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Abstract — The restaurant industry has become one of the most customer-driven industries of the global service economy. In a
more and more competitive marketplace, it is not enough to attract customers; restaurants must focus on building and
maintaining long-term relationships with consumers. The choice of a restaurant is affected by many factors such as food quality,
service quality, price value, atmosphere, brand image, trust, customer satisfaction, and digital presence. These determinants
influence not only the first choice of a restaurant but also determine customer loyalty and relationship commitment. This
literature review examines the existing body of knowledge on restaurant choice behaviour and its implications for consumer
relationship building. The review integrates theoretical and empirical research to identify important factors that influence
consumer decisions and discusses strategic implications for restaurant managers looking for sustainable customer relationships.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Globalisation, technological advances and the changing
lifestyles of consumers have changed the hospitality
industry in the last two decades. Restaurants are more than
just places to consume food, they are places for social
interaction, entertainment, and experiential consumption.
Therefore, the understanding of consumer preferences and
relationship-building mechanisms has become a critical
concern for both researchers and practitioners.

The process through which organisations build, maintain
and enhance long-term relationships with customers is
called consumer relationship building. Long term
relationship in restaurant industry leads to customer
retention, positive word of mouth, more profitability and
competitive advantage. In the hospitality industry,
restaurant preference is one of the most important consumer
decisions because it directly affects customer experiences
and future behavioural intentions.

Research more and more emphasises the importance of
studying restaurant choice from the point of view of
relationship marketing. Previous research has primarily
concentrated on functional characteristics such as food
quality and price. The recent research underlines the
importance of emotional, experiential and relational aspects
in the restaurant choice and loyalty decision.

II. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR
SELECTING A RESTAURANT

Theories such as Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein &
Ajzen, 1975), Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991)
and Consumer Decision-Making Theory have traditionally
been used to explain consumer choice behaviour. These
frameworks propose that consumers assess the available
alternatives in terms of perceived benefits, social influences

and behavioural intentions before making a purchase
decision.

In the case of a restaurant, consumers evaluate a number of
attributes when deciding on a restaurant. Choosing a
restaurant is a complicated decision-making process based
on tangible and intangible factors (Auty, 1992). Tangible
factors include food quality, menu variety, location and
price. Intangible factors include atmosphere, service
experience, brand reputation and emotional satisfaction.

Besides, Oliver (1980) also proposed the Expectancy-
Disconfirmation Theory that further explains the effect of
customer expectations on the levels of satisfaction. Better
than expected restaurant performance results in satisfied
customers, which leads to greater relationship intentions
and repeat patronage.

ITII. SELECTION OF RESTAURANT AND
FOOD QUALITY

Food quality is always found to be one of the most
important determinants in choosing a restaurant. Many
studies have shown that taste, freshness, presentation,
nutritional value and diversity of the menu play an
important role in consumer perceptions.

Food quality has a significant influence on customer
satisfaction and behavioural intentions (Namkung & Jang,
2007). Customers who think food is better quality are more
likely to revisit restaurants and recommend them to other
people. Similarly, Sulek and Hensley (2004) found that
consumers tend to weigh food quality higher than price
considerations when evaluating restaurant experiences.

“Food quality consistency builds trust and reliability from a
relationship-building perspective. Trust is the basis of long-
term customer relationships as consumers become
convinced that the restaurant will continue to provide
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satisfying experiences. Thus, food quality functions both as
a selection criterion and a mechanism for relationship
maintenance.

IV. SERVICE QUALITY AND
RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

Service quality has emerged as a major concept in
hospitality research. The SERVQUAL model was
developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry in 1988.
The SERVQUAL model has identified five dimensions of
service quality, which are reliability, responsiveness,
assurance, empathy and tangibility.

In a restaurant context, service encounters are of high
relevance in shaping customer perceptions and influencing
relationship outcomes. Qin and Prybutok (2009) found that
high quality of service has a positive impact on customer
satisfaction and intentions to be loyal. Professional, friendly
and responsive employees foster positive customer
experiences and emotional connections.

According to Relationship Marketing theory, service
encounters represent opportunities for adding value beyond
the core product. Personalised attention and customer
recognition can assist restaurants to build relationship
commitment and improve customer retention rates . Hence,
the service quality is a satisfaction driver and a strategic tool
of relationship building.

V. CUSTOMER SATISFACTION &
LOYALTY

Customer satisfaction remains one of the most extensively
studied constructs in the marketing and hospitality
literature. Satisfaction is the overall evaluation of the
product or service by the customer on the basis of
experience of consumption.

Oliver (1999) defined loyalty as “a deeply held
commitment to repurchase a preferred product or service
consistently in the future, despite situational influences and
marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching
behavior” (p. 341). “Customer satisfaction has consistently
been recognised as an antecedent of customer loyalty.

Han and Ryu (2009) noted that satisfaction mediates
between restaurant attributes and customer loyalty. They
found that highly satisfied customers are more likely to
return to restaurants and to spread positive word-of-mouth.
Satisfaction is strategically important for relationship
building, as satisfied customers build up greater emotional
bonds with service providers. Such emotional ties increase
switching costs, and decrease vulnerability to competitors’
marketing efforts.
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VI. RELATIONSHIP MARKETING IN THE
RESTAURANT INDUSTRY

Relationship marketing is a paradigm shift from
transnational marketing to long-term customer engagement.
Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) Commitment-Trust Theory
suggests that trust and commitment are the main
antecedents to successful relationship marketing.

