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Abstract: Extant hospitality literature has tended to view the dimensions of service quality as
primarily complementary or differential in nature. However, studies of the similarities and differences
between the two types of service quality have been limited. This study investigates how restaurant
image and customer orientation affect the relative importance of both process and outcome service
quality in customer satisfaction, focusing on restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic. Using a
moderated moderation process and macro-based approach (M = 3), our findings show that process
service quality impacts restaurant satisfaction; however, they also reveal that outcome service quality
has a stronger main effect on restaurant satisfaction than process service quality. In particular, the
findings show that the negative impact of the relationship between process (or outcome) service
quality and restaurant image on restaurant satisfaction is insignificant when customer orientation
is low. On the other hand, the same relationship has an even stronger positive effect on restaurant
satisfaction when customer orientation is high. These findings have implications for restaurants’
efforts to develop and improve service quality, and bolster customer orientation, helping them
identify more effective strategic approaches during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: process service quality; outcome service quality; restaurant image; satisfaction; moder-
ated moderation effect

1. Introduction

Since higher levels of service quality are critical selling points in the international
tourism and hospitality context, researchers have focused on measurement- and
management-based approaches to improving service quality [1,2]. One notable approach
in this vein has sought to assess the impact of process and outcome quality on restaurant
choice. While several studies have focused on the importance of overall service quality
or perceived quality, we view these two types of service quality as an extension of the
SERVQUAL measurement approach [3]. Because consumer perceptions of the relative
importance of service attributes vary [4], our main research question is: how can we effec-
tively evaluate these two types of service quality and how can we effectively manage them
during the pandemic?

Traditional service quality studies have mainly focused on two (technical vs. func-
tional) [5] or three (interaction, outcome, and physical) types of service quality [6,7]. How-
ever, research comparing process and outcome service quality in the restaurant service
sector during the COVID-19 pandemic in China remains scarce. For example, customers of-
ten witness well-organized service. Since customers put a premium on restaurant services
that are directly related to their willingness to spend time and money [8], both process
and outcome service quality should relate to satisfaction. However, the theoretical service
quality–satisfaction linkage should vary due to the conditional differences that affect it
both, directly and indirectly.
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Scholars have begun to consider the importance of different types of service quality
in supporting business performance including the different approaches restaurants use
to improve their service quality. We expect the service quality–satisfaction link during
service encounters to substantially impact both the conditional effects through the role of
moderators and the extent to which those effects are incorporated into customer satisfaction.
Based on this reasoning, we consider how two types of service quality affect customer
satisfaction at different levels of customer orientation and restaurant image, specifically
in the context of the Chinese restaurant industry during the COVID-19 pandemic. Since
the COVID-19 outbreak has significantly impacted consumer behavior and produced
behavioral changes in consumption [9], our approach is particularly relevant to efforts to
sustain long-term restaurant management during and after the pandemic.

While the service quality literature has covered well-established marketplaces, the
COVID-19 pandemic has made it necessary for marketers seeking to improve customer sat-
isfaction to understand how Chinese consumers determine what types of service quality are
critical in the context of physical distancing and lockdowns. In China, food consumption
in restaurants is an exciting means of celebration and establishing social connections [10];
therefore, improving restaurants’ ability to facilitate these connections is crucial. Further-
more, the retail market value of China’s full-service restaurants will reach EUR 390 billion
by 2019 [11]. Although these evaluations are positive, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a
significantly negative impact on the restaurant business. From a theoretical perspective,
the environmental impact appears to be a unifying theory or ample evidence that reflects
this complexity and the nature of the two types of service quality. From a practical per-
spective, further studies regarding restaurant service quality are essential to improve our
understanding of the ways restaurants should manage service quality, satisfaction, and
other relevant factors during the COVID-19 era.

