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Service Encounter Conceptualisation: Employees’ Service  

Behaviours and Customers’ Service Quality Perceptions 

 

Introduction 

According to recent figures, services account for over fifty 

percent of gross domestic product in the USA and many European 

countries, and over one quarter of world trade (Winsted, 

2000). With this in mind, and considering that “levels of 

service which may have been tolerated only a generation ago 

are now regarded as unacceptable” (Donnelly and Shiu, 1999, p. 

498), the improvement of service quality is paramount to 

services marketers.  

Service quality represents a customer‟s assessment of the 

overall level of service offered by an organisation 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988), and this assessment is often based 

upon perceptions formulated during service encounters (Bitner 

et al., 1990; Johnston, 1995). The term service encounter is 

used to denote person-to-person interactions between a 

customer and an employee of an organisation during the 

purchase of a service (Bitner, 1990, Bitner et al., 1994).  

Employee attitudes have sometimes been argued to affect 

service quality (e.g., Hartline and Ferrell, 1996), but this 

research circumvents the underlying logic that there must be 

mediating variables between employee attitudes and customers‟ 

perceptions of service quality. More specifically, it stands 

to reason that a customer will, in part, evaluate service 

quality on the basis of what an employee does (i.e., his or 

her behaviours) rather than what an employee thinks or feels 

(i.e., his or her attitudes), though employees‟ attitudes and 

behaviours will undoubtedly be related. For example, 
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employees‟ service behaviours are influenced by employees‟ job 

satisfaction (Bettencourt and Brown, 1997) and moods at work 

(Kelley and Hoffman, 1997). These behaviours on the part of a 

service employee can be thought of as service quality 

implementation (SQI) behaviours, as they represent the 

behaviours associated with the implementation of an 

organisation‟s service quality provision policy. However, 

there is currently no consensus in the literature regarding 

what actually constitutes these SQI behaviours (Bitner et al., 

1994; Bitner et al., 1990). Therefore, the objective of this 

study is to examine how front-line employees‟ SQI behaviours 

can affect customers‟ perceptions of service quality. In order 

to achieve this, all employee-related SQI factors need to be 

considered. By doing this, the paper provides a more 

comprehensive conceptualisation of factors affecting service 

quality than is currently available. This is achieved by the 

dyadic nature of the SQI conceptualisation, considering 

employees‟ service behaviours and customers‟ perceptions of 

service quality. The subsequent comprehensiveness of this 

conceptualisation gives distinct advantages to the study of 

service quality provision by providing a more detailed 

assessment of the factors that influence service quality. 

Therefore, organisations will be able to target their service 

delivery efforts in a more specific manner than was previously 

possible. To meet the objective outlined above the paper will 

now review the relevant literature, followed by a presentation 

of the dimensions of SQI behaviours.  

 

Literature Review: The Service Encounter 
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Service encounters involve interaction between customers and 

employees (Bettencourt and Brown, 1997; Chandon et al., 1997; 

Price et al., 1995; Wels-Lips et al., 1998; Winsted, 2000) so 

employees will have an important role to play in influencing 

customers‟ perceptions of service encounters (c.f., Bitner et 

al., 1990; Johnston, 1995; Lytle et al., 1998).  

Service quality has, in the past, been conceptualised and 

operationalised in terms of what customers value in the 

encounter (e.g., Parasuraman et al., 1988; Winsted, 2000). For 

instance, customers have been shown to evaluate service 

quality on dimensions such as concern and civility (Winsted, 

2000), listening and understanding demonstrated by the 

employee (Chandon et al., 1997), and employee attentiveness 

and perceptiveness (de Ruyter, and Wetzels, 2000). As a 

result, an overlap exists between the concept of service 

quality per se and that of employee SQI behaviours. In fact, a 

close inspection of the service quality scales shows that the 

majority of the items intended to capture service quality 

relate to human interaction elements of service delivery 

(Bitner et al., 1990). For example, drawing from the service 

quality scales, items such as “you do not receive prompt 

service from XYZ‟s employees,” “employees of XYZ are polite,” 

and “employees of XYZ do not give you personal attention” 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988) clearly demonstrate a large 

proportion of human interaction-specific content. Therefore, 

it seems as though any conceptualisation of SQI needs to take 

into account both the behaviours of service employees and the 

perceptions of customers.  



