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Abstract

The purpose of the study is to examine youth customer behaviour due to the restaurant’s atmospheric element
environment. It also explores the environment of the restaurant and the use of atmospherics by the restaurateurs
through the reactions of the customers. The dimensions of colour, design, lighting, and restaurant layout, among
others, were measured. Qualitative data taken from 300 youth customers were analyzed, and interpretations of the
relationships were made. It was found that atmospheric elements contributed significantly in each representation of
customer behaviour.
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1. Introduction

In order to meet the expectation with actual, if not optimum performance in restaurants, customer
behaviour must be studied. Obviously, it takes more than food to create a good dining experience.
Presentation of the restaurant environment must be taken into consideration in creating more a meaningful
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experience to restaurant patronage. The purpose of the study is to examine youth (customer) behaviour
due to atmospheric elements in restaurants - and its effects on patronage mood, decision making
behaviour, satisfaction level, and gestures. In addition, it explores the environment of the restaurant and
the use of atmospherics by restaurateurs in regard to the reactions shown by customers to the atmosphere.
The dimensions of colours, design, lighting, and restaurant layout, among others, were measured.

2. Literature Review

A review of the literature reveals that several definitions have been put forward to characterise the
servicescape. Servicescape has been defined as all of the objective physical factors that can be controlled
by the firm to enhance (or constrain) employee and customer actions by Bitner (1992, p. 65). Kotler
(1973, p. 50) defined servicescape as “...design [of] buying environments to produce specific emotional
effects in the buyer that enhance his [or her] purchase probability”. Arnould, Price and Tierney (1998, p.
90) defined it as “consciously designed places, calculated to produce commercially significant actions”.
Added to the definition, in Babin and Attaway’s (2000, p. 93), estimation, the servicescape “evokes
emotions, which help determine value, and this value motivates customers to patronize a given choice
repeatedly”.

Atmospherics has been defined as "the effort to design buying environments to produce specific
emotional effects in the buyer that enhance his purchase probability” (Kotler, 1973, p. 50). The main
sensory channels for atmosphere are sight, sound, scent and touch (Kotler, 1973, p. 51). In a review of the
atmospherics literature, Turley and Milliman (2000) designated a “general interior” atmospherics
category which includes music, sound, lighting, scent, colour, temperature (often referred to as “ambient”
environmental cues), and visual design elements. It is generally accepted that the term ‘atmospherics’
was coined by Kotler (1973) who first documented the influence of the in-store environment on the
perceptual processes of customers’ (cf. Turley & Milliman, 2000, p. 193-211), leading to purchase/non-
purchase decisions. Based on the early research in environmental psychology, Kotler (1973) took a
narrower perspective by focusing on consumer behaviour and the effects that the physical environment has
on it. He asserted that customers perceive store atmosphere through a combination of visual (color,
lighting, proximity and number of visual elements); aural (music type, sound level); tactile (cleanliness);
and olfactory (scent); cues present within the service environment.

Ezeh and Harris in the Marketing Review 2007 cited in Kotler (1973) called for further research in the
area as they observed that there was, quite frequently, a disconnection between the use of nonverbal cues
to project the atmosphere intended by the retailer, and the same as perceived by the customer. In one of
their studies, Ezeh and Harris (2007, p. 59), mentioned that back in 1943, looking at the bombed House of
Commons, Winston Churchill is recorded saying: “we shape our buildings and afterwards, they shape
us”. This lasting quote by Churchill signals his recognition of the servicescape influence on human
behaviour. Churchill’s position was reflected almost fifty years later by Bitner (1992, p. 59) who stated
that the belief “that human behaviour is influenced by the physical setting in which it occurs is essentially
a truism”. Based on this classification, Bitner (1992) made up the term ‘servicescapes’ in reference to the
physical surroundings as fashioned by service organizations to facilitate the provision of service offerings
to customers. It is asserted that the servicescape comprises both tangible and intangible features which
make up the service experience (cf. Hoffman and Turley, 2002) and exact an influence on employee and
customer behaviour (cf. Baker, 1987; Bitner, 1992; Hoffman and Turley, 2002; Turley and Milliman,
2000). The influence of atmospherics in marketing contexts is based on the premise that the design of an
environment through a variety of means — including lighting, layout, sound, colour, and temperature —
could stimulate perceptual and emotional responses in consumers and affect their behaviours (Kotler,
1973). Sustained with the matter, Bitner (1992) pointed out that the ability of the physical environment to
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influence behaviours and to create an image is particularly apparent for service businesses such as hotels,
restaurants, professional offices, banks, retail stores, and hospitals. She also cited the same opinions from
Baker (1987), Bitner (1986), Booms and Bitner (1982), Kotler (1973), Shostack (1977), Upah and Fulton
(1985), and Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry (1985). The service generally is produced and consumed
simultaneously, the consumer is "in the factory," who often experience the total service within the firm's
physical facility. The physical environment is rich in such cues (Rapoport, 1982) and may be very
influential in communicating the firm's image and purpose to its customers.

