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Abstract

Although researchers have suggested that the performance of the salesperson during sales encounters is critical, many of the underlying
mechanisms that govern the interaction between salespersons and customers are still unclear. In this research, we investigate sales encounters from
a new approach based on the field of research of interpersonal perception. Results demonstrate that drivers of customer satisfaction may also be
satisfying for the contact employee. Additionally, we find that customer satisfaction is not only determined by the customer’s own perceptions,
but also by the perceptions of the employee. Similarly, employee satisfaction is driven by the customer’s perceptions. Finally, our study identifies
that perceptions of employee performance and satisfaction do not only reflect the unique interaction between the customer and the employee, but
also relatively stable characteristics of the employee. © 2002 by New York University. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

There is a growing belief among academics and practitio-
ners on the importance of turning each customer-company
encounter into a satisfying experience (Gupta & Vajic, 2000;
Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Where employees and customers con-
tact is particularly intense, such as in consumer durables, this
recognition of the importance of satisfying experiences draws
attention to the need for a better understanding of the individ-
ual encounters. Although researchers have suggested that the
success or failure of an individual encounter is dependent on
the performance of the contact employee, there is little guid-
ance regarding the underlying mechanisms that govern the
interaction (Gupta & Vajic, 2000; Cappella, 1997).

We endeavor to break new ground in three ways. First, we
introduce a new approach to examining based on interpersonal

perception, a theoretical lens developed for the study of dyadic
interactions in the field of social psychology (e.g., Barnes,
1995; Kenny, 1996a). In this methodology, we analyze the
encounter from both the customer as well as the employee
focus employing the constructs of customer and employee
(job) satisfaction (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997; Hartline &
Ferrell, 1996). However, these constructs have not been con-
sidered in parallel at the individual encounter level. Little is
known, for example, whether behaviors of the employee that
lead to customer encounter satisfaction are the same behaviors
that drive employee encounter satisfaction.

Secondly, dyadic data measurements reflect not only the
characteristics of the person providing the data, but also those
of the partner (Kenny & Cook, 1999). For example, employee
encounter satisfaction may be influenced by his or her custom-
er’s perceptions of performance as well as his or her own1. Yet,
researchers have scarcely examined the influence of customer
and employee perceptions simultaneously. We designed this
study to introduce this perspective.

Thirdly, we address a long-standing issue in social
psychology research that focuses on the difference be-
tween uniqueness and commonness in perceptions. In the
present context, uniqueness refers to the extent custom-
er’s or employee’s perceptions are exclusive to their
personal interaction (Kenny, Kashy & Bolger, 1998).
Commonness reflects the degree to which customers
agree in their perceptions of the employee and to the
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extent employees are consistent in their perceptions. As
such, commonness may reflect a relatively stable em-
ployee characteristic. Focusing on individual encounters,
the question is whether the customer’s and the emplo-
yee’s evaluations of performance and satisfaction are
primarily determined by commonness, by the unique in-
teraction between employee and customer, or both.

In the report that follows, we first review the relevant
literature on key conceptual issues. Following this, we de-
velop and test a multilevel model to determine which per-
formance attributes influence customer and employee en-
counter satisfaction. Lastly, we conclude with a discussion
of the results and implications.

A dyadic perspective on satisfaction

A customer’s evaluation of the employee’s encounter
performance may influence his or her own satisfaction as
well as the employee’s satisfaction. We call the first effect
an actor effect; the second is a partner effect (Fig. 1). The
reverse pattern of effects is also true. In the next section, we
discuss the actor effects for the customer and employee
dyad and then elaborate on partner effects.

Actor effects in the sales encounter

The influence of customers’ perceptions of employee
performance on customer satisfaction has received consid-
erable attention in the marketing literature and practice in
recent years. It has been reported consistently that the be-
havior of the contact employee plays a critical role in
shaping customers’ perceptions of the interaction (Spiro &
Weitz, 1990; Bitner, Booms & Tetrault, 1990). Employee
performance can be grouped into two types, core tasks and
socio-emotional aspects (Price, Arnould & Thierey, 1995a;
Czepiel, 1990; Winsted, 1997). Core tasks include product
knowledge, fulfilling customer service needs and helping
customers to achieve their goals. Socio-emotional aspects
comprise those employee behaviors that foster interpersonal
relationships and satisfy customers’ emotional needs. These
facilitate interactions and create a positive evaluation by
being friendly, enthusiastic, attentive, and showing empathy
for the customer (Rafaelli, 1993; Beatty, Mayer, Coleman,
Reynolds & Lee, 1996). Customers’ perceptions of both
aspects of the employee performance have been found to be
important drivers of customer satisfaction (Price, Arnould
& Deibler, 1995b; Winsted, 1997). Therefore, we hypothe-
size that:

Fig. 1. Conceptual model of actor and partner effects in encounters.
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H1: Customer perceptions of employee task and social
competence contribute positively to customer encounter
satisfaction.

Compared to customer satisfaction, limited research has
been done on employee satisfaction with individual encoun-
ters. This is remarkable since many researchers have em-
phasized the importance of satisfied employees to a firm’s
success (e.g., Hartline & Ferrell, 1996). From the relatively
scarce empirical evidence, we conclude that employee en-
counter satisfaction is influenced by the employee’s percep-
tions of his or her task-oriented performance as well as by
interpersonal and social aspects (Czepiel, 1990; Beatty,
Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds & Lee, 1996). It has been ar-
gued that contact employees are genuinely concerned and
have a strong desire to provide their customers a good
service or sale (Schneider, 1980; Bitner, Booms & Mohr,
1994). Beatty, Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds & Lee (1996)
state that successful sales employees attempt to tackle cus-
tomer problems as if they were their own, display a personal
involvement and like to establish a bond with customers.
Consequently, we expect that the extent to which employees
see themselves as capable to deliver the service and to make
the interaction enjoyable as well as sociable will influence
their evaluation of the encounter. This results in the follow-
ing hypothesis:

H2: Employee perception of his or her task and social
competence contributes positively to employee encoun-
ter satisfaction.

Partner effects in the sales encounter

To the authors’ knowledge no marketing studies are
reported that depart from an explicit focus on partner effects
(i.e., in addition to actor effects). Therefore, we turn to other
research disciplines for guidance. Psychologists Kenny &
Cook showed in 1999 that a person’s perceived control is
negatively influenced by another person’s perceived asser-
tiveness and positively by perceived cooperativeness. They
also found that one person’s speech characteristics are not
independent of his or her partner’s speech. Bui, Peplau &
Hill (1996) report partner effects in a study on relationship
commitment. The rationale is that much of what we think
and feel is not only determined by our own evaluations, but
also by the evaluations of whom we are with (Kenny &
Cook, 1999; Felson, 1992; Kenny, 1996b). With partner
effects, a person is in some way, verbally or nonverbally,
influenced by a characteristic, behavior or perception of the
other. It is well known that people are sensitive to and
monitor cues and reactions of others (DePaulo & Rosenthal,
1982; Mead, 1986). In general, there seems to be a common
interest in people about what others perceive (Kenny,
1996a). Put differently, people try to get “into other peo-
ple’s head” and to “read their minds.”