Academy of Marketing 2001 – Competitive Paper 

Customers‟ perceptions of service quality will be based 

almost entirely upon the SQI behaviours of employees (c.f., 

Bitner et al., 1990; Parasuraman et al., 1988, 1985). Employee 

SQI behaviours represent the service delivery process, or the 

functional quality (Grönroos, 1984), while customers‟ 

assessments of service quality represent an evaluation of the 

service delivery process, or the technical outcome (Grönroos, 

1984). Service encounter research has yet to provide a 

dimensional articulation that comprehensively assesses the 

relevant behaviours of employees as well as customers‟ 

evaluations in a formulation of service quality perceptions. 

In order to derive as comprehensive as possible a 

delineation of SQI behaviours, both service encounter and 

service quality literature strands were reviewed. Eleven 

employee and 38 customer factors were identified. Definitions 

of these factors and relevant scale item wordings were 

examined and enabled the conceptual exercise of grouping 

together respective factors to form higher order dimensions 

that represent the behavioural implementation of an 

organisational service quality policy. Hence, items deemed to 

be measuring similarly defined and operationalised employee or 

customer factors were conceptually amalgamated. This exercise 

resulted in eleven dimensions that comprise behavioural SQI. 

These dimensions (adaptability, assurance, civility, customer 

orientation, empathy, recovery, reliability, responsiveness, 

spontaneity, tangibles, and teamwork) are presented in Table 

1, together with the literature from which they were 

generated. Table 1 provides a more complete and generalisable 

conceptualisation of factors influencing customers‟ 
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perceptions of service quality than has previously been 

available as the SQI dimensions are drawn from a wide variety 

of service industry contexts. All of the SQI behaviour 

dimensions are likely to influence customers‟ perceptions of 

service quality, as modelled in the subsequent section. 

 

(please take in Table 1 about here) 

 

Development of Hypotheses 

The following section develops hypotheses that relate SQI 

behaviours to customers‟ overall evaluation of service 

quality. The development of each hypothesis is based upon the 

literature reviewed and summarised in Table 1.  

Previous research into service encounter interaction has 

highlighted the importance of employees being flexible and 

adapting their behaviours to meet the changing needs and 

requests of customers. This relationship has been both 

theoretically proposed (e.g., Hartline and Ferrell, 1996) and 

empirically validated (e.g., Bitner et al., 1994; Bitner et 

al., 1990). Employees need to be able to recognise customers‟ 

needs and inappropriate or inadequate treatment of such 

situations can result in dissatisfaction (Bitner et al., 1994; 

Bitner et al., 1990). Although service that the customer sees 

as special may be regarded as routine service behaviour by the 

employee it is necessary for employees to recognise that 

customers‟ special needs are important and that adapting to 

meet those needs is critical (Zeithaml and Bitner, 2000). 

Adaptability can be viewed as a continuum, ranging from total 
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conformity to organisational policy, through to complete 

service personalisation (Hartline and Ferrell, 1996). 

Therefore, an employee can display varying degrees of 

adaptability depending upon what customers require from 

service situations. However, in general, the more an employee 

attempts to adapt their behaviours to suit customers‟ needs, 

the more favourably the customer is likely to evaluate the 

quality of service delivery (c.f., Bitner et al., 1994; Bitner 

et al., 1990; Hartline and Ferrell, 1996; Zeithaml and Bitner, 

2000). Hence, the following is proposed: 

 