Restaurants can improve customer orientation by investing in initiatives to enhance
customer service. Restaurant image is also an important quality indicator [12]. We ex-
pect that customers will evaluate the service quality–satisfaction linkage differently based
on these two constructs. Applying a moderated moderation perspective to the service
quality–satisfaction formation, we theorize that customer orientation and restaurant image
levels are key elements in increasing satisfaction. Two primary factors influencing service
quality–satisfaction formation—customer orientation and restaurant image—play an es-
sential role in synthesizing the proposed link. Thus, this study seeks to understand how
customer orientation and restaurant image affect the relative importance of both process
and outcome service quality in determining restaurant customer satisfaction, particularly
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Conceptual Background

The service marketing literature has emphasized the importance of service quality as a
core element that impacts customer satisfaction and subsequent action [13–15]. In particular,
customer evaluations depend on the nature of true services: this raises the question, what
types of service quality are important to customers? The evaluations indicate that notions
of service quality vary between different service types and service industries. In addition,
customers are likely to evaluate two specific dimensions of service quality: process and
outcome service quality [16]. These two types of service quality comprise the full customer
experience and include both service functionality and the emotional components of service
experiences [17].

Another important focus of this study is the role of restaurant image and customer
orientation. People view the image of a restaurant as a facilitator of customer motivation
or behavior because restaurant customers rely heavily on tangible cues [18]. In restaurant
selection, maintaining a unique restaurant image is a critical task for restaurant man-
agers [19,20].

Meanwhile, a low perceived restaurant image level can create quality and satisfac-
tion problems. Our argument links to customer perceptions of the dissonance between
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restaurant operations and actual restaurant image [21]. To narrow the gap, managers must
cultivate and manage distinct restaurant images during the restaurant consumption period.
In so doing, they positively impact service quality and satisfaction.

Customer orientation is also a primary concern in the service literature. The notion’s
basic premise is that customer-oriented service organizations outperform their competitors
by exceeding customers’ needs and providing good services to which both value and
satisfaction are consistently ascribed [6]. Even though several studies have found that the
relationship between customer orientation and service performance has nonsignificant
or negative effects [22,23], favorable customer outcomes result from well designed and
executed marketing implementations that allow service firms to acquire and assimilate
available customer information.

Although strategy and service studies have demonstrated the advantages of customer
orientation, the indirect role of customer orientation remains unknown. Researchers have
viewed customer orientation as a cornerstone in the theoretical linkage between service
quality, satisfaction, and firm performance [6,24]. However, we argue that these links are
likely influenced by the indirect role of customer orientation, particularly in the moderated
moderation role. If this is the case, researchers can better understand changes in the service
quality–satisfaction linkage through the level of proposed moderators.

2.1. Research Model and Hypotheses

The conceptual model proposes that two types of service quality—process and out-
come service quality—directly affect customer satisfaction. As shown in Figure 1, customer
orientation and restaurant image play moderating roles in the relationships between two
types of service quality and satisfaction. We provide a theoretical rationale for the hypothe-
sized relationships among these constructs.
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2.2. Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction

While services are mainly intangible and require interaction with customers, process
service quality can substantially affect customer satisfaction, particularly in the restaurant
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sector [13,15]. The service literature defines process service quality as the manner in which
outcomes transfer to customers [25]. In particular, the process dimensions of quality include
physical quality and relational quality [26]. These dimensions highlight the influence of
people’s cognition and emotions, serving as a source of behavioral guidance. In line with
these observations, this study conceptualizes process service quality as the evaluation of the
service delivery process, which reflects customers’ cognitive and emotional experiences of
restaurant service quality. The service literature generally defines outcome service quality
as what customers receive during exchanges [25]. This definition refers to what customers
are left with after service delivery [6,26]. Thus, we conceptualize outcome service quality
as the customer’s evaluation of the service experience after the completion of restaurant
service delivery.

Investigating how the effects of process and outcome service quality on customer
satisfaction differ will elucidate the roles these two types of service quality play in the
overall service performance. Outcome quality in the restaurant sector might, for example,
refer to the taste of food or the speed of food delivery, while process quality would include
factors such as the responsiveness of the restaurant staff.

