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a b s t r a c t

To address the gap of academic study of customer delight which lacks of service employees' perspectives,
we conducted a survey research to study service employees' perception and performance of delightful
services. We also studied the differences in concept understanding and performance evaluation between
the managerial and staff levels. Four categories of delightful service were identified: customizing
attentive behaviors, professional skills, open communication style, and sincere and gracious behaviors.
This study showed that hotel managers and service employees had a similar level of understanding of the
importance of delightful service. In terms of performance, both managers and staff regarded service
employees' performance of delightful services as average and must be improved. For two service cate-
gories (customizing attentive behaviors and open communication style), the evaluations of managers
were more favorable compared with employees' assessments. By study the differences in concept un-
derstanding of customer delight and assessment of performance of delightful services between the
managerial and staff levels, this study provides practical suggestions to assist hotel managers to improve
their implementation of delightful services. Peer knowledge and experience sharing method and the
coach training method are suggested to be more effective in training service employees with adequate
skills and attitudes to perform delightful services. More incentive programs and customer feedback
programs should be implemented to encourage service employees to perform delightful services.

© 2016 The Authors.

1. Introduction

The research of service quality has a long history and theories
have constantly evolved with changes in people's lifestyle and
business operation approach. Among various theories, customer
loyalty has been proposed to outperform customer satisfaction in
maintaining long-lasting customer relationships and in securing
enduring company profits. The main reason for the critical role of
customer loyalty in company profitability is its ability to establish
affective connections with customers. Kandampully (1998) states
that a loyal relationship between a firm and its customer is created
by the organization's ability to connect emotionally and forge a
long-term bond with the customer. Because we are living in a
material saturated era, customers encounter various companies
offering similar products every day. Simply providing similar
products with slightly improved quality is no longer sufficient to

satisfy customers' ever growing demands. Customers now seek
unique consumption experiences during service encounters that
leave persistent wonderful memories. These memories are regar-
ded by customers as value-added benefits that elicit strong
emotional arousal to enrich their life experiences. Therefore,
providing stimulating service experiences is suggested to be the
new service standard for companies to secure enduring customer
relationships and establish customer loyalty.

The study of how to provide emotionally stimulating service
experiences has therefore attracted researchers' attention. Re-
searchers have suggested that to provide customers a memorable
consumer experience, companies must advance service to an
exceptional level beyond customers' expectations (Berman, 2005;
Torres & Kline, 2006, 2013). This can be accomplished by care-
fully attending to both customers' apparent and hidden needs and
their emotional conditions (Mattila & Enz, 2002; Wang & Beise-
Zee, 2013). Customer delight, therefore, has been proposed to be
effective in providing memorable consumer experiences; as Torres
and Kline (2013, p.645) suggest, “Delighting customers, rather than
satisfying them, is a better way to engage guests and ensure
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loyalty.” According to Patterson (1997), delight is a consumer
experience that exceeds satisfaction and involves pleasure. Crotts
and Magnini (2011) define delight as customers' experience of a
product or service that provides an unanticipated level of value or
satisfaction. The emotional aspect of delight is also often empha-
sized by scholars; for example, Kumar, Olshavsky, and King (2001)
indicate that customer delight is composed of the emotions of joy,
thrill, and exhilaration. Plutchik (1980) also suggests that customer
delight is the resulting interaction between joy and surprise.
Several desirable outcomes such as providing a memorable expe-
rience (Kumar et al., 2001; Torres & Kline, 2006), establishing an
emotional bond with customers (Gilmore & Pine, 1999), and
increasing customers' intentions to repurchase and recommend
(Gilmore & Pine, 1999) are suggested to be achievable when
customer delight is delivered.