It is important to note that the partner effect of the
employee on customer satisfaction reflects a different pro-

cess than the partner effect of the customer on employee
satisfaction. The general question underlying the first effect
is whether a person’s perceptions (e.g., the customer) are
influenced by the way his or her interaction partner (e.g., the
employee) sees him or herself. The second effect reflects the
issue whether the perceptions of a person (e.g., the em-
ployee) are influenced by the way in which the interaction
partner (e.g., the customer) views him or her. The impor-
tance of the latter influence of perceptions has been ac-
knowledged in several contexts and disciplines varying
from psychology to anthropology (e.g., Mead, 1934; De-
Paulo, 1992; Goffman, 1959; Snodgrass, 1992; Kenny,
1996a). Several studies in a service or sales context exist
that provide insight in the possible influences of partner
effects.

With respect to the influence of employee perceptions on
customer evaluations, Hartline & Ferrell (1996) found that
employees’ perceptions of their own abilities and job satis-
faction increase customers’ perceptions of service quality.
Also, Schlesinger & Zornitsky (1991) showed that employ-
ees’ perceptions of their capability related strongly to cus-
tomers’ perceptions of the service. In addition, Schneider &
Bowen (1985) have substantiated the conclusion that the
way the employees experience their work environment is
reflected in customers’ perceptions of service quality.

Despite the above, we note that these studies did not
focus on individual encounters. Studies of individual en-
counters suggest that customers might be influenced by the
experience of the employee (e.g., Beatty, Mayer, Coleman,
Reynolds & Lee, 1996). Gremler & Gwinner (2000) found
that customers might strongly care about an employee, feel
genuine interest and a bond with an employee and also look
forward to seeing him or her. Price, Arnould & Tierney
(1995a) and Beatty, Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds & Lee
(1996) describe how customers can wonder how an em-
ployee is feeling or what s/he is thinking. Whereas Price,
Arnould & Tierney (1995a) state that this interest will be
likely in extended encounters, others suggest that this also
might occur in briefer or single encounters (Czepiel, 1990;
Gremler & Gwinner, 2000). It is well known that partner
effects might be created by a concern of people with the
experiences of the interaction partner (Kenny & Cook,
1999). In addition to this concern, there might be contagion;
one may feel satisfied when those around you are feeling
good (Hatfield, Cacioppo & Rapson, 1993).

Drawing on the studies, we contend that the perceptions
of the employee might influence customer encounter satis-
faction. This results in the following hypothesis:

H3: Employee perceptions of his or her task and social
competence contribute positively to customer encounter
satisfaction.

With respect to the influence of customers’ perceptions
on employee satisfaction, the findings of a number of stud-
ies suggest this influence to be positive; the rationale being
that if the customer likes the performance of the employee,
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this will increase the satisfaction felt by the employee. For
instance, Beatty, Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds & Lee (1996)
found how personally and profoundly rewarded salesper-
sons felt in helping and serving customers. In their research,
the positive reinforcement provided by customers provides
satisfaction to sales employees. Also, other studies report
that employees have respect for customers, are concerned
about their feelings, and are pleased with the appreciation
showed by them (Goodwin & Grembler, 1996; Price, Ar-
nould & Tierney, 1995a).

Sometimes employees describe their relationship with
customers as camaraderie and friendship and are genuinely
concerned about what their customers think of them (Grem-
bler & Gwinner, 2000). During interactions employees fre-
quently look for cues that tell them how customers receive
their service and modify their behavior accordingly (Bitner,
Booms & Mohr, 1994). Beatty, Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds
& Lee (1996) as well as Ramsey & Sohi (1997) found that
successful salespeople sense incoming (verbal and nonver-
bal) stimuli from the customer. It might also be that the
customer’s perception is important to the employee because
the employee feels a bond with the customer (Beatty,
Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds & Lee, 1996; Price, Arnould &
Tierney, 1995a). A complementary explanation may be re-
flecting impression management, that is, the employee may
attempt to control his or her image towards the customer
(e.g., Grayson & Shulman, 2000). In either case, the em-
ployee’s interest in the customer’s perceptions might ex-
plain a partner effect. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H4: Customer perceptions of employee task and social
competence contribute positively to employee encounter
satisfaction.

Agreement in perceptions between customers and
employees

Although there may be partner effects on encounter satis-
faction, this does not necessarily imply that customers and
employees agree in their perceptions of employee perfor-
mance. For instance, it might be that the employee derives
satisfaction from experiencing that the customer perceives him
or her as competent, but at the same time, s/he might think that
his or her performance was not up to standard in that particular
interaction. In dyadic research, the extent to which one person
(e.g., the employee) perceives him- or herself as others do (e.g.,
the customer) is referred to as ‘self-other agreement’ (Shrauger
& Schoeneman, 1979; Kenny, 1996a). An accurate employee
understanding of a customer’s perception of employee perfor-
mance enables the employee to adjust his or her behavior
appropriately to customers’ needs (Bitner, Booms & Mohr,
1994).

Academic marketing research correlating customer and
employee views is thin and does not always focus on self
versus other perceptions. For instance, Schneider & Bowen
(1985) found high correlations, but they focused on em-
ployee and customer perceptions of overall service quality.

Brown & Swartz (1989) gathered data on patient experi-
ences with their physicians and compared them with the
physician’s perceptions of their patients’ experiences. The
differences they found were rather large and inversely re-
lated to patient satisfaction. In a qualitative study, Bitner,
Booms & Mohr (1994) focused on events leading to cus-
tomer (dis)satisfaction and the employee’s perspective of
events leading to customer (dis)satisfaction and found si-
milarities as well as differences.

It has also been reported that customer service profes-
sionals consistently rated the importance of specific service
skills and competencies and their actual performance higher
than customers rated the same skills and competences (Ser-
vices Marketing Newsletter, 1989). Studies in the field of
interpersonal perception find different levels of self-other
agreement, ranging from negative (e.g., Albright, Kenny &
Malloy, 1988) to zero (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler, 1992) to
very high (e.g., Kenny, Horner, Kashy & Chu, 1992).