While most researchers agree that these definitions of service quality are acceptable,
no consensus has been reached regarding the definition of customer satisfaction [27,28].
Since every customer has different service expectations, this indicates that “satisfaction”
may mean different things for different customers [29]. In line with these observations,
this study conceptualizes customer satisfaction as the perceived degree of contentment
regarding a customer’s prior experience with a particular restaurant.

Process and outcome service quality positively affect customer satisfaction, partic-
ularly in the restaurant context. Customers, however, are more likely to seek delicious,
clean, and well-trained restaurants related to their feelings and social connections [30]. The
way a restaurant operates can provide an insight into the customers’ evaluations of the
restaurant process and physical evidence [31,32], and can provide a link to the generation of
initial customer satisfaction levels. Furthermore, reliable high-level services can influence
customers’ positive emotional evaluations of restaurant outcome quality. Thus, we propose
the following two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Process service quality has a direct, positive effect on customer satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2. Outcome service quality has a direct, positive effect on customer satisfaction.

2.3. The Moderating Role of Restaurant Image

Restaurant image stems from the concept of the store image, which emphasizes
customers’ perceptions of a store’s image in terms of functional attributes [33]. Still,
the complex nature of image means that it has numerous definitions [18]. The main
focus of image-related literature has been on individuals’ subjective perceptions [34,35].
Similarly, overall image refers to customers’ general perceptions of (or beliefs regarding)
a restaurant as reflected in the relationships held in customers’ memories [36,37]. We
therefore conceptualize restaurant image as the sum of a customer’s beliefs, ideas, and
impressions of a particular restaurant.

Restaurant image is a predictor of restaurant choice (or consumer behavior) [38,39], a
key construct for better understanding restaurant service quality [20,40], and a predictor
of customer satisfaction [18,33]. Maintaining a favorable image spurs customer activity,
but there is still a theoretical causal direction between image and quality. More specifically,
while most studies have investigated the dimensions of service quality as determinants
of restaurant image, several have focused on the causal impacts of image and service
quality [41–44].

All these findings have advantages and disadvantages when it comes to addressing
the causal direction, but one of our key potential contributions is the theoretical linkage
to restaurant image. This linkage stems from the fact that the positive impacts of service
quality and image play vital roles in improving customer satisfaction [20,45]. Consistent



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9694 5 of 16

with this evidence, we argue that the link between service quality (both process and
outcome quality) and customer satisfaction is stronger when customers have favorable
restaurant images. More specifically, if customers have positive feelings about process and
outcome service quality, these two types of service quality can influence their satisfaction
with the restaurant. In turn, a favorable restaurant image can also enhance the service
quality–satisfaction linkage. Thus, our third and fourth hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 3. The relationship between process service quality and customer satisfaction is
stronger when customers have strongly positive restaurant images.

Hypothesis 4. The relationship between outcome service quality and customer satisfaction is
stronger when customers have strongly positive restaurant images.

2.4. The Moderated Moderation Role of Customer Orientation

Researchers have emphasized the need to better understand customer orientation
as an important point of leverage for the economic success of service-based organiza-
tions [24,46,47]. This implies that service firms obtain various types of information about
customer needs and preferences and, in turn, act on that information [48]. Customer
orientation is not new, but research regarding the concept remains limited, particularly in
the service context [49]. Customer orientation has been defined as an employee’s disposi-
tion or tendency to meet customer needs in an on-the-job context [50]. In this study, we
define customer orientation as the specialized activities employees engage in to identify,
analyze, understand, and address customer needs [47]. This definition reflects Vargo and
Lusch’s service-dominant logic [51,52], which holds that service is related to the provision
of benefits and assistance.