H
1
: The greater the adaptability of service employees, the 

greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

The work linking feelings of assurance with greater 

perceptions of service quality is extensive (e.g., Cronin et 

al., 2000; Johnston, 1995; Parasuraman et al., 1988). However, 

this only takes into account the feelings of customers, not 

the behaviours of service employees. Customers like to be kept 

informed during service processes (Parasuraman et al., 1985), 

as it gives them increased feelings of confidence (Parasuraman 

et al., 1988). Employees who behave in an assuring manner also 

increase customers‟ feelings of security and perceptions of 

employee integrity and competence (Johnston, 1995). If 

customers like to feel assured and service employees behave in 

a reassuring manner this should lead to more favourable 

evaluations of service quality from customers. Based on this, 

the following is put forward: 
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H
2
: The greater the assurance given by service employees, 

the greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

Customer research has found that civil behaviour from 

employees generates more favourable service quality and 

satisfaction perceptions from customers (e.g., Guiry, 1992; 

Johnston, 1995; Dabholkar et al., 2000). When employees are 

attentive, courteous, cooperative, and keen to listen 

customers‟ service quality perceptions are greater whereas if 

employees appear disinterested customers‟ service quality 

perceptions suffer (c.f., Guiry, 1992). Therefore, the 

following is hypothesised: 

 

H3: The greater the civility of service employees, the 

greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

Saxe and Weitz (1982) were among the first to highlight the 

need for organisations to encourage employees to adopt a 

customer orientation, whereby employees should avoid actions 

that sacrifice customer interest in order to increase 

organisational performance. Recent work has validated this 

notion by showing that customers believing employees to be 

highly customer oriented have higher perceptions of service 

quality, since they consider that the employees are more 

interested in their welfare (Kelley and Hoffman, 1997). This 

can be summarised by the following proposition: 
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H
4
: The greater the customer orientation of service 

employees, the greater customers‟ perceptions of 

service quality. 

 

Various studies have examined the effects of service recovery 

strategies and behaviours upon customers‟ satisfaction and 

service quality perceptions (e.g., Bitner et al., 1990; 

Boshoff and Allen, 2000). It seems that the ability of 

employees to respond effectively to customer complaints or 

service failures can result in increased levels of service 

quality (Bitner et al., 1994; Lytle et al., 1998). The content 

and form of the employee‟s response to the service system 

failure causes the incident to be remembered either favourably 

or unfavourably (Bitner et al., 1994; Bitner et al., 1990; 

Zeithaml and Bitner, 2000). The theory behind this is that 

when a customer experiences a problem with an organisation, 

their confidence in, and willingness to frequent, that 

organisation suffers (Lytle et al., 1998). However, the 

response of an organisation can restore the customer‟s 

confidence, or lessen it if failure is repeated (Berry et al., 

1990). Based upon this argument, the following is put forward: 

 

H
5
: The greater the recovery performance of employees, the 

greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

Certain authors propose that to continually surprise customers 

with levels of service given is necessary for customer 

retention and increased perceptions of service quality 

delivered (c.f., Bitner et al., 1990). Previous empirical work 
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has demonstrated that such “special treatment” from employees 

is a source of both satisfaction and service quality (Zeithaml 

and Bitner, 2000). One particular study has highlighted that 

“even when customers have no special need or request, 

customers remember with considerable frequency those occasions 

when they receive special treatment by the service employee” 

(Bitner et al., 1990, p. 80). Indeed, the same study found 

that 43.8% of satisfactory service encounters reviewed were as 

a result of customer delight with unprompted or unsolicited 

employee actions (Bitner et al., 1990). By making service 

encounters memorable through such spontaneous treatment of 

customers, employees in effect campaign for their organisation 

the next time a customer needs to choose an organisation to 

meet their needs. This leads to the following being proposed: 

 

H
6
: The greater the spontaneity of employees, the greater 

customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

High performing groups are often characterised by teamwork and 

it is the focus of several firms known for their outstanding 

customer service (Zeithaml et al., 1988). The physical demands 

of service work can be draining for service employees (Berry 

et al., 1990) and the supportiveness of colleagues can both 

motivate and enable employees to continue to perform good 

service (King and Garey, 1997). The presence of a community 

spirit in the workplace is a powerful antidote to service 

burnout effects (Berry et al., 1990). High levels of teamwork 

have, however, resulted in employees overestimating customers‟ 

service expectations (Baker and Fasenmaier, 1997). Hence, 
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teamwork is viewed as important, but organisations should be 

careful not to forget about customers in their efforts to help 

each other. Based upon the previous argument, the following 

proposition is presented: 