In addition, the level of self-other agreement has been
found to differ for separate constructs and found to be
positively related to the level of acquaintance (Park & Judd,
1989; Paulhus & Bruce, 1992). Based on these findings, we
would expect to find a significant level of self-other agree-
ment. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H5: There is significant agreement between customers
and employees about the employee’s task and social
competence during the interaction.

In the next section, we elaborate on interpersonal influ-
ence during interactions by discussing the difference be-
tween uniqueness versus commonness in perceptions.

Uniqueness versus commonness in perceptions

Commonness (e.g., consensus) in customers’ perceptions of
the performance of the employee suggests a consistency in the
behavior of the employee. If a customer’s perception is unique,
this might reflect unique behaviors of the employee, a trait of
the customer, or an extraneous factor like the mood of the
customer. To separate these conceptually different factors, we
employ a research design in which an employee participates in
more than one encounter. In the investigation of interpersonal
phenomena, some researchers studied how persons participate
in multiple dyads (e.g., Levesque, 1997; Albright, Malloy,
Dong, Kenny, Fang, Winquist & Yu, 1997).

In the present context, consider a customer’s perception
of the employee’s empathy during an encounter. If an em-
ployee participates in only one encounter, then the percep-
tion of empathy may not be unique. A high empathy score
could be due to employee empathy with each customer, an
across encounter effect, or that empathy is determined at
each encounter, a unique encounter effect.

By looking at the empathy scores of multiple customers,
we can assess the degree to which an employee extends
empathy by determining if there is consensus among cus-
tomers’ perceptions of the employee. Similarly, if beyond
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the employee’s general tendency to empathize, one cus-
tomer especially empathizes with the employee, evidence
appears that empathy is uniquely determined by the specific
interaction (Kenny, Kashy & Bolger, 1998). In the same
way, the employee’s perceptions of his or her performance
can be evaluated. Research on dyadic interactions found that
both uniqueness and commonness might determine percep-
tions (Kenny, 1996a). Therefore, we hypothesize:

H6: Unique and across encounter effects determine custom-
ers’ and employees’ evaluations of employee performance.

Unique as well as common perceptions of employee
performance may influence customer and employee satis-
faction (Van Yperen & Snijders, 1999). A study of this
influence in a design in which an individual (i.e., the em-
ployee) participates in multiple interactions with different
others (i.e., customers) implies a hierarchical structure of
data. We refer to a hierarchy as consisting of units grouped
at different levels. The lower level contains all interactions
and the upper level contains the employee or, in metho-
dological terms, customers are nested within an employee.
For this data structure, multilevel statistical techniques
(Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992) can help to disentangle the
unique encounter effects (leading to within salespeople dif-
ferences) from the across encounter effects (leading to
between salespeople differences). Consistent with the terms
used in most multilevel analysis research, we refer to the
first (unique encounter) effect as the individual-level effect
and to the latter (across encounter) as the group-level effect.

In this study, we use individual and group assessments for
all performance dimensions to determine whether performance
data at the group-level explain variance to individual customer
and employee satisfaction. In this way, we identify that part of
the explained variance of customer or employee satisfaction
attributable to unique perceptions and that part to another,
more common perceptions, assuming that both influence sat-
isfaction (Jonge, Breukelen, Landeweerd & Nijhuis, 1999).
This is reflected in the following hypothesis:

H7: Individual-level and group-level indicators of em-
ployee performance influence customer and employee
encounter satisfaction.

Regarding the linkage between customer characteristics
and its influence on evaluations of employee performance
and satisfaction, it was not possible to apply a design in
which customer’s perceptions of multiple encounters were
evaluated. Therefore, we do not assess separately the degree
to which a customer’s ratings are consistent across all of his
or her interactions with several employees.

The empirical investigation

Research setting

A study was conducted among customers and contact
employees of a large furniture company operating two retail

stores. The company’s retail outlets were selected because
of the kind of encounters between customers and contact
employees that take place in these stores; they are extended,
interactive encounters, designed to enhance the customer’s
experience. The selling of furniture is often combined with
contact employee service regarding home remodeling and
home decoration in a setting simulating the home situation.
Furthermore, the interactions are intense and customers are
highly involved; customers need information about materi-
als, style and maintenance. In addition, customer participa-
tion is often high as they provide information about their
requirements.

Questionnaire development

Each contact employee completed a questionnaire
largely identical to that the customer completed. In some
parts of the questionnaire, statements were transformed
from the customer’s to the employee’s perspective and
demographic questions were changed.

Encounter satisfaction
Encounter satisfaction was measured on a six item,

equally weighted, 7-point Likert-scale ranging from ‘totally
disagree’ to ‘totally agree’. All items were measured with a
scale developed by (Oliver 1997), that is, This was one of
the best encounters I could have had; This encounter was
exactly what I needed; I am satisfied with this encounter; I
have truly enjoyed this encounter; This encounter was a
good experience; I am not happy with this encounter (re-
verse coded). The statements were exactly the same for the
customers and the employees. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
for our sample was 0.88 for the customer scale and 0.84 for
the employee scale.

Contact employee performance
Employee performance was measured with nine items

reflecting the socio-emotional aspects of employee perfor-
mance and six items reflecting task core aspects as sug-
gested by Price, Arnould & Deibler (1995b). The task com-
petence scale includes items that deal with the employee’s
performance of fulfilling product or service needs and ac-
complishing goals during the sales encounter. The social
competence scale captured the perceived genuineness of the
employee, the special concern of the employee towards the
customer, and their mutual understanding. The items were
measured on a 7-point Likert-scale ranging from ‘totally
disagree’ to ‘totally agree’.

Construct validity

Two techniques were employed to test the factor struc-
ture and item loadings of the employee performance scale.
We initially examined coefficient alphas, and the factor
structure through principal component analysis (varimax
rotation) for all scale items simultaneously (customers’ and
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employees’ perceptions of task and social competence). A
four-factor structure was achieved with items loading on the
a priori dimensions. In addition, the items were subjected to
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using LISREL (Jöres-
kog & Sörbom, 1993) to assess the critical measurement
properties of the scales. The fit indices of the proposed
four-factor model, construct reliabilities of the scales and
confirmatory factor loadings with t-values for each item are
represented in Table 1. The indices of the proposed factor
model provided a good fit (GFI � 0.90; AGFI � 0.86;
RMSEA � 0.037; NFI � 0.93; NNFI � 0.97; CFI � 0.98),
revealing unidimensionality of the scales. Construct reli-
abilities of the scales were tested by means of Cronbach’s
alpha. Coefficients of all measures were higher than 0.86,
which implies that reliability is deemed acceptable.