The service literature has revealed that employees’ behaviors directly impact cus-
tomers’ service perceptions [53]. More specifically, employee-related factors in service
contexts are closely related to customers’ service quality assessments. This relationship
exists because customer orientation is an intangible service [54]. The service literature has
also shown that service quality mediates the relationship between customer orientation
and customer satisfaction [47,48]. However, one can argue that customer orientation could
enhance the relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction. The way
employees treat customers from the start of the service to the end is crucial for business per-
formance [55], and employees’ customer activities can increase or decrease the relationship
between the two constructs. For example, several restaurants have recently updated their
overall processes and improved their service quality by offering health-oriented services.
A restaurant’s favorable process can make customers feel comfortable and lead them to
evaluate the overall restaurant performance before making payments. For example, if
employees’ direct customer focus meets the needs and desires of customers, there should be
enhancements in cognitive and affective linkages. Kelly and Hoffman [56] have supported
this argument, demonstrating that employees’ positive affect and activity led to favorable
service assessments, and bolstered business success (e.g., satisfaction and loyalty). Thus,
we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5. The relationship between process service quality and customer satisfaction is
stronger at higher levels of customer orientation.

Hypothesis 6. The relationship between outcome service quality and customer satisfaction is
stronger at higher levels of customer orientation.

2.5. The Moderated Moderation of Customer Orientation

In this study, we focus on three-way moderating effects (or moderated moderation
effects) between these constructs. This approach is possible because customers may judge
customer orientation and store image differently at any given time. For example, some
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customers may feel comfortable when restaurant employees deliver customer-oriented
services. In contrast, other customers may keep their distance from a restaurant because
employees’ favorable behavior is obvious. However, customer orientation can critically
influence the restaurant image. From a cognitive perspective, customers evaluate overall
restaurant image before they order their meal. Customers can first perceive high (or low)
customer orientation if they have favorable (or unfavorable) restaurant images. Superb
customer treatment by employees can also dilute poor restaurant images. The affective
nature of customer care and employees’ real-time interactions with customers often make
customer orientation a key determinant in the service context. This study posits that the
effects of both H3 and H4 will differ based on customer orientation levels.

We have already made arguments addressing hypotheses H3, H4, H5, and H6. We
postulate the three-way moderating effects based on these four moderating effects, deriving
insight into the ways these moderated moderations can be applied and understood [57].
Consistent with this approach, the restaurant images of customers who prefer customer-
focused services and receive favorable treatment should improve. This conditional effect is
linked to H3 and H4 because the restaurant images that are formed based on customers’
judgments also reinforce customer cognitions and affections [58].

Customer orientation should also relate indirectly to the effects of process service
quality. The coping framework that addresses the connection between cognition and
arousal [59] supports our argument. Hence, the direct impact of customer orientation
positively enhances H3. This logic also applies to H4, which addresses the moderating
effect of restaurant image between outcome service quality and customer satisfaction.
Therefore, our final two hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 7. The positive moderating effect of restaurant image on the relationship between
process service quality and customer satisfaction is stronger as customer orientation improves.

Hypothesis 8. The positive moderating effect of restaurant image on the relationship between
outcome service quality and customer satisfaction is stronger as customer orientation improves.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Collection

In this study, we used a questionnaire to collect data from the restaurant service sector.
The participants included customers who experienced a particular restaurant service be-
tween August and December 2020 in China. We chose this service sector because customers
had direct contact and experience with the restaurants. The wide variety of restaurant ser-
vices allowed for variations in the relevant independent and dependent variables. The key
factors that contribute to customer satisfaction in Chinese restaurants include food, service
process, physical surroundings, image, and service (speed, friendliness, and care) [20,60].
In addition to the core factor of taste, these varied factors make the sector well suited for
testing the proposed model.

We screened the participants before administering the questionnaire to ensure they
understood the study. A professional online research firm (with a panel of more than one
million consumers) conducted the survey. We used random sampling to select research
participants, including the criterion of a minimum of six months of experience at restaurants
with at least two visits during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The online research firm distributed self-administered surveys to 450 respondents. To
boost response rates, we provided all respondents with a coffee voucher. After accounting
for sample bias and missing data, a total of 316 questionnaires were completed, representing
a 69.2% response rate. Approximately 61% of the respondents were female and 68% were
younger than 31.

