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ABSTRACT

Eating out experiences can project different images, desires and 
expectations among consumers. Depending on the overall outcome 
of these experiences, consumers may have a positive impact on a 
business through continued patronage or word-of-mouth advertising, 
while in the case of dissatisfying experiences their response may even 
harm an establishment’s image. From a group of 305 participants, 
this study explores consumers’ viewpoint of the ideal eating out 
experience and in the process seeks to identify keywords that are 
evoked in their definition of this experience. This information could 
prove invaluable to restaurant professionals in better meeting the 
needs of consumers in terms of both product and service delivery. The 
importance of ‘good food’ is acknowledged as the major ‘illustrator’ 
of the eating out experience, followed by price concerns and the 
establishment’s atmosphere. Overall, these findings are nothing new. 
However, interestingly, at times when people are encouraged, even 
urged to engage in healthy eating habits, respondents only marginally 
consider healthy food choices as part of their ideal eating out 
experience, while freshness of foods is almost totally unimportant 
to them. These last findings could have several implications for the 
hospitality industry. Moreover, despite consumers’ apparent lack of 
interest or involvement in healthy food consumption, restaurateurs 
can contribute towards consumers’ knowledge on healthier food 
alternatives, and in the process provide- and benefit from- pleasurable 
eating out experiences.
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Introduction – The Eating Out Experience 

In their quest for excellence and success, hospitality operations, and 
restaurants in particular, face many challenges. Low profitability, high 

costs, finding and retaining ‘the right people,’ and the constant threat of 
competing against new or strongly established businesses can severely 
weaken a business’ structure, even lead to ruin. According to Ladhari 
et al. (2008), both competition “and the increasing importance of con-
sumer patronage impose the need to provide better services and satisfy 
consumers” (p. 563). Arguably, core aspects that may help maximise a 
business’s potential success are a high quality product (the food) and 
outstanding labour (staff); together, these two elements can contribute 
to the value-for-money principle and as a result can also have a very 
positive influence on consumers:

Guests obtain a memorable experience when a company intentionally 
uses services as the stage and goods as props to engage individual cus-
tomers in an inherently personal way (Gilmore & Pine, 2002, p. 88).

The key issue here is one of competitive differentiation and value 
adding the typical consumer eating out experience so that it becomes 
‘memorable’ in the eyes of the consumer, which in turn drives consumer 
satisfaction, repeat business and positive referral word of mouth. The 
question that must logically be posted therefore is – what drives the 
consumer satisfaction and repeat patronage constructs? In this regard, a 
very long list of studies emphasize the importance of satisfaction and the 
role that the service staff play in providing memorable eating out experi-
ences. In fact, much of the focus of contemporary research on restaurant 
experiences has focused on patrons’ overall satisfaction. Pratten (2003, p. 
826), for example, emphasizes the delivery of food (service and product), 
provision of attractive surroundings (physical facility) and / or sensible 
prices as key aspects of a satisfying restaurant experience. 

Similarly, Andaleeb and Conway (2006) found that responsiveness 
of frontline staff first, and then price and food quality can significantly 
contribute to customer satisfaction. An additional piece in the puzzle lead-
ing to a more satisfying restaurant experience or patronage also includes 
emotions. According to Ladhari et al. (2008, p. 563) the restaurant’s 
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atmosphere, such as its lighting, cleanliness, crowdedness or noise can 
have a significant impact on patrons’ emotions and as a result influence 
their purchase decision or overall satisfaction.