Next, we examined within-method convergent validity
by investigating the significance and magnitude of the item
loadings. All items loaded significantly on their respective
construct (minimum t-value � 8.12) where all items had a
standardized loading of at least 0.50. In addition, discrimi-

nant validity was evaluated by testing whether pairs of
constructs were correlated less than unity. �2 difference
tests with one degree of freedom were used to test for unity
between pairs of constructs. All tests were significant by at
least the 0.05 level.

Control variables
In addition to these constructs, the control variables age,

gender, and sales experience of the contact employee served
as control variables for the employee. For the customer
sample age, gender, education, and actual purchase served
as control variables. In addition, because some customers
came to the store just to get advice, two outcome questions
were asked: “What was the goal of your visit? (a) orienta-
tion/information or (b) to buy” and “Did you achieve this
goal?”. However, because 90.4% of the customers reported
they achieved their visit goal, this control variable was
limited to buy versus no buy and not whether their goal was
achieved.

Table 1
Results of confirmatory factor analysis

Measures factor loadings t-value

Fit indices: (GFI � 0.90; AGFI � 0.86; RMSEA � 0.037; NFI � 0.93; NNFI � 0.97; CFI � 0.98)
Social competence as perceived by the customer (n � 9; � � .92)
The employee connected to my life/experiences .69 12.98
The employee revealed personal information .74 14.28
The employee invited me to reveal personal information .93 20.66
The employee paid special attention to me .84 17.18
The employee went out of his/her way .80 15.95
The employee gave me a break (something special) .78 15.41
The employee was truly out of the ordinary .54 9.58
The employee was his/her own person .76 14.77
The employee was genuine .50 8.72
Task competence as perceived by the customer (n � 6; � � .87)
The employee was capable .57 10.18
The employee was efficient .83 16.17
The employee was organized .78 14.48
The employee was thorough .87 17.25
The employee met my needs .80 14.98
The employee performed as I expected .51 8.76
Social competence as perceived by the employee (n � 9; � � .94)
I connected to the customer’s life/experiences .74 14.29
I revealed personal information .77 14.65
I invited the customer to reveal personal information .92 20.00
I paid special attention to the customer .88 18.54
I went out of my way .89 18.78
I gave the customer a break (something special) .81 16.02
I was truly out of the ordinary .65 12.18
I was my own person .65 12.10
I was genuine .69 13.28
Task competence as perceived by the employee (n � 6; � � .86)
I was capable .53 9.46
I was efficient .53 8.12
I was organized .81 15.79
I was thorough .89 18.50
I met the customer’s needs .71 13.50
I performed as I expected .54 9.69

Note. All t-values are significant at p�.05.
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Sampling and surveying

Customers and contact employees both completed the
questionnaire in the store immediately after the interac-
tion had taken place. Due to the limited number of sales-
persons, all employees were included in our study, 59 in
total. Customers were randomly approached in the store
to fill out a questionnaire. To match the customer’s eval-
uation of the interaction with that of the contact em-
ployee, we asked customers with whom they had inter-
acted. Then, the contact employee was approached to fill
out the questionnaire with respect to that specific inter-
action.

For all contact employees, seven different customer
encounters were collected. This resulted in 413 question-
naires completed by both customers and by the 59 em-
ployees. We matched the responses of the employee and
the customer. In case of missing data of an encounter, by
either side of the dyad, both questionnaires related to that
encounter were excluded (Kenny, 1996a). After this
matching, 754 individual questionnaires remained for
further analysis. Although contact employees of both
stores participated, no significant differences between the
two groups were found.

On the demographics for customers, our respondents
consisted of 51% women and 49% men. Their age ranged
from 25 to 66 with an average of 40 years. The level of
respondent education was high, as 40% had completed
college while another 45% had followed vocational educa-
tion. According to customer databases provided by the re-
tailer, the sample proved representative of its overall pop-
ulation of customers.

With regards to the contact employees, the sample con-
sisted of 61% women and 39% men. Their age ranged from
21 to 59 with an average of 42 years. Sixty-one percentage
of employees had more than five years experience selling
furniture.

Data analysis

Multilevel analysis and model building

The investigation of hierarchically ordered structures has
been of interest in a number of disciplines for some time.
Using conventional statistical techniques, like ordinary re-
gression analysis, would result in unreliable results because
customers in the same ‘group’ share common influences
(they interacted with the same employee). Therefore, the
assumption of independent observations required for ordi-
nary regression analysis would be violated (Bryk & Rau-
denbush, 1992). ANOVA and covariance analysis have
shortcomings in presenting geometric relationships.

In the light of these difficulties, a hierarchical linear
model, called the multilevel model, has been derived to
deal with hierarchically nested data structures (Hofmann,

1997; Raudenbush, 1993). For a multilevel approach with
our data, the analysis takes into account the hierarchical
data structure (customers within employees) (Byrk &
Raudenbush, 1992; Snijders & Bosker, 1999). A multi-
level model is a form of the general linear model that
combines the characteristics of ANOVA and multiple
regression analysis with dummy variables, taking into
consideration within-group variability as well as be-
tween-groups variability. It differs from the usual regres-
sion model in that the equation defining the hierarchical
linear model contains more than one error term: one for
each level.

In multilevel modeling, the dependent variable, Y has an
individual as well as a group aspect. This carries through
also for other individual-level predictor variables, Xij. An
Xij variable, although it is a variable at the individual-level,
may also contain a group, X.j, aspect. The mean, X.j, in one
group may be different from the mean in another group. In
other words, Xij may have a significant within-group vari-
ance as well as a significant between-groups variance. The
hierarchical linear model is like regression, but also includes
random effects to represent the unexplained differences
between groups. Fixed effects are entered into the model on
the basis of theoretical considerations, as in multiple regres-
sion analysis.

In our application, we also estimated random effects at
the group level. We designed our model for random
variation among contact employees in the intercept (e.g.,
groups may differ randomly in their overall level on the
dependent variable) as well as in the regression coeffi-
cients (e.g., the coefficients are allowed to vary across
groups). This requires a simultaneous estimation of two
models: one modeling relationships within each of the
individual-level units, and a second one modeling how
these relationships within units vary between units. The
individual-level and the group-level models for customer
encounter satisfaction are formulated as follows:

For the individual-level, there is:

CUSTSATISFACTIONij � �0j � �1jAGECUSTij

� �2jGENDERCUSTij � �3jEDUCUSTij

� �4jPURCUSTij � �5jTASKCUSTij

� �6jSOCIALCUSTij � �7jTASKEMPLij

� �8jSOCIALEMPLij � eij (A1)

For the group-level, we estimate:

�0j � �00 � �01AGECUSTj � �02GENDERCUSTj

� �03EDUCUSTj � �04PURCUSTj

� �05TASKCUSTj � �06SOCIALCUSTj

� �07TASKEMPLj � �08SOCIALEMPLj � u0j,

(A2a)
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�1j � �10 � u1j, (A2b)