In restaurant environments, relationship marketing
strategies involve loyalty programs, personalised
communication, customer feedback systems, membership
benefits and social media engagement. These initiatives are
meant to encourage repeat purchases and develop a
psychological attachment to the brand.

Berry (1995) suggests that relationship marketing has
particular relevance for service industries as services are
characterised by continuous interactions between providers
and customers. The effective implementation of
relationship marketing practices can help restaurants to
improve customer retention and lifetime value.

Empirical evidence confirms that relationship marketing
efforts contribute positively to customer loyalty, advocacy
behaviour and relationship quality. Restaurant managers
should therefore see their interactions with customers as
opportunities to develop long-term relationships, not just
one-off transactions.

VII. ATMOSPHERE AND EXPERIENTIAL
CONSUMPTION ROLE

Today’s consumer is looking for more than just food; they
want an experience. Bitner’s (1992) Servicescape Theory
asserts that the physical environment is significant to
customers’ perceptions and behaviours.

Restaurant Atmosphere — This includes lighting, music,
cleanliness, interior design, seating arrangements, and
overall ambiance. These environmental factors have been
found to be very influential on customer feelings,
satisfaction and behavioural intentions .

Restaurant atmospherics influence emotional responses and
customer loyalty positively (Ryu and Jang, 2008).
Consumers generally tend to associate good environments
with higher service quality and overall value.

With respect to experience, emotional satisfaction derived
from the dining environment can aid in the development of
relationships. Fun and memorable experiences make it
more likely that your customers will return to you and help
you build long-term relationships.

VIII. CONSUMER RELATIONS AND
DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT

Digital technologies have changed the way restaurants
interact and manage customer relationships. Customer
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decisions are affected by reviews on the web, social media
channels, meal delivery apps and mobile ordering systems.
E-WOM has a huge impact on the choice of a restaurant.
Positive reviews on the Internet help in building trust and
credibility while negative reviews can scare away potential
buyers. Studies show that more and more people are turning
to peer-generated content to help them decide on
restaurants.

Social media allows restaurants to interact with their
customers in real time. Restaurants are able to increase
brand loyalty and the quality of relationship through
personalisation of content, promotional campaigns and
activities concerning customer interaction.

With digital interaction, companies can get feedback from
consumers and retrieve services so that they can fix their
problems before they become issues and keep healthy
relationships with clients.

IX. CONSUMER RELATIONSHIP: TRUST
& EMOTIONAL BONDING

Trust is widely considered as one of the key elements of
relationship marketing. And the restaurant has been
providing good products and services to the customers all
along so they have been building up the trust.

Trust has been shown to reduce perceived risk and increase
commitment to the relationship. Restaurants are trusted by
consumers. If consumers trust the restaurant, they are more
likely to forgive any service failure and remain customers.

A better emotional connection leads to stronger
relationships ~ with  consumers. Repeated positive
experiences, personalised interactions and shared values are
the foundation of emotional connections. Such types of
attachments are likely to promote customer advocacy
behaviours, such as referrals and positive word-of-mouth
communication.

The literature indicates that trust and emotional attachment
are the mediators of the relationship between restaurant
experiences and long-term relationship outcomes.

X. IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPING
CONSUMER RELATIONSHIPS.

The findings of the reviewed literature have several
important implications for restaurant managers:

The key thing is consistency in the quality of the food,
which is vital for building trust and securing repeat
business.

Second, service quality has to be seen as a strategic tool to
build relationships and not as an operational function.
Third, strategies to improve customer satisfaction should
target both the functional and emotional aspects of the
dining experience.
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Fourth, relationship marketing programs should be aimed at
personalised communication, loyalty rewards, and
customer engagement activities.

Fifth, investing in the atmosphere and the experiential
design of a restaurant is a great way to enhance the quality
of the relationship and customer retention.

Lastly, use of digital platforms should be leveraged to
enable customer interaction, reputation management, and
relationship building over the long term.

Research Gap

A lot of research has been done on choice of restaurant and
consumer loyalty, but many gaps still exist. A lot of
research focuses on individual variables, instead of putting
many factors of relationship-building into a broader
framework. Moreover, there are few studies on the
moderating effects of digital engagement and social media
interactions on restaurant choice behaviours.

Moreover, the research in developing economies is rather
scarce in comparison with research in rich countries. Future
research should consider the cultural effects, technological
uptake and post-pandemic consumer behaviour in the
context of restaurant relationship management.

XI. CONCLUSION

According to the literature, restaurant selection is a
multidimensional phenomenon that is affected by food
quality, service quality, customer satisfaction, atmosphere,
trust and digital engagement. These factors are decisive not
only for the initial choice of the restaurant, but also for the
long-term building of customer relationships. Relationship
marketing, customer satisfaction, and trust are the salient
constructs that link restaurant experiences with loyalty
outcomes.

With the hospitality industry becoming increasingly
competitive, restaurants need to build customer-centric
strategies, focusing on building relationships rather than
simply transactions. Competitive advantage and stronger
customer relationships will be gained by organisations able
to integrate quality service, personalisation, and digital
engagement into their business processes.
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