A very limited number of empirical studies in consumer research confirm that ambient factors may
influence customer responses. For example, in studies of restaurants and supermarkets, it has been
illustrated that music tempo can affect the pace of shopping, length of stay, and amount of money spent
(Milliman 1982, 1986). In another study, familiarity of music played in a department store setting was
found to affect the shopper's perceptions of how long they spent shopping; when the music was
unfamiliar to subjects, they believed they had spent more time shopping (Yalch and Spangenberg, 1988).
Wall and Berry (2007, p. 59) in their research stated that although food quality is basic, the ambience and
service performance greatly influence a customer’s evaluation of a particular establishment. Diners use
the following types of clues to judge a restaurant experience: functional—the technical quality of the food
and service; mechanic—the ambience and other design and technical elements; and humanism—the
performance, behaviour, and appearance of the employees sharing the same principle. This is consistent
with the findings of Parsa, Self, Njite, and King (2005), who found that while food quality was critical to
restaurant success; excellent food alone did not guarantee success.

According to Han and Ryu (2009) in their research, customer loyalty depends largely on customer
satisfaction. The same idea is shared with Fornell, Johnston, Anderson, Cha, and Bryant (1996), Ladhari,
Brun and Morales (2008), and McDougall and Levesque (2000). Thus, a large body of research in
services marketing has focused on identifying the factors that enhance customer satisfaction level.
Research suggests that ultimately, customer satisfaction is strongly influenced by physical surroundings
and price perception (Dube, Johnson and Renaghan, 1999; Knutson and Patton, 1995; Ryu, 2005; Varki
and Colgate, 2001). Unlike buyers of tangible products, service customers are limited to a small number
of cues to evaluate their overall experience because of the intangible nature of service (Nguyen and
Leblanc, 2002; Reimer and Kuehn, 2005). In many cases, price and the physical environment (e.g., décor
and artifacts, spatial layout, and ambient conditions) are the only tangible cues available (Bitner, 1992;
Zeithaml, 1981).

Thus, from the service provider’s point of view, the physical environment and reasonable price are two
essential elements that determine the level of customer satisfaction, and ultimately enhance customer
loyalty (cf. Bolton and Lemon, 1999; Nguyen and Leblanc, 2002; Reimer and Kuehn, 2005; Ryu and
Jang, 2007; Varki and Colgate, 2001). The importance of the physical environment in influencing
behaviour s has been verified in many consumer behaviour studies such as by Reimer and Kuehn (2005),
and Wakefield and Blodgett (1994). It was found that making the atmosphere more pleasant and
innovative was essential for a firm’s success. The role of the physical environment in influencing
customer behaviours and in creating a provider’s image is especially pertinent in a service industry such as
the restaurant industry (Booms and Bitner, 1982).

Kotler (1973) indicated that, in some situations, the atmosphere of the place could be as much
important as the product itself (e.g., foods and services) in purchasing decision making. According to
research in environmental psychology, human behaviour is strongly associated with the physical
environment (Mehrabian and Russel, 1974; Russel and Pratt, 1980). Several studies from Aubert-Gamet
(1997), Dawson, Bloch and Ridgeway (1990), and Hutton and Richardson (1995) have substantiated the
link between emotions and approach-avoidance behaviour. It has been argued that arousal interacts with
pleasure thereby increasing approach behaviours in pleasant servicescapes, and increasing avoidance
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behaviours in unpleasant servicescapes (Donovan and Rossiter, 1982; Donovan, Rossiter, Marcoolyn and
Nesdale, 1994). Similarly, Baker, Levy and Grewal (1992) found that pleasure and arousal were both
related to willingness to buy. In addition to that, Gardner (1985) even proposes that small changes in the
servicescape can lead to changes in customers’ moods at the point of purchase because affective
stimulation is responsible for cases of impulse purchasing. Based on the examination of previous
research, five atmospheric elements were included in this study namely style, layout, colour, lighting, and
furnishing.

The third category is ambient conditions, cited from Baker (1987), and Nguyen and Leblanc (2002) as
they defined them as intangible background characteristics that generally have a subconscious effect on
customer perception and response to the environment. Bitner (1992) added that, these conditions include
elements that are considered background characteristics of the environment. The ambient conditions of
the physical environment in service settings encourage customers to pursue the service consumptions and
consequently affect their attitudes and behaviours toward the provider (Hui, Dube and Chebat, 1997,
Nguyen and Leblanc, 2002). Pleasant scent, pleasing music, comfortable temperature, low noise level and
adequate lighting, all harmonising with other elements in a restaurant, may result in customers having
more favourable perceptions of an operation and evaluating their experiences more positively. According
to Mehrabian and Russel (1974), and Russel and Pratt (1980), research in environmental psychology has
proven that human behaviour is strongly associated with the physical environment. Specifically,
Mehrabian’s and Russel’s (1974) theory indicated that individuals generally react to the environment in
two opposite ways: approach and avoidance. Whereas approach behaviours can be seen as positive
responses to the environment of a place (e.g., desire to stay, work, and affiliate), avoidance behaviours
can be described as negative responses (e.g., a desire not to stay, work, and affiliate).