�2j � �20 � u2j, (A2c)

�3j � �30 � u3j, (A2d)

�4j � �40 � u4j, (A2e)

�5j � �50 � u5j, (A2f)

�6j � �60 � u6j, (A2g)

�7j � �70 � u7j, (A2h)

�8j � �80 � u8j, (A2i)

where i stands for individuals; j indicates groups (e.g.,
employees); CUSTSATISFACTIONij refers to the degree
of satisfaction of customer i (i � 1,. . . ni) who interacted
with employee j (j � 1,. . . nj);

AGECUSTij, GENDERCUSTij, EDUCUSTij, PUR-
CUSTij are age, gender, education, and actual purchase of
the customer at the individual-level, respectively;

AGECUSTj, GENDERCUSTj, EDUCUSTj, PURCUSTj

are age, gender, education, and actual purchase of the cus-
tomer at the group-level, respectively;

TASKCUSTij, SOCIALCUSTij, TASKEMPij, and SOCI-
ALEMPLij are customer perceived task competence, cus-
tomer perceived social competence, employee perceived
task competence, and employee perceived social compe-
tence at the individual-level, respectively;

TASKCUSTj, SOCIALCUSTj, TASKEMPLj, and SOCI-
ALEMPLj are customer perceived task competence, cus-
tomer perceived social competence, employee perceived
task competence, and employee perceived social compe-
tence at the group-level, respectively.

Substituting Equations A2a-A2i in Equation A1 yields
the following multilevel model:

CUSTSATISFACTIONij � �00 � �10AGECUSTij

� �20GENDERCUSTij � �30EDUCUSTij

� �40PURCUSTij � �50TASKCUSTij

� �60SOCIALCUSTij � �70TASKEMPLij

� �80SOCIALEMPLij � �01AGECUSTj

� �02GENDERCUSTj � �03EDUCUSTj

� �04PURCUSTj � �05TASKCUSTj

� �06SOCIALCUSTj � �07TASKEMPLj

� �08SOCIALEMPLj � u0j � u1j � u2j � u3j

� u4j � u5j � u6j � u7j � u8j� eij. (A3)

The section of the model incorporating the regression
coefficients �00, . . . �08 is called the fixed part of the model
because the coefficients are not stochastic. The remaining
part, u0j, . . . u8j � eij, is the random part of the model. The

individual-level error term eij is normally distributed with a
mean of 0 and variance �2. The random effects uqj (q �
0,. . . 8) are multivariate normal distributed over groups
with an expected value of 0, variance (uqj) � �qq, and
covariance (uqj, uq’j) � �qq’ (q, q’ � 0,. . . 8). uqj is the
unique deviation of group (e.g., employee) j from the over-
all effect on the intercept (�0j) while controlling for the
group-level predictor variables.

In addition, we also estimated a model for employee
encounter satisfaction. Apart from the control variables,
model and parameter specification are similar to the cus-
tomer encounter satisfaction model. This multilevel model
is formulated in equation A4 as follows:

EMPLSATISFATIONij � �00 � �10TASKCUSTij

� �20SOCIALCUSTij � �30TASKEMPLij

� �40SOCIALEMPLij � �01AGEEMPLj

� �02GENDEREMPLj � �03EXPEMPLj

� �04TASKCUSTj � �05SOCIALCUSTj

� �06TASKEMPLj � �07SOCIALEMPLj

� u0j � u1j � u2j � u3j � u4j � eij, (A4)

where EMPLSATISFACTIONij refers to the degree of
satisfaction with a single encounter i (i � 1,. . . ni) as
perceived by employee j (j � 1,. . . nj); AGEEMPLj, GEN-
DEREMPLj, and EXPEMPLj are age, gender, and experi-
ence of employee at the group-level, respectively.2

For the data analysis, we used the computer program
MlwiN (Goldstein et al., 1998), a program that performs
multilevel analysis of data with n levels. The analysis is also
possible with the MIXED procedure in SAS. Size variations
among groups pose no problem for this technology.

Analysis strategy

In our study, the group-level variables of employee per-
formance are defined as the mean over all individual-level
units (encounters), within a given group (employee). This
implies that individual customer’s perceptions of employ-
ee’s performance during the encounter are aggregated to the
group-level, that is, to the single employee’s group. The
employee data are handled in an identical manner. To dis-
entangle the unique encounter effects (leading to within-
group differences) from the across encounter effects (lead-
ing to between-groups differences), we split all performance
variables into the group mean and the within-group devia-
tion variable (individual score minus group mean) (Van
Yperen & Snijders, 1999).

The regression coefficient of the group mean is the be-
tween-groups regression coefficient, whereas the coefficient
of the deviation variable is the within-group coefficient. If
the within-group regression and the between-groups regres-
sion coefficients are equal3, then the variable operates at the
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individual-level (i.e., encounter) without evidence for an
independent main effect of this variable at the group-level
(i.e., employee). If these coefficients are significantly dif-
ferent, one can test if the within-group or between-groups
regressions are zero. If the regression coefficient is nonzero
for the within-group variable and zero for the group mean,
then the effect operates only at the individual-level. For this
study, this would mean that there is a unique encounter
effect, but not an across encounter effect. An identical
analysis is conducted for the across encounter effect.

To examine within-group agreement (e.g., across en-
counter effects), the variance of all variables was decom-
posed into variance at the group-level, true variance at the
individual-level and error variance. Error variance was de-
fined as [1 - Cronbach’s alpha] (Van Yperen & Snijders,
2000). The ratio of group-level variance to the total variance
(e.g., group-level plus individual-level variance) is the in-
traclass correlation coefficient. This expresses the degree of
resemblance between individual-level units belonging to the
same group-level unit. For the customer data, this reflects
the level of consensus among customers (e.g., across en-
counter effect). For the employee data, it reflects the ten-
dency for the employee to see him or herself consistently
across all interaction partners (e.g., across encounter ef-
fect). If there is considerable resemblance, aggregation to
the group mean is allowed.

Also for the dependent variable, we decomposed vari-
ance in group-level and individual-level variance. This rep-
resents the (unexplained) variation of the outcome variable
(i.e., customer or employee encounter satisfaction) at each
level (individual and group). If there is considerable varia-
tion at the group-level, multilevel analysis is appropriate.