 

H
7
: The greater the teamwork of employees, the greater 

customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

The ability of employees to empathise with customers has also 

been associated with greater perceptions of service quality 

(Caruana et al., 2000; Mohr and Bitner, 1991; Price et al., 

1995). Empathy is displayed by employees who are approachable 

(Parasuraman et al., 1985), caring (Johnston, 1995), 

understanding (Chandon et al., 1997), and make an effort to 

understand customers‟ needs (Wels-Lips et al., 1998). This 

relationship is hypothesised as follows: 

 

H
8
: The greater the empathy of service employees, the 

greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

Amongst American studies of service quality, reliability has 

consistently been identified as the most important determinant 

of perceptions of service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988; 

Zeithaml and Bitner, 2000). Employees need to maintain 

consistency of service performance, to be dependable and 

accurate when dealing with customers (Parasuraman et al., 

1985). Therefore, if employees can deliver services as 

reliably as possible, doing things “right the first time” 

(Dabholkar et al., 1996) customers‟ perceptions of service 
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quality should favourably reflect this commitment. This leads 

to the following: 

 

H
9
: The greater the reliability of service employees, the 

greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

Responsiveness is a willingness to help customers and to 

provide prompt service (Zeithaml and Bitner, 2000). This 

aspect of employee behaviour has once again been associated 

with increased perceptions of service quality on the part of 

customers (e.g., Cronin and Taylor, 1992; de Ruyter et al., 

1997; Wels-Lips et al., 1998). From research, the more willing 

employees appear to help customers, and the faster the service 

is delivered, the greater customers‟ perceptions of service 

quality (Cronin et al., 2000; Parasuraman et al., 1988), hence 

the following is put forward: 

 

H
10
: The greater the responsiveness of service employees, 

the greater customers‟ perceptions of service quality. 

 

Tangibles represent the physical aspects of the service 

delivery: e.g., the aesthetics and cleanliness of the 

facility, the neatness of employees‟ dress (Parasuraman et 

al., 1988, 1985; Johnston, 1995). It might at first appear 

confusing to associate employees‟ behaviours during a service 

encounter with customers‟ perceptions of tangibles. However, 

employees should still be partly responsible for presenting 

high quality tangibles to customers. For instance, employees 

can make a commitment to dress to an appropriate standard, or 
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can clean the physical facilities present during service 

encounters, both of which should impact upon customers‟ 

perceptions of tangibles. Therefore, employees can contribute 

towards customers‟ perceptions of service quality, via 

tangibles, as presented below: 

 

H
11
: The greater customers‟ perceptions of tangibles, the 

greater their perceptions of service quality. 

 

The hypotheses are presented diagrammatically in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. A Conceptualisation of Service Quality Implementation 

 

It should be noted that the construct „organisational 

practices‟ is included to represent all factors related to the 

organisation that can occur prior to the service encounter 

that may influence the implementation of service quality 

initiatives (i.e., managerial conduct or employees‟ attitudes, 
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such as job satisfaction or organisational commitment). It is 

not the purpose of this paper to examine these factors, merely 

to recognise that they exist and may influence the delivery of 

high quality service during service encounters (c.f., Hartline 

and Ferrell, 1996; Zeithaml and Bitner, 2000). The outcome 

variables for service encounter interactions are generally 

considered to include perceptions of service quality, customer 

satisfaction, and customers‟ behavioural intentions (see 

Figure 1). The studies reviewed for this paper alone 

demonstrate that there is considerable argument as to the 

order in which these constructs impact upon customers‟ 

behavioural intentions (see Table 2).  