Following Armstrong and Overton’s suggestion (1977), we assessed non-response
bias using a series of t-tests that compared early (responses to the initial survey) and late
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(responses to the follow-up survey) respondents on all key constructs. The results revealed
no significant differences in the key variables between the early and late respondents.

3.2. Measurements

We measured the 5 factors using 17 questions (responses on five-point Likert scales;
strongly disagree 1, strongly agree 5) adapted from published scales (see Table 1). In other
words, we made slight wording changes to fit the Chinese restaurant context. We measured
two moderating constructs: customer orientation, using four items adapted from Saxe
and Weitz [61], and restaurant image, four items adapted from Stern, Bush, and Hair [62].
We also measured two types of service quality: process service quality, using four items
adapted from Dabholkar et al. [63] and Parasuraman et al. [64]; and outcome service quality,
using three items adapted from Ma et al. [65] and Yoo et al. [44]. Meanwhile, we measured
customer satisfaction using two items adapted from Ragunathan and Irwin [66].

Table 1. Results of the CFA analysis.

Constructs Factor Loading Composite Reliability Average Variance Extracted

Customer Orientation

Employees go beyond the normal call of duty to
please customers. 0.79 0.88 0.88

Employees understand what service attributes
customers value most. 0.72

Employees are given adequate resources to meet
customer needs. 0.68

Employees understand the customers’
real problems. 0.74

Restaurant Image

I have a favorable attitude toward the restaurant. 0.73 0.90 0.58
I trust the restaurant’s image. 0.77

I have overall goodwill toward the restaurant. 0.76
The restaurant carries a wide selection of different

kinds of services. 0.80

Process Service Quality
The physical facilities of the restaurant are

visually appealing. 0.78 0.89 0.55

When you have a problem, the restaurant shows a
sincere interest in solving it. 0.71

Employees of the restaurant are always willing to
help you. 0.74

The restaurant has operating hours that are
convenient for all its customers. 0.73

Outcome Service Quality
The restaurant is of high quality. 0.76 0.88 0.56

The likelihood that the restaurant is reliable is
very high. 0.72

The restaurant has delicious food. 0.78
Satisfaction

Overall, I am satisfied with specific experiences with
the restaurant. 0.76 0.91 0.62

I am satisfied with my decision to experience
this restaurant. 0.82

All survey questions were originally written in English and translated into Chinese.
To ensure that the translations were accurate, we used the translation and back-translation
method. We consulted with three researchers regarding the survey’s wording and com-
prehensibility to ensure that the Chinese language reflected the language spoken by the
Chinese population at the specific time of the survey. Overall, the fit between the back-
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translated versions and the original version was acceptable, indicating that the translation
of the Chinese survey was high quality.

3.3. Control Variable

This study controlled for restaurant type because it may moderate the relationship
between service quality and satisfaction. For example, Kim and Moon [32] found that, as a
situational factor, restaurant type can have a moderating effect on restaurant customers’
cognition and emotions. To address this issue, we checked the restaurant type when
completing each survey: (1) Chinese restaurant and (2) Western restaurant. There are
various Asian restaurants in China, but we did not consider these restaurants because
Chinese customers are more likely to visit Western-originated restaurants [10].

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model

We followed Anderson and Gerbing’s guidelines [67] for assessing the measurement
model and hypotheses testing, and we conducted an exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) to test for convergent validity. We also considered the item-total correlation
and target values below other item-total correlations for deletion from a statistical perspec-
tive. Next, based on the initial CFA results, we identified all the items that loaded less than
0.50 on their intended constructs as candidates for deletion, and ultimately dropped one
original customer orientation scale item from the original item pool.

We subjected the resulting pool of customer orientation, restaurant image, process
service quality, outcome service quality, and customer satisfaction items to an exploratory
factor analysis using the principal factor as the extracted method. We followed this with
a varimax rotation. These analyses identified five factors corresponding to how we had
initially measured these constructs.