Social and task competence are, so-called, “mixed”
variables—the measurements contain both the within
salespeople effect (e.g., the unique encounter effect) and
the between salespeople effect (e.g., the across encounter
effect). With mixed variables, the analyst should test the
assumption about the homogeneity of regression lines by
introducing the random term of individual-level variables
at the group-level (e.g., random-slope model). When
these random coefficients are insignificant, the regression
lines of individual-level parameters do not vary across
groups. If the random coefficient is significant (e.g., het-
erogeneity), it should be tested whether the variety in the
regression slopes is dependent on the group mean of the
intercept. Therefore, covariance terms are specified be-
tween the random intercept term u0j and the random
terms of the individual-level variables uqj at the group-
level (Snijders & Bosker, 1999). Nonsignificance of co-
variance terms indicates that the relationship between the
predictor variables and the outcome variable is not de-
pendent on the group mean of the intercept.

The predictive power of the models can be compared by
a likelihood ratio test (Byrk & Raudenbusch, 1992). We
tested for multivariate significance of effects by computing
the increase in model fit compared to the previous step. The

increase in model fit is represented by a decrease in devi-
ance, where deviance is defined as –2 ln (likelihood). The
difference between the deviance statistics (� Deviance) has
a �2-distribution (with the number of added predictors as
degrees of freedom) under H0 that the model does not
predict significantly better than the previous model (starting
with an intercept-only-model).

The fixed effects of single predictor variables are com-
parable to regression coefficients in ordinary regression
analysis. These were tested by means of two-tailed t tests,
the test statistic being the coefficient divided by its standard
error (Snijders & Bosker, 1999).

Results

Correlations between the variables on both the individual
and the group-level are presented in Table 2. Table 3 reflects
the percentages of variance attributed to across encounter
and unique encounter effects. The results indicate that for
customer and employee encounter satisfaction a major por-
tion may be attributed to between-group variance. This
finding indicates that the multilevel approach is correct.

Table 4 presents the results of our multilevel analyses.
Separate analyses were conducted for customer and em-
ployee encounter satisfaction. First, the control variables
were included into the model (step 1). Secondly, the within-
group deviation scores of social and task competence (as
perceived by the customer and employee) were added to the
model (step 2). Finally, the group means of social and task
competence (as perceived by the customer and employee)
were included (step 3). The � Deviance is significant (ex-
cept for control variables) at each step and this indicates a
good model fit.

Since H6 is related to the testing of the other hypotheses,
we first discuss the findings with respect to this hypothesis.

Uniqueness versus commonness in perceptions

Our results in Table 3 show a consensus among custom-
ers for their perceptions of employee performance, that is,
for both task and social competence there is an across
encounter effect. In interpersonal perception research, 10%
of the variance at the group-level is considered an accept-
able level to conclude that consensus exists among respon-
dents (Kenny, 1996a). The largest part of variance is indi-
vidual-level variance, however, indicating a unique
encounter effect. Furthermore, it appears that the between-
groups variance for employees’ perceptions is considerable
higher relative to customers’ perceptions. For employee
perceptions there is a unique encounter effect, although a
substantial part of the variance reflects an across encounter
effect. H6 is accepted.

273W. van Dolen / Journal of Retailing 78 (2002) 265–279



Customer encounter satisfaction

Table 4 shows that employee’s social and task compe-
tence, as perceived by the customer, are significant in ex-
plaining variance in customer encounter satisfaction. This
supports H1. Task and social competence have a significant
main effect for both the within-group deviation score and
the group mean. Consequently, for both variables, there is
an across encounter as well as a unique encounter effect in
explaining customer satisfaction. This supports H7.

With respect to the influence of employee’s task and

social competence as perceived by the employee on cus-
tomer satisfaction, the results only indicate a partner effect
for social competence at the individual-level. This partly
supports H3. Finally, the findings of the control variables
age, gender, education, and purchase show only a significant
impact of the customer age at the individual-level.

In addition, we tested for each individual-level variable
to determine whether the inclusion of the variance term of
its group-level random parameter led to a significant im-
provement in model fit (e.g., random slopes; Snijders &
Bosker, 1999). For most predictors the introduction of these

Table 2
Study variables correlations

Variables Customer perceptions Employee perceptions

Task
competence
(ind-level)

Social
competence
(ind-level)

Task
competence
(group-
level)

Social
competence
(group-
level)

Customer
encounter
satisfaction

Task
competence
(ind-level)

Social
competence
(ind-level)

Task
competence
(group
level)

Social
competence
(group
level)

Customer perceptions
Task competence

(individual-level)
—

Social competence
(individual-level)

.50a —

Task competence
(group-level)

.00 .00 —

Social competence
(group-level)

.00 .00 .64a —

Customer encounter
satisfaction

.46a .34a .44a .44a —

Employee perceptions
Task competence

(individual-level)
.10a .10a .00 .00 .03 —

Social competence
(individual-level)

.21a .20a .00 .00 .21a .47a —

Task competence
(group-level)

.00 .00 �.01 .02 �.04 .00 .00

Social competence
(group-level)

.00 .00 .07 .20a .04 .00 .00 .61a

Employee encounter
satisfaction

.18a .07 .20a .20a .20a .33a .30a .49a .45a

a p � .05.

Table 3
Percentages of variance attributed to across-encounter and unique-encounter effects

Variable Group-level/across
encounter effect

Individual-level/unique
encounter effect

Intraclass
Correlationa

Customer perceptions
Task competence 10% 76% (14) .11
Social competence 14% 80% (6) .15
Encounter satisfaction 22% 65% (13) .25
Employee perceptions
Task competence 45% 47% (8) .48
Social competence 54% 43% (3) .56
Encounter satisfaction 39% 52% (9) .43

Note. Values between parentheses: percentage of the individual-level variance attributed to measurement error, which is defined as [1 � �] (Van Yperen
& Snijders, 2000).

a ICC-coefficients are corrected for unreliability.
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variance terms did not lead to that result. Hence, the regres-
sion coefficients of these predictors can be perceived as
equal across groups (e.g., employees). Only the inclusion of
the group-level variance term of customer age resulted in a
significant increase in model fit (�2(df.) � 6.31(1); p � .05).
This means that the individual-level effect of customer age
on customer encounter satisfaction significantly differs
among groups (e.g., employees).

Finally, we tested to determine whether this variance
across groups is dependent on the group mean of the inter-
cept. The inclusion of the covariance term did not result in

a significantly better model fit. Apparently, the direction of
the regression line of customer age is not related to the
average degree of customer encounter satisfaction of a
given group.

Employee encounter satisfaction

Table 4 shows a significant positive impact of task and
social competence on employee encounter satisfaction,
which supports H2. Task competence has a significant main
effect for both the within-group deviation score and the
group mean, indicating an across encounter as well as a
unique encounter effect in explaining customer satisfaction.
Social competence also has an individual as well as a
group-level effect, though the deviation score and the group
mean have about the same regression coefficient, so social
competence has a unique encounter effect without evidence
for an independent across encounter effect. This partly
supports H7.