While overwhelmingly food, service and to a much lesser extent emotions 
have all been identified as key ingredients in restaurant patronage situations, 
other elements that provide “very attractive targets for experiment” (Johns 
& Pine, 2002, p. 124) such as “the physical surroundings in which food is 
eaten” (p. 124) have not received much attention from academic researchers. 
To date the majority of these studies have been largely quantitative in nature, 
utilizing some pre-validated Likert-type scale to rate restaurant performance 
across a range of standardized variables. Little, if any contemporary research 
however has approached the issue from a richer and more qualitative 
perspective. In addition, contemporary research does not extensively discuss 
what consumers may find as part of their ‘ideal’ eating out experience in 
their own words, that is, words and thoughts that patrons use to define such 
experience. While to date missing, the richness of such information may 
be invaluable to the hospitality industry, as it may identify less obvious but 
nevertheless important aspects of the eating out experience, while at the 
same time identifying other consumer segments that may be of potential 
interest to restaurant operations. 

Bahn et al. (2001) provide an illustration of this argument, stating: “The 
notion of people choosing a lifestyle like they would choose a product 
may be the very basis for developing segmentation strategies” (p. 57). 
Thus, there may be different groups of restaurant patrons whose desire 
when eating out may include, to name a few elements, the availability 
of nutritious food or that of entertainment. These and other elements 
may still significantly contribute towards restaurant patrons’ ideal eating 
out experience. 

The fundamental objective of this study is therefore to identify those 
features associated with restaurant patrons’ ‘ideal’ eating out experience. 
To this end, the study seeks to have restaurant patrons define these 
features in their own words and in so doing to answer the following 
research questions:

• What elements do restaurant patrons consider most important in 
their definition of the ‘ideal’ eating out experience? Moreover, 

• What words and / or statements are evoked among consumers 
that best illustrate this ‘ideal’ experience?  
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Recent Developments in the Context of the Eating Out 

Experience 

Apart from impressive growth in the last decades and from increasingly 
becoming part of many destinations’ tourism marketing (Sparks et al., 
2003) the restaurant industry has gone a long way to adapt to a rapidly 
changing environment, particularly with regards to its consumers: 

Since the 1960s, that period which marked the last gasp of post-war 
austerity, the “hospitality” industry has grown considerably and modern 
tastes in dining out established and entrenched (Wood, 1994, p. 11). 

In some cases, the growth of dining and / or eating out has been 
associated to lifestyle, even as dubbed as being “embedded in culture” 
(Riley, 1994, p. 15). On a similar note, Mattila (2002) alludes to the 
importance of “the overall sequence of events that constitute the hotel 
stay or dining occasion rather than each individual feature of that experi-
ence” (p. 380) as reasons for consumers’ purchase decisions in hospitality 
environments.

Today, the popularity and availability of deli, Halal, Kosher, vegan / 
vegetarian and other foods has crossed many boundaries and drawn new 
consumers to learn and experience such foods. In the United States, the 
growing popularity of farmers’ markets (Griffin & Frongillo, 2003) has 
also contributed to ‘converting’ many consumers to more natural, fresher, 
healthier and more nutritious eating habits. According to Middleton 
(2000), “Health awareness is very much the phenomenon … with the 
media, government, and retailers all sending messages about lifestyles and 
moral responsibilities towards health” (p. 399). In a survey among United 
States consumers, Palmer and Leontos (1995) “found that 82% … rated 
nutrition as moderately to very important” (p. 1418), and 69% of these 
respondents “rated nutrition as important because of health concerns” 
(p. 1418). Given this apparent “shift in consumer thinking” (Palmer & 
Leontos, 1995, p. 1418), it could be argued that many consumers in the 
United States, as in other countries, may genuinely be willing to abandon 
old (unhealthier) eating habits. 

To counter this optimistic view, recent reports on the already peren-
nial dilemma of obesity that millions of individuals in the United States 
are confronted with (Reuters, 2009; The Western Australian, 2010) il-
lustrate that there is a very long way ahead before significant goals can 
be achieved with regards to health related aspects, including volume, 
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nutrition and overall quality of food consumption. The reports above 
not only demonstrate the seriousness of the obesity epidemic and its 
ramifications, but also cast a shadow over the real nature of changes in 
“consumer thinking” Palmer and Leontos (1995, p. 1418) refer to. Such 
concerns are in many ways directly related to food providers and their 
stance on the standards, quality, as well as on the healthy component of 
foods they sell to consumers.