3. Methodology

Data were collected via questionnaires and the sampling method was used as convenience sampling.
The questionnaire was divided into two parts: Part 1- Atmospheric elements of the restaurant and Part 2-
Customer behaviour. The dimensions for atmospheric elements are style of the restaurant, layout of the
restaurant, colours of the restaurant, lighting of the restaurants and furnishing of the restaurant. The
dimensions for consumer behaviour such as word of mouth, intentions revisit intentions, and attitude to
the restaurant are derived from the scales developed by Zeithaml et al. (1996). On the other hand, positive
mood was measured by the 10-item positive mood scale and negative mood was measured by the 10-item
negative mood scale, both from Positive and Negative Affect Scale (Watson, Clark, and Tellegen, 1988).
The items on Atmospheric Elements will be further used as the exogenous variables in a multiple
regression model that utilised Customer Behaviour endogenous variable. The reliability of the scale was
measured.

4. Results
4.1. Subject demography

There were 108 males (36 percent) and 192 females (64 percent) surveyed, which amounted to 300
respondents. Majority of the respondents were in between the age of 21 and 25 years old (71 percent).

The educational level of the respondents ranged from Diploma (24 percent), to Masters (14 percent). The
majority of the respondents (62 percent) possessed a Bachelor’s Degree.
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4.2. Reliability

Commonly accepted measure of testing the reliability is through measuring the value of Cronbach’s
Alpha (Cronbach, 1990; Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001), and calculated using SPSS 17. Part A consisted of
18 items which measured respondents’ attitude towards atmospheric elements of the restaurants which
they recently visited or patronised. Reliability of five sub-dimensions were measured for style, layout,
colour, lighting and furnishing of the restaurant and they respectively achieved reliability values of 0.82,
0.70, 0.83, 0.85, 0.79. Part B consisted of all dimensions that measured respondents’ attitude when they
visited the restaurant such as attitude to the restaurant, word of mouth intentions, revisit intentions, good
mood and bad mood; which scored 0.36, 0.86, 0.90, 0.92, and 0.95 respectively. All values that were
found to be above 0.70 were hence considered reliable as proposed by Pallant (2005). Furthermore, it is
acceptable if the alpha score is 0.50 and above when measuring attitudes (Chandon, Pierre-Yves and
Philippe, 1996). Guilford (1958) also suggested the minimum acceptable level of reliability is 0.3.

4.3. Multiple Regression

Multi regression analysis was made to test how well the measure of atmospheric elements predict
attitudes, word of mouth intention, revisit intention, good moods and bad moods. Overall, atmospheric
elements were found significant (sig. value = 0.000 < o = 0.05); thus the model can be used for
explanation or prediction of customer behaviour. However, some of the variables were found to be
insignificant to be included in the model (sig. value > o = 0.05). Therefore, these variables were
considered to be removed in order to improve the model. In addition, Beta coefficient indicates which
variables are important to the model by looking at the largest value derived. Prediction of customer
behaviour is explained in Figure 1. The most significant and largest unique contribution to the model is
how restaurant’s style contributes especially to customer behaviour in regards to good mood. The variable
is also contributing significantly in each representation of customer behaviour. However, colour is
omitted due to its insignificant function played.

Aftitude

Good Mood

Word of Maouth
Intention

Bad Mood
Revisit Intention

Fig. 1. Standardized beta scores by significant variables of atmospheric elements to customer behaviour
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5. Discussion, Implication and Conclusion

It is very crucial to discover the importance of dimensions involved in effort to grasp the complexity of
youth customer behaviour. Restaurateurs need to be tactful in order for such aspects in creating the right
atmospheric elements so that youth customers are not neglected. Thus, planning and executing design and
layout must be made meticulously to ensure the atmospheric elements in a restaurant will later paint the
desired experience to patronising customers.

The study has identified atmospheric elements which future and present restaurateurs may want to
consider in creating the right ambiance to youth customers. Elements of style particularly have its
significance in contributing to customer behaviour in various ways, as measured in this study. On the
contrary, element of colour was removed, as it did not give much significance to project any type of
customer behaviour. The study showed that certain atmospheric elements generated different types of
customer behaviour. For instance, in order for revisit intention to occur, it was suggested that the
restaurant refurbish itself with appropriate lighting, refined style, and accommodating layout (Reimer and
Kuehn, 2005). Thus, future restaurateurs may use the model to manipulate their customers. A creative
restaurateur should easily be able to be inspired by the findings of this study, and make it into good
practices. Efforts in enhancing lighting and style of the restaurant would easily safe vast amounts for
promotion and advertisement, as word of mouth would easily spread around.

Experience deals with intangible and tangible products. Creating meaningful atmospheric elements in
a restaurant would help to justify why the customer behaves in a certain manner. The nature of these
behaviours is possible be controlled and formed. Indeed, the study and results gained from this study can
be very useful to restaurateurs in rejuvenating their atmospherics to mutually benefit themselves and their
customers.
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