With respect to the influence of employee’s task and
social competence as perceived by the customer on em-
ployee satisfaction, the results indicate a partner effect for
task competence at the individual-level and for social com-
petence at the group-level. This supports H4. The findings of
the control variables age, gender and experience show no
significant impact on employee encounter satisfaction.

Incorporating the variance terms of the group-level ran-
dom parameters for all individual-level variables yielded a
significant increase in model fit for employee perceived task
competence (�2(df.) � 5.66(1); p � .05) and employee
perceived social competence (�2(df.) � 6.52(1); p � .05).
These findings indicate that the unique encounter effect of
employee perceived task and social competence on his or
her encounter satisfaction significantly varies between
groups (i.e., employee). The inclusion of covariance terms
did not improve the model fit. Hence, the direction of the
regression lines of both employee perceived task and em-
ployee perceived social competence is not dependent on the
average level of employee encounter satisfaction of a given
group.

Agreement in perceptions between customers and
employees

The significant correlations in Table 2 between custom-
er’s and employee’s perceptions of the employee’s social
competence at both levels indicate self-other agreement
between the customer and the employee with respect to the
employee’s performance. Also, the small but significant,
correlation between customer and employee’s perceptions
of the employee’s task competence at the individual-level
indicates self-other agreement between the customer and the
employee. This supports H5.

Table 4
Results of the multi-level analyses

Customer
encounter
satisfaction

Employee
encounter
satisfaction

Coefficient (SE)a Coefficient (SE)a

Step 1 (control variables)
Intercept �1.50 (1.0) 1.21 (.91)
Control variables customer
Age (individual) .14 (.07)c —
Gender (individual) �.07 (.10) —
Education (individual) �.04 (.07) —
Actual Purchase (individual) �.13 (.11) —
Age (group) �.01 (.14)
Gender (group) �.07 (.29)
Education (group) .07 (.19)
Purchase (group) �.02 (.33)
Control variables employee
Age (group) — �.01 (.01)
Experience (group) — �.01 (.01)
Gender (group) — �.02 (.15)
Increase in model fite �2(12) � 19.3 �2(3) � 1.2
Step 2 (Individual/unique)b

Customer perceptions
Task competence .44 (.06)d .12 (.04)d

Social competence .19 (.06)d �.09 (.06)
Employee perceptions
Task competence �.11 (.07) .36 (.08)d

Social competence .17 (.08)c .26 (.08)d

Increase in model fite �2(8) � 116.7f �2(8) � 97.9f

Step 3 (Group/across)
Customer perceptions
Task competence .68 (.16)d �.21 (.17)
Social competence .63 (.15)d .30 (.15)c

Employee perceptions
Task competence .01 (.09) .54 (.11)d

Social competence �.08 (.09) .25 (.10)c

Increase in model fite �2(4) � 57.7f �2(4) � 50.5f

Parenthetical numbers are standard errors.
a unstandardized coefficients;
b within-group deviation score Xij-X.j;
c p�.05 (two-tailed);
d p�.01 (two-tailed);
e The difference between the deviance statistics (� Deviance) has a

�2-distribution (with the number of added predictors as degrees of free-
dom) under H0 that the model does not predict significantly better than the
previous model;

f p�.01.
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Discussion

Our purpose in this research was to explore the custo-
mer-employee encounter in three ways; from both perspec-
tives, considering employees’ and customers’ perceptions
simultaneously and taking the different drivers of evalua-
tions (uniqueness vs. commonness) into account. Our main
findings are:

Y Unique as well as common perceptions of customers
and employees are important influencers of their sat-
isfaction.

Y Customer satisfaction is partly determined by em-
ployee perceptions and employee satisfaction partly
by customer perceptions (e.g., partner effects).

A detailed overview of our main findings is given in
Table 5. We discuss the findings for customers and emplo-
yees separately.

Uniqueness versus commonness in customer perceptions

Our results show that social and task competences are
perceived similarly from customer to customer for each
employee, while differing among employees. This suggests
that both aspects of performance may be considered as
relatively enduring and consistent characteristics that an
employee (inevitably) brings to every encounter. This is in
line with earlier research that suggests that task competence
is an attribute of the contact employee (Crosby, Evans &
Cowles, 1990; Weitz, Sujan & Sujan, 1985) and that some
salespersons may possess social skills or traits (e.g., posi-
tive, warm, outgoing personalities) that others may not or to
a lesser extent (Beatty, Mayer, Coleman, Reynolds & Lee,
1996).

At the same time, a substantial part of customers’ per-
ceptions of both social and task competence reflect unique-
ness related to their specific encounter with the employee.
This can be caused by characteristics of the customer,
like his or her personality or mood. Also, employees may
treat customers differently based on the notion of adap-
tive selling or the employee’s personal preferences. Fur-
thermore, it can be concluded that customer satisfaction
is influenced by the unique as well as the shared percep-

tions of task and social competence. We also found that
older customers are more satisfied. This influence of
customer age on satisfaction is stronger for some em-
ployees than for others.

Uniqueness versus commonness in employee perceptions

Our results indicate that each employee is consistent in
his or her perceptions of performance across several
interaction partners (i.e., customers). This is in line with
research that states that people make consistent self-
judgments across interactions (Felson, 1992). The effect
also suggests that differences exist between employees in
these perceptions. Generalized self-efficacy beliefs may
explain this (Bandura 1986; Van Yperen 1998). In addi-
tion to this perceptual explanation, there may be a be-
havioral rationale as well. An employee may behave
more competently across all encounters with customers
compared to other employees.

Employees’ perceptions also reflect uniqueness; they
perceive their performance differently for each encounter.
This latter may be caused by external sources like the
employee’s mood, the feedback of the manager, the cus-
tomer or a colleague. It also may be that the employee
performs differently in every encounter. It is well known
that when people interact with different people one at a time
their behavior really differs from partner to partner and
people are aware of that (Reno & Kenny, 1992).

Furthermore, it can be concluded that employee satisfac-
tion is influenced by the unique and consistent perceptions
of task competence, and by the unique perceptions of social
competence. Interestingly, our results indicate that for some
employees these unique experiences are more important in
creating satisfaction than for others.

