further research may need to use different
methods such as an experimental research designs and longitudinal data to provide results
with increased robustness. Third, this study examined the service quality perceived by
customers at Uzbekistani halal restaurants in South Korea. Future research could include
other Muslim populations at halal restaurants for cross-cultural studies.
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