Controversy surrounding some fast food companies (Mills & Thomas, 
2007) concerning consumers’ reactions towards unhealthy foods and 
the subsequent negative impact on the image of these companies may 
mean that increasing public pressure is being exercised on the fast food 
industry, often judged for selling unhealthy or ‘junk food.’ Ironically, 
however, the rise (Schlosser, 2001) and expansion (Yan & Li, 2009; 
Lafontaine & Leibsohn, 2004) of some of these fast-food establish-
ments, even at times of apparent increasing consumer awareness on 
eating ‘healthy’ (Carange et al., 2004 and Thomas and Mills, 2006, in 
Mills & Thomas, 2007) has continued over the years. Such scenario 
clearly contradicts the notion, or desire among many individuals, that 
having more health-conscious consumers may eventually weaken the 
currently strong grip many fast food companies have on much of the 
dining / eating out sector. 

Do hospitality operations, more precisely restaurateurs have a 
moral- if not necessarily a business motivation- to provide healthy 
options that can still be tasteful, not labour intensive or costly and 
contribute to the business’s bottom line? Also, would those pro-
active measures contribute to improving consumers’ health and in 
this process their overall satisfaction? Jeffery et al. (1994) explain 
that “increasing the number of nutritious food choices and making 
them more attractive economically may be important to changing 
food choice behaviour” (p. 788). Fitzpatrick et al. (1997) found that 
for some consumer segments, lower-fat menu items contributed towards 
greater satisfaction “than satisfaction with regular items, regardless of 
menu-item type, dining experience, or respondent characteristics” (p. 
513). Arguably, the ability of serving fresher, healthier options may ap-
ply to many restaurants located near or in areas where the availability of 
fresh foods at a more affordable price may be more prevalent. However, 
in numerous other cases, restaurant establishments are limited in many 
ways ‘to do the right thing.’ 
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Interestingly, one of the main obstacles of implementing a thorough 
strategy to provide consumers with healthier food options lies with con-
sumers themselves. In a study conducted among kitchen chefs, Middleton 
(2000) cites previous research (Finkelstein, 1989; Roberts & Regan, 1991; 
Sneed & Burkhalter, 1991) to assert that restaurant chefs face several 
difficulties in providing healthy alternatives. The irony is that some 
of these difficulties are based on the fact that when eating out, many 
people tend to ignore “dietary guidelines” (Middleton, 2000, p. 404). 
Middleton’s (2000) justification for this phenomenon is that eating out 
is related to hedonic experiences, or special occasions; therefore, many 
consumers tend to ignore health when eating out. Instead, consumers use 
such experiences and occasions, as well as the frequent over-availability 
of foods to indulge themselves (Middleton, 2000). 

When referring to consumers’ behaviour in engaging in unhealthy 
eating, Warshaw (1993) provides further support of the ‘indulgence’ no-
tion using the term “restaurant industry’s catch-22” (p. 20). In essence, 
Warshaw (1993) argues that many consumers do exactly the opposite as 
they say regarding their eating habits when patronizing a restaurant; for 
example, they “talk about eating healthy, yet despite the fact that they 
may eat out four times a week, it's still treated as a special occasion 
and a time to “blow the diet” ” (p. 20). In these scenarios, consumers’ 
‘psychological’ commitment to ‘vindicate’ themselves after such opu-
lence, that is, the promise to return to dietary sacrifices may be too little 
too late, as the excesses of over-eating may defeat the purpose of such 
constructive efforts of healthier eating.

Overall, the eating out experience cannot be summarised in only a 
few areas (e.g., food, service, atmosphere, emotions), as it encompasses 
a wide range of tangible, intangible and psychological elements that add 
to its complexity. The view of Koo et al. (1999) further supports this 
point, as they state that “Depending on the purpose of going out to dine, 
consumers subconsciously evaluate a complex set of attributes before 
making their “buying” decision” (p. 242). 