Customer delight is not a new concept and has been studied for
decades. Numerous studies have been conducted to discover the
principle (Finn, 2005; Keinningham, Goddard, Vavra, & Laci, 1999;
Kumar et al., 2001; Oliver, Rust, & Varki, 1997; Patterson, 1997;
Plutchik, 1980; Rust & Oliver, 2000; Schneider & Bowen, 1999),
drivers (Crotts, Pan, & Raschind, 2008; Torres & Kline, 2013), and
consequences of delight (Finn, 2005; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982;
Kim, 2011; Kumar et al., 2001; Patterson,1997; Rust&Oliver, 2000).
Service practices to implement delightful services have also been
intensively studied. Among various practices to achieve customer
delight, human interaction is regarded as the utmost critical factor.
Berry and Carbone (2007) term the human interaction of service as
“humanic clues.” According to Berry and Carbone (2007, p.30),
“Humanic clues come from the behavior and appearance of service
personnel e choice of words, tone of voice, level of enthusiasm,
body language, neatness, and appropriate dress.” Given the
frequent interaction between customers and service employees
during a service encounter, service employees' attitude, profes-
sional knowledge and skill, as well as service process and practices
all determine customers' overall consumer experience. Researchers
have suggested that interpersonal interaction during a service
encounter is the dominant factor that affects consumer experience
(Arnould & Price, 1993; Hinkin & Tracey, 1998), and the most
desirable outcome of forming a genuine emotional connectionwith
customers can only be achieved through exceptionally positive
human interaction. Berry, Wall, and Carbone (2006, p.49) put it this
way: “human interaction in the service experience offers the
chance to cultivate emotional connectivity that can extend respect
and esteem to customers, as well as exceed their expectations,
strengthen their trust, and deepen their loyalty.” Therefore, to
deliver delightful service that establishes an emotional bond with
customers, service employees' performance and their interactions
with customers are the pivotal elements. Given the critical role of
human interaction in delivering customer delight, several service
practices have been suggested, including rapport-building behav-
iors (Gremler & Gwinner, 2000; Kahle, 2008), hospitable behaviors
(Lovelock, Wirtz, & Keh, 2005; Ariffin & Maghzi, 2012; Lashley,
Morrison, & Randall, 2005), service responses to customers'
emotional states (Menon & Dube, 2000; Wang & Beise-Zee, 2013;
Bitner, Brown, & Meuter, 2000), and customized services (Bitner,
Booms, & Tetreault, 1990; Mattila & Enz, 2002; Oliver et al.,
1997). The study by Wang, Wang, and Tai (2016) proposed five
service categories (i.e., physical facilities and amenities, environ-
ment and ambience design, service personnel's service delivery
practices, service attitudes, and personalities) and detailed service
practices of each category to deliver delightful services. They
concluded that to leave unique impressions in customers' minds,
service personnel must advance their service level to be capable of
detecting customers' emotional conditions and hidden needs, and
actively provide attentive and customized services according to

each customer's individual condition.
Despite the intensive research attention on customer delight,

most previous studies have been conducted from the perspectives
of customers and managers. Studies from the perspective of service
employees remain lacking. Employee-related studies have largely
emphasized on employees' job satisfaction (Wangenheim,
Eanschitzky, & Wunderlich, 2007; Keiningham, Lerzan, Daly,
Perrier, & Solom, 2006; Brown & Lam, 2008; Barnes, Collier,
Ponder, & Williams, 2013, 2014), performance (Barnes, Ponder, &
Hopkins, 2014; Bateman & Organ, 1983; Brady & Cronin, 2001;
Gountas, Ewing, & Gountas, 2007), emotional labor (Bettencourt
& Brown, 2003; Hennig-Thurau, Groth, Paul, & Gremler, 2006),
and service climate (Liao & Chuang, 2004; Yoon& Suh, 2003; Yoon,
Beatty, & Suh, 2001). Research from service employees' perspective
to study their understanding of the concept of customer delight, the
implementation of delightful services, the effect on their job per-
formance by performing delightful services is scarce. The studies by
Barnes et al. (2013; 2014) are the few that indicated a positive
correlation between customer delight and employees' job satis-
faction and performance. We believe that it is pivotal to study
customer delight and delightful service from frontline service
personnel's perspective because they are the actual executor.
Frontline service employees' understanding of the principle and
importance of the concept of delightful service and their degree of
willingness and dedication for the performance have a substantial
effect on the execution. In addition, according to the SERVQUAL and
GAPS models developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry
(1985), a major reason the service performance does not corre-
spond with customer driven standards is that managers and
frontline service employees may differ in their perception of
delightful service and determination to perform it. In addition, even
if service personnel have thorough understanding of the concept
and importance of delightful service, their professional skill and
commitment in delivering service also critically affect the perfec-
tion of the execution. To the researchers' knowledge, there is no
study examining the actual implementation of delightful services
from employees' perspective, and the investigation of the
discrepancy in the concept understanding between managers and
service staff is also lacking. We believe that understanding frontline
service employees' actual understanding and performance of
delightful service is essential for managers to improve the execu-
tion of delightful services.

Therefore, this study identified customer-deemed delightful
service attributes by comprehensively reviewing the extant litera-
ture and conducted a large-scale empirical survey of two groups of
hotel practitioners. First, we invited four and five star hotel em-
ployees to evaluate their own understanding and performance of
delightful service. By inviting frontline service employees as survey
participants, we could study service staff's understanding of the
concept and their actual implementation of delightful services. This
information therefore contributes to the literature by including
employees' perspective. We also invited four and five star hotel
managers to participate in the survey. With managers' contribu-
tion, we discovered the discrepancies in the understanding of the
concept and the assessment of the implementation of delightful
services between themanagerial and staff levels. Such findingsmay
provide practical guidance for hotel managers to improve the
performance of delightful services. This research addresses the
following objectives:

a) To assess frontline service staff's understanding of the
concept and the importance of delightful service.

b) To evaluate employees' actual performance of delightful
service.
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