Next, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 23.0 on
the resultant pool of items. The measurement model suggested a good fit to the data,
χ2(109) = 235.026, p < 0.01, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.95, Non-Normed Fit Index
(NNFI) = 0.95 and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.061. Table 1
summarizes the results of the CFA with factor loadings and t-values.

All factor loadings were relatively high and significant, providing strong evidence
for convergent validity [68]. The high average variance extracted (AVE) for all four con-
structs [68] provided support for their convergent validity. All AVEs exceeded the recom-
mended level of 0.50, rating from 0.54 (customer orientation) to 0.62 (satisfaction).

We assessed the discriminant validity by calculating the shared variances between
pairs of constructs and verifying that they were lower than the average variances extracted
for the individual constructs [69]. As shown in Table 2, the shared variances between the
pairs of all possible scale combinations indicated that the extracted variances were higher
than the associated shared variances in all cases.

Table 2. Discriminant validity (N = 547).

1 2 3 4 5 M SD

1.Customer orientation 0.54 3.38 0.84
2. Restaurant image 0.22 0.58 3.52 0.78

3. Process service quality 0.25 0.27 0.55 3.71 0.88
4. Outcome service quality 0.24 0.32 0.19 0.56 3.55 0.91

5. Satisfaction 0.38 0.35 0.29 0.41 0.62 3.67 0.82
Note: The diagonal entries (in bold italics) represent that the average variance extracted by the dimension.

4.2. Analysis of the Proposed Hypotheses

We tested the hypotheses using the moderated moderation process [57]. In doing
so, we developed two models: the “main-effects model” (excluding interaction terms)
and the “interaction model” (including the interaction effects). We also used the Johnson-
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Neyman technique to test the three-way interaction using the macro process suggested by
Hayes [57].

Table 3 summarizes the testing results for the hypotheses regarding the control, main,
moderation, and moderated moderation effects. A test of the control effect of the restaurant
type revealed no significant effects. As already established, both process (ß = 2.40, p < 0.05)
and outcome service quality (ß = 1.78, p < 0.05) had a statistically significant impact on
customer satisfaction, supporting H1 and H2. Interestingly, the moderating impacts of
restaurant image on the two types of service quality were quite different. The moderating
effect of restaurant image on the process service quality–customer satisfaction linkage
was significant (ß = 1.70, p < 0.05), whereas the moderating effect of restaurant image on
the outcome service quality–customer satisfaction linkage was not significant (ß = 0.76,
p > 0.05). These findings support H3, but not H4.

Table 3. Moderated moderation results (Process model = 3).

Coefficient SE t LLCI ULCI

Constant 6.702 3.725 1.798 0.643 14.047
Restaurant type 0.062 0.115 0.542 −0.164 0.289

Process service quality
(PRSQ: H1) 2.402 * 1.089 2.206 0.255 4.549

Restaurant image (RI) 6.199 ** 2.406 2.576 1.454 10.943
Customer orientation (CO) 6.548 ** 2.591 2.527 1.439 11.657

PRSQ * RI (H3) 1.701 * 0.672 2.532 0.376 3.026
PRSQ * CO (H5) 1.651 * 0.705 2.342 0.261 3.040

RI * CO 4.794 ** 1.553 3.087 1.732 7.855
PRSQ * RI * CO (H7) 1.294 ** 0.413 3.134 0.480 2.108

Constant 2.928 * 1.506 1.945 0.040 5.896
Restaurant type 0.081 0.052 1.560 0.021 0.184

Outcome service quality
(OSQ: H2) 1.782 * 0.595 2.992 0.608 2.956

Restaurant image (RI) 3.122 ** 1.131 2.759 0.891 5.353
Customer orientation (CO) 2.703 ** 0.847 3.193 1.034 4.372

OSQ * RI (H4) 0.763 0.439 1.736 0.103 1.631
OSQ * CO (H6) 1.041 ** 0.321 3.247 0.409 1.674

RI * CO 1.372 * 0.603 2.273 0.182 2.561
OSQ * RI * CO (H8) 0.534 * 0.229 2.382 0.082 0.985

Notes: *, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.01.