Partner effects and customer satisfaction

If the employee perceives him or herself as social com-
petent in interaction with a particular customer, this has a
positive influence on customer satisfaction. This effect may
reflect a truly dyadic influence process, that is, the employee
may let the customer know, verbally or nonverbally, that

Table 5
Summary of results

Customer Satisfaction Employee Satisfaction

Customer Perceptions Employee Perceptions Employee perceptions Customer perceptions

Taska Sociala Taska Sociala Taska Sociala Taska Sociala

Across .28 .28 .41 .20b .16
Unique .36 .14 .10 .26 .17 .12

Note. The numbers are standardized coefficients of the significant effects;
a Task � Task competence and Social � Social competence;
b This effect is not independent of the unique encounter effect.
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s/he perceives that s/he socially connects to the customer
and this results in a favorable judgment on the part of the
customer. This implies that the customer cares about the
employee; if s/he feels good, I am happy.

The influence is only related to the unique experiences of
the employee in a particular interaction. It might be that it is
the uniqueness of his or her perception that creates a need to
express this to the customer. It is well known from the
interpersonal perception literature that perceptions are ‘tele-
graphed’ during interaction, verbally, by body language or
intonation (e.g., DePaulo & Rosenthal, 1982). The employ-
ee’s perception of his or her task competence does not
influence customer satisfaction. S/he may perceive task
competence as a normal thing to do and consequently feels
no need to communicate it. It also might be that the em-
ployee does communicate his or her task competence per-
ceptions, but that a customer does not pick up the signal or
is not influenced by it.

Partner effects and employee satisfaction

The results show that the customer’s perceptions of em-
ployee’s task as well as social competence influence the
employee’s satisfaction. The effect of task competence is
related to customer’s unique perceptions. Again, it might be
that the employee thinks that task competence is standard
and s/he is only influenced by a unique task experience of
the customer. Regards social competence, it seems that the
employee is influenced when several customers see him or
her as social competent. This clearly suggests that salesper-
sons are aware of the importance to relate to every customer
during each interaction (e.g., Bitner, Booms & Mohr, 1994).

A unique partner effect with respect to social compe-
tence might have been reasonable to expect. This would
imply that the employee was influenced by unique feelings
of the customer with respect to their social connection and
mutual understanding. However, this does not seem to be
the case. It may be that employees have become so indoc-
trinated in the customer relationship management standards
that all customers become significant others in that respect.
The influence of the perception of significant others on a
person’s perceptions has been well documented (e.g.,
Snodgrass, 1992).

Agreement in perceptions between customers and
employees

We conclude that the customer and employee agree in
their perceptions of employee performance, especially with
respect to the social competence of the employee. The
correlations are moderate, which is in line with other re-
search at this level of acquaintance (Park & Judd, 1989;
Paulhus and Bruce, 1992). In addition, the moderate effect
might be explained by the fact that others often use different
cues than the self uses in evaluations. Customers’ percep-
tions are largely limited to observable behavior during the

encounter. Self-ratings may be based on information like the
past and company standards of performance, and less on
observable behaviors (Kenny, 1996a).

Conclusion

Overall, we conclude that the interaction between the
customer and the employee is a true interpersonal system
subject to a number of important nuances in mutual percep-
tions. Whether the customer and employee are satisfied is
determined not only by what they see of themselves, but
also by the perceptions of those with whom they are inter-
acting. Therefore, it is important for firms to focus not only
on the management of customer perceptions, but also on the
management of employee perceptions of their own perfor-
mance.

In addition, the unique experience of the customer and
the employee during the interaction is important in creating
satisfaction for both parties. This indicates that an under-
standing of the unique fit between the customer and the
employee may further enhance satisfaction. Therefore, it
may be worthwhile to consider a policy in which customers
are related to specific employees by introducing what might
be called interaction routing based on proven fit congruence
between employee and customer. Management may want to
provide customers with the possibility to preregister a pro-
file on-line, or to call for an appointment, so (returning)
customers can be easily matched with their preferred em-
ployee and to avoid problems like wait time. This can
already be witnessed in many business-to-business settings
and account management principles. It seems that both, the
customer and the employee, may well benefit from such an
approach.

Furthermore, we conclude that the influence of employee
performance is not only unique, but also reflects a stable
form of employee behavior. This suggests that hiring and
training policies for employees focusing on task and social
competence profiles could be valuable for the sake of cus-
tomer and employee satisfaction, contributing thereby to
sales and employee success.

Research implications and limitations

Several limitations to our research project have to be
recognized and point to future research issues. The first
concern relates to the method of data collection. A study
incorporating multiple sample groups and performing one-
to-one measures is complex to execute and has a number of
potential causes for biases. Customers and contact employ-
ees completed the questionnaires in the store, immediately
after an interaction. This might cause feelings of unease
with customers, because they have to evaluate the person
they have just spoken to and who is still in the store.
Furthermore, by measuring after a particular encounter, we
implicitly assume that this is a reliable sample of how the
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contact employees are generally perceived by the customer
and by themselves in an encounter. However, the employee
may act differently because the customers are evaluating
them. In addition, a consequence of our design was that
employees had to fill out the same questionnaire several
times, which can be boring. To minimize this bias, we
divided our study over several weeks. Overall, these issues
indicate that future research should investigate if another
approach of data collection, like participant observation or
an experiment, could produce the same results.

Secondly, our focus on a single industry may raise con-
cerns about limited external validity. Constraining the study
to a single industry eliminates problems associated with the
effects of industry differences (e.g., Hartline & Ferrell,
1996), but future research will have to reveal whether the
results are generalizable to other retail settings.

Thirdly, further work in partner effects is also required since
these effects are perhaps the quintessential indicators of inter-
personal processes (Kenny & Cook, 1999). Little research is
done with respect to these effects in the marketing context.
Although the influence of employee perceptions has received
attention (e.g., Schneider & Bowen, 1985), the surface has
been barely scratched at the encounter level. Future research
may lastly wish to consider which processes are operating
behind the influence of partner effects.

Lastly, research that examines the linkage between cus-
tomer characteristics and their influence on evaluations of
employee performance and satisfaction may prove valuable.
We measured their unique perceptions and consensus
among several customers, but not the tendency of customers
to see several employees in the same way. Yet, such effects
may provide important information with respect to the in-
fluence of stereotypes (Kenny, 1996a).

Notes

1. We would like to acknowledge the encouragement of
former editor Louis P. Bucklin to explore this direc-
tion of analysis.

2. Control variables in the customer model are included
at the individual-level and at the group-level. Control
variables in the employee model could only be in-
troduced at the group-level; the employee defines the
group-level and consequently the employee control
variables are group-level variables by definition in
our model.

3. To test whether within- and between-groups regres-
sions are different, the significance of the group
mean X.j is tested, while controlling for the effect of
the original variable, Xij. If this coefficient is signif-
icant, then it is convenient to replace Xij by the
within-group deviation score, defined as Xij- X.j. This
deviation score, together with the group mean can be
used to test if the within-group or between-groups
regressions are 0 (Snijders & Bosker, 1999).
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