As indicated, some authors propose that service quality 

serves as an antecedent to satisfaction (e.g., Andreassen and 

Lindestad, 1998; Chenet, Tynan, and Money, 2000; Cronin and 

Taylor, 1992; Dabholkar, Shepherd, and Thorpe, 2000; de 

Ruyter, Bloemer, and Peeters, 1997; de Ruyter, Wetzels, 

Lemmink, and Mattsson, 1997; Ennew and Binks, 1999; Fornell, 

Johnson, Anderson, Cha, and Bryant, 1996; Gotlieb, Grewal, and 

Brown, 1994) whereas others believe satisfaction precedes 

service quality (e.g., Athanassopoulos, 2000; Bitner, 1990; 
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Table 2. Customers’ Behavioural Intentions, Satisfaction, and Service Quality  

Authors Relationships Proposed   

Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985) SAT  SQ 

Athanassopoulos (2000) SAT  SQ  BI 

Bitner (1990) SAT  SQ  BI 

Bolton and Drew (1991) SAT  SQ  BI 

Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988) SAT  SQ  BI 

Andreassen and Lindestad (1998) SQ  SAT  BI 

Chenet, Tynan, and Money (1999) SQ  SAT  BI 

Cronin and Taylor (1992) SQ  SAT  BI 

Dabholkar, Shepherd, and Thorpe (2000) SQ  SAT  BI 

de Ruyter, Bloemer, and Peeters (1997) SQ  SAT  BI 

de Ruyter, Wetzels, Lemmink, and Mattsson (1997)   SQ  SAT  BI 

Ennew and Binks (1999) SQ  SAT  BI 

Fornell, Johnston, Anderson, Cha, and Bryant (1996) SQ  SAT  BI 

Gotlieb, Grewel, and Brown (1994) SQ  SAT  BI 

Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000) SAT  BI, SQ  BI 

Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1994) SAT  BI, SQ  BI 

 SAT = Satisfaction, SQ = Service Quality, BI = Customers‟ Behavioural Intentions  

 

Bolton and Drew, 1991; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry, 1988, 

1985). Further work has revealed that service quality and 

satisfaction have direct relationships with behavioural 

intentions, with less emphasis placed upon mediating effects 

(e.g., Cronin, Brady, and Hult, 2000; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, 

and Berry, 1994). However, it is not the purpose of the 

current study to resolve the conceptual issue of service 

quality, customer satisfaction, and customers‟ behavioural 

intentions. Simply, in this paper, the order adopted in Figure 

1 is based upon the fact that the majority of recent studies 

in Table 2 (i.e., those from 1992 onwards) favour service 

quality preceding satisfaction which leads to customers‟ 

behavioural intentions (e.g., Chenet, Tynan, and Money, 2000; 
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Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Dabholkar, Shepherd, and Thorpe, 

2000; de Ruyter, Bloemer, and Peeters, 1997; de Ruyter, 

Wetzels, Lemmink, and Mattsson, 1997; Gotlieb, Grewal, and 

Brown, 1994).  

 

Implications and Future Research Directions 

This new approach to service quality implementation offers 

academic significance in that it conceptualises service 

quality assessment from two sides, that of the employee 

attempting to utilise service quality initiatives and from the 

overall service quality assessments of customers. This 

research provides a useful platform from which future service 

encounter research may build. For practitioners, the study 

highlights the importance of service employees‟ behaviours in 

customers‟ formulations of service quality perceptions. 

Secondly, the implementation of service quality principles is 

not just focussing on customers‟ perceptions of service 

quality, as much of the previous work has done. The current 

conceptualisation details a behavioural construct, offering 

precise practical guidance for organisational practices that 

should enhance service quality offerings. This has 

implications for both employee recruitment and training, as 

managers can concentrate on hiring employees who display 

appropriate behavioural characteristics or implement training 

programs designed to enhance particular employee behaviours. 

Future research is now necessary to empirically validate the 

relationships proposed in this paper, to see if the dimensions 

of service quality implementation will have the hypothesised 

effects upon customers‟ perceptions of service quality. This 
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research could be undertaken as, for instance, a dyadic mail 

survey of service employees and customers. Further research 

could also seek to examine the effects of managerial inputs 

(e.g., empowerment of service workers, leadership) upon the 

quality of front-line employees‟ SQI performance. As it now 

stands, this paper represents a base from which future 

research into customer satisfaction, service quality, and 

service delivery on the part of employees and managers can be 

undertaken. 
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