Regarding the H3 results, the effect of the outcome service quality–customer satisfac-
tion linkage depended on the impacts of the restaurant image. As shown in Figure 2, we
found that the proposed relationship increases when restaurant image is highly positive.
On the other hand, our analysis showed that the same relationship decreases when both
satisfaction and process service quality are low. These moderating effects on restaurant
image are consistent with previous studies even though the restaurants we analyzed were
coping with the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Both H5 and H6 proposed that customer orientation moderates the service
quality–customer satisfaction linkage. Our analyses showed that both process (ß = 1.65,
p < 0.05) and outcome service quality (ß = 1.04, p < 0.01) played important roles in moderat-
ing the proposed relationship, supporting H5 and H6. However, the moderating effects of
customer orientation differed among service quality types. Specifically, for process service
quality, we found that the proposed relationship increases when customer orientation is
high (see Figure 3). On the other hand, our analyses showed that when outcome service
quality and satisfaction are high, the proposed relationship appears somewhat stronger
when customer orientation is low (see Figure 4). The latter is interesting in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic because the interaction is possible when outcome service quality
and satisfaction are extremely high. Despite this unexpected finding, when outcome service
quality and satisfaction are relatively low, the proposed relationship appears stronger when
customer orientation is high.
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4.3. Moderated Moderation Effects of Customer Orientation

We tested H7 and H8, which focused on the moderated moderation role of customer
orientation. As shown in Table 3, our analyses significantly supported these hypotheses
for both types of service quality (H7: ß = 1.29, p < 0.01; H8: ß = 0.53, p < 0.05). To further
investigate the moderated moderation effects, we checked the conditional effects (Table 4).
In the case of low customer orientation levels, we found no significant difference in the
conditional effects between process (or outcome) service quality and restaurant image.
However, at high levels of customer orientation, the conditional effects between process (or
outcome) service quality and restaurant image differed significantly. In short, our analyses
showed that the moderating effects of restaurant image on the relationship between service
quality and satisfaction are positively enhanced when customer orientation is high.

Table 4. Test of conditional process (or outcome) service quality * restaurant image interaction at
value(s) of customer orientation.

Customer Orientation Effect F p-Value

PRSQ * RI

Low −0.407 1.768 0.185
High 0.886 ** 10.254 0.001

OSQ * RI

Low −0.230 1.129 0.289
High 0.303 ** 16.908 0.000

Notes: *, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.01.

5. Discussion

The positive relationships between process and outcome service quality and restau-
rant satisfaction are consistent with previous studies [13,15,70,71]. While process service
quality impacts restaurant satisfaction, our analysis showed that the main effect of outcome
service quality on restaurant satisfaction is stronger than process service quality. As shown
in Table 3, the t-value for the outcome service quality–restaurant satisfaction linkage is
higher than that of the process service quality–restaurant satisfaction linkage. These results
indicate that the standard error is low in the outcome service quality–restaurant satisfaction
linkage, meaning the correlation between outcome service quality and restaurant satisfac-
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tion is high. These findings suggest that the outcome elements of service quality are easier
to evaluate and more relevant than the process elements.

In this study, we also aimed to provide ample evidence of the difference between
process and outcome service quality during the COVID-19 pandemic. We found that
the main effect of process service quality on customer satisfaction is stronger than the
outcome service quality. Traditional service literature has emphasized the importance of
outcome service quality over process service quality [72]. In contrast, our analyses provide
substantial evidence of the two constructs’ differential effects on customer satisfaction
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Our findings indicate that restaurant image and customer orientation have significant,
direct, and positive effects on restaurant satisfaction. In addition to helping customers
solve their problems, improving the service value is likely to foster positive restaurant
images. This approach may address customers’ needs for control so that value-oriented
customer support becomes a key determinant of satisfaction, resulting in repeat purchases
or behavioral intentions [59]. Faced with health concerns and restaurant operation features,
customers perceive customer-oriented efforts to provide essential services as a critical and
fundamental value in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our argument aligns with the
notion that reliable and comfortable restaurant services are the most effective means of
optimizing customer experiences [73].