In collecting data through questionnaire distribution among a group of 
Southern United States consumers, this study examines what the eating 
out experience entails from their perspective. Moreover, the study seeks 
to identify statements and / or keywords consumers use to visualise and 
define their ideal eating out experience. 
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Methodology

In the fall of 2009, data were collected from individuals tailgating at a 
university campus prior and during university (American) football games 
in the state of Alabama. Several aspects were taken into consideration 
prior to the data collection process. For example, the environment to 
collect data was chosen based on the fact that thousands of individuals 
gather prior and during the college football games to socialise, cook, and 
eat foods while they watch or wait for the game to kick off. Tailgating 
is a traditional leisure activity in much of the United States during the 
autumn season; prior, during and even after football games, this activity 
can range from only a morning or an afternoon to even several days. In 
many cases, attendees to tailgate parties drive themselves in their mobile 
homes and spend the night, or nights, near or on the university campus. 
Also, many of these individuals also patronize different restaurant facili-
ties, including full-service and fast-food outlets.

The opportunity to approach hundreds of potential respondents within 
a limited period of time, that is, during the hours or days they were 
visiting the university campus, was a strong reason to choose both the 
tailgating visitors and data collection process (questionnaire distribu-
tion). In addition, given the fact that only individuals 19 years of age 
and above were eligible to participate in the study, it was believed that 
many among these individuals would have visited restaurants and / or 
other hospitality facilities in the past, or be patronizing theses during 
their tailgate experience. Such belief further justified approaching the 
tailgating group as a potential data collection source.  

The data were collected during five home games of the 2009 autumn 
season via the direct distribution of questionnaires. The researchers made 
a decision to design a questionnaire that would allow for gathering data 
of participants’ views on their ideal eating out experience as well as 
their demographic characteristics. This last portion of the questionnaire 
consisted of space for participants to write in their own words what such 
experience entailed. This section included the following statement: “In the 
space provided below, please describe in a few words or sentences your 
ideal eating out experience as it relates to the food you consume.”

Direct distribution of the questionnaire allowed for briefly introduc-
ing the study’s objectives to prospective respondents; however, a letter 
thoroughly explaining the study’s intent was also provided in the envel-
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oped handed to prospective respondents. The envelope contained both 
the introductory letter and the one-page questionnaire; envelopes were 
then left with those individuals who accepted the invitation to partake 
in the study. The envelope served the purpose of keeping the completed 
questionnaire and allowed respondents to seal it. Envelopes were then 
collected approximately an hour after being distributed in a sealed box 
with a space on its top for respondents to drop the envelopes; this 
process was thought to be less intimidating for respondents and also al-
lowed for both anonymity of participants and confidentiality regarding 
the information provided. 

A total of 459 questionnaires were distributed during the five week-
ends when the games took place. This effort allowed for collecting 305 
usable responses, a 66.4% response rate. The qualitative data, that is, the 
comments respondents provided were read, then typed using Microsoft 
Word. Given that these comments were part of the same section that 
sought to learn what respondents’ ideal eating out experience was, no data 
management software was considered. Instead, the data were analyzed 
using content analysis. Furthermore, the different threads that emerged 
from the comments concerning respondents’ ideal eating out experience 
were grouped together. In this process, Microsoft Word was once again 
chosen for reasons of simplicity and user friendliness. Participants’ com-
ments are labelled ‘R1’ for Respondent 1, ‘R2’ for Respondent 2 and 
so forth.”

Results

As respondents’ demographic characteristics indicate (Table 1), in 
this study females clearly outnumber males. In addition, the bulk of 
the respondents are between the ages of 21 and 35 years, while the 
number of people between the ages of 36 and 50 years of age was 50 
(16.4%), those between the ages of 51 and 65 25 (8.2%) with only five 
respondents (1.6%) being older than 65 years of age. Arguably, the more 
senior groups may enjoy more disposable income and a lifestyle that 
includes eating out; however, in this study these groups are visibly under-
represented. At the same time, given the chosen environment to collect 
data, the predominance of university students, as well as other groups 
that tailgate and are part of ‘younger’ age groups seems unsurprising. 
Nevertheless, the study has a number of limitations in the composition 
of the respondent group that must be recognized.  
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Table 1
Basic demographic information about respondents

Gender n % of total respondents

Males 98 32.1

Females 193 63.3

Missing responses 14 4.6

Total 305 100.0

Age groups n % of total respondents

Below 21 years of age 71 23.3

Between 21 – 35 years of age 138 45.2

36+ years of age 80 26.2

Missing responses 16 5.2

Total 305 100.0

Educational level n % of total respondents

Primary / high school only 121 39.7

University degree 138 45.2

Other qualifications* 27 8.9

Missing responses 19 6.2

Total 305 100.0

* Due to its low respondent number, this group was not considered for subsequent 

analysis.

Respondents were asked to indicate in their own words what their 
ideal eating out experience was. In the following tables (Table 2, 3 and 
4), participants’ comments are separated in different groups and discussed. 
All respondents that provided comments in this study indicated patronising 
restaurants at least once a week. A decision was made to divide responses 
into three different categories: gender, age group and educational achieve-
ment. This descriptive comparison was believed to allow for identifying 
potential differences among these selected groups, and in the process 
providing more clarity of the findings. First, comparing the comments of 
males and females, 130 respondents, or 42.2% of all respondents provided 
comments; of these, 37 were males and 93 females. Table 2 shows that 
a higher percentage of males places more importance on the quality of 
food, as well as on the service component, dining with a companion, 
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and speed in being served a meal than females. Clearly, the quality of 
the food is the most illustrative expressional item of the ideal eating 
out experience. This finding is in line with Clark and Wood (1999) who 
identified the quality of the food as one of two primary determinants of 
restaurant choice and loyalty among consumers; the second determinant 
(choice of food), however, is not identified in this study.

In a study conducted among fast-food outlet patrons, Park (2004) 
noticed two main groups of consumers: those who place ‘utilitarian value’ 
in their eating out experience, that is, “the functional and economical 
aspects of eating-out” (p. 89), and those who value the hedonic aspect: 
“fun, entertainment, absorbing, and novelty” (p. 89). Overall, in the pres-
ent study there is a mix of functional and hedonic values; however, other 
elements do not appear to belong to one or the other. For instance, the 
fact that some 16% of those who provided comments mentioned dining 
with a companion as part of their ideal eating out experience also il-
lustrates the importance some groups of customers give to such an often 
ignored element. In this context, one respondent (R1) for instance noted: 
“I usually only eat out when I know exactly what I want and someone 
else wants to join me. I enjoy great food and great company.” The finding 
regarding dining out with a companion suggests the need for restaura-
teurs to provide ideal / convenient conditions (e.g., more ‘private’ spots 
at the restaurant, partitions, design, etc.). Doing so may send a positive, 
inviting image to diners who partake of the eating out ritual as a special 
occasion to be with loved ones or who go out on a date.  

In comparison, females clearly appear to be more price conscious than 
males, and they value the restaurant’s atmosphere, healthy food choices, 
the food’s taste and the establishment’s cleanliness more than males do. 
Interestingly, only one male and 16 female respondents mentioned the 
cleanliness aspect as part of the ideal eating out experience. Of even more 
interest was that a very small percentage of respondents place value on 
the importance of the freshness of the foods. This finding is particularly 
significant at times when there is much information on the importance 
of healthier eating habits, including the importance of freshness of foods, 
as opposed to pre-cooked or packaged foods that may be of much less 
beneficial value health-wise to consumers. 
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Table 2
Gender comparisons in regards to their eating out experience

Importance of food quality (e.g., good 
food, etc.).