Our study’s findings also highlight the differential effect of customer orientation on
the relationship between process (or outcome) service quality and restaurant image on
restaurant satisfaction. We found that the negative impact of the relationship between
process (or outcome) service quality and restaurant image on restaurant satisfaction was
insignificant when customer orientation was low. On the other hand, the same relationship
had an even stronger positive effect on restaurant satisfaction when customer orientation
was high. Meanwhile, we found no significant difference in the impact of the original rela-
tionship between outcome service quality and restaurant image on restaurant satisfaction.
In contrast, the conditional effect between outcome service quality and restaurant image
at the value of customer orientation was significantly positive when customer orientation
was high. The more customers know about a restaurant’s customer-oriented service, the
easier it becomes for them to recognize the value of customer-oriented behaviors in their
satisfaction evaluations [74,75].

This study’s findings have important implications for practitioners. Restaurant prac-
titioners need to be aware of the ways customer satisfaction has changed as restaurant
image has contributed to customer orientation during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addi-
tion to focusing on improving restaurant images, practitioners need to increasingly orient
toward fulfilling customer needs [76]. In particular, healthy food menus that meet the
customer’s needs during and after the COVID-19 pandemic have a positive effect on
restaurant satisfaction.

Efforts to improve restaurant images by providing customers with various restaurant
services and cultivating goodwill can help restaurants differentiate their service offerings
and provide a foundation for improving satisfaction. Although establishing a favorable
restaurant image creates the potential for positive behavioral intentions, restaurants can
unlock these behavioral intentions by tapping into the diverse abilities of their staff and
their trust-based services. As Kim et al. [77] pointed out, “restaurant authenticity” remains
a challenging goal for many restaurants. Our findings show that restaurants should
act transparently with their customers and supply them with various selections. Such
enhanced transparency and improved choice will allow restaurants to leverage their levels
of process (or outcome) service quality and improve customer satisfaction.

Limitations and Direction for Future Research

This study helps explain why the moderated moderation effects vary for the two types
of service quality; however, it has certain limitations that offer avenues for future research.
First, we identified two types of service quality, and our research approach may not provide



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9694 13 of 16

the same insight regarding three types of service quality (e.g., interactivity, outcome, and
environmental service quality). Alternatively, research comparing our findings with pre-
COVID-19, COVID-19, and post-COVID-19 pandemic findings could produce even more
insights. Thus, researchers can draw corresponding conclusions and recommendations
from the key findings of this study.

Second, considering some of the study’s variables in more specific contexts might
generate additional insights. For example, researchers might consider restaurant type
(e.g., fast food vs. fine dining) and eating type (eating in vs. eating out) as alternative
moderators. Examining more specific contexts could enable researchers to consider more
intricate moderation or moderated moderation effects.

Third, recent studies have emphasized the importance of boundary conditions for
service quality and customer satisfaction [78–80]. For example, customer satisfaction might
depend on the duration of the experience (short vs. long-term) or the happiness of others in
the context of restaurant visit. Thus, investigations into the boundary conditional level may
generate additional insights that would help researchers identify better ways to increase
service quality and satisfaction.

Finally, the current restaurant image construct may not capture all aspects of restau-
rants, which may vary between operators (restaurant owner, fast food, franchise, chef-
centric restaurant, etc.). We encourage researchers to undertake additional studies examin-
ing the effects of these operating entities and restaurant image.

6. Conclusions

This study’s findings underscore the importance of customer orientation as a means
for improving customer satisfaction in the restaurant sector. The study also shows that
customer orientation has implications for the evaluations of two types of service quality.
Finally, we show that customer orientation differs based on restaurant image levels. Our
findings highlight the value of considering moderated moderation effects in analyzing the
dynamics of the service quality–restaurant satisfaction linkage. While this study presents a
limited level of restaurant image as a moderator, practitioners who take this into account in
their service management could redesign their restaurants to improve the images of their
restaurants during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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