Gender n Total %

Males 19 37 51.4

Females 41 93 44.1

Totals 60 130 46.2

Price concerns: money spent dining 
versus food (e.g., value for money, 
affordable, etc.).

Males 13 37 35.1

Females 42 93 45.2

Totals 55 130 42.3

Importance of atmosphere (quiet en-
vironment, fun).

Males 9 37 24.3

Females 34 93 36.6

Totals 43 130 33.1

Importance of healthy foods and healthy 
choices.

Males 6 37 16.2

Females 30 93 32.3

Totals 36 130 27.7

Importance of service. Males 14 37 37.8

Females 22 93 23.7

Totals 36 130 27.7

Dining with a companion, in company 
of others.

Males 8 37 21.6

Females 13 93 14.0

Totals 21 130 16.2

Importance of taste (e.g., good taste, 
tasty food).

Males 2 37 5.4

Females 13 93 14.0

Totals 15 130 11.5

Importance of cleanliness at the 
restaurant.

Males 1 37 2.7

Females 16 93 17.2

Totals 17 130 13.1

Quickness in receiving the meal. Males 4 37 10.8

Females 5 93 5.4

Totals 9 130 6.9

Importance of freshness in foods. Males 1 37

Females 5 93 5.4

Totals 6 130 4.6

Note: 130 respondents of 305 (42.6%) provided comments; more than one answer per 

respondent possible.
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When respondents’ comments were separated by age groups, Table 
3 illustrates that those over 35 years of age placed more importance on 
the food quality, the service component and the establishment’s cleanli-
ness. This group of respondents may not only have different priorities 
as compared to ‘younger’ age group, for instance, eating out more in a 
hedonic sense rather than as a need. Members of this older group have 
also more disposable income and time to spend and may therefore be 
more selective in their restaurant choices, or the reasons for their res-
taurant patronage. 

Given that not even one respondent in the 35 and above years of 
age group indicated ‘speed of food delivery’ as part of their ideal eat-
ing out experience further confirms their more relaxed approach to such 
experience. In contrast, the fact that both groups below the age of 35 
years place much higher importance on the (more affordable) price of 
the meal clearly demonstrates more obvious financial limitations on their 
ideal eating out experience. Members of the group of individuals of ages 
between 21 and 35 years value dining with a companion more than the 
other two age groups.

In turn, there appear to be close similarities between the young-
est and the oldest groups, with their members seeking fun and a more 
‘entertaining’ atmosphere when eating out. The importance of healthier 
foods or healthy food choices when eating out, while only a marginal 
‘illustrator’ of the ideal eating out experience, was more important among 
those aged 35 and below. Such a finding is rather surprising in view 
of more health concerns associated with the more mature age groups, 
as opposed to those that, as is the case of college students, may be in 
a stage of experimenting or consuming foods that are considered more 
common of university environments. This finding may, however, also 
indicate that many members of the younger generations, particularly 
those more educated may be gaining awareness of healthier food habits 
and implementing these in their own lives (e.g., while purchasing foods 
and groceries, or while cooking at home).
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Table 3
Age group comparisons in regards to their eating out experience

Importance of food quality (e.g., 
good food, etc.).

Age group n Total %

20 and below 15 36 41.7

21 – 35 25 58 43.1

36+ 20 35 57.1

Totals 60 129 46.5

Price concerns: money spent 
dining versus food (e.g., 
value for money, affordable, 
etc.).

20 and below 21 36 58.3

21 – 35 27 58 46.6

36+ 7 35 20.0

Totals 55 129 42.6

Importance of atmosphere (e.g., 
quiet environment, fun).

20 and below 16 36 44.4

21 – 35 12 58 20.7

36+ 14 35 40.0

Totals 42 129 32.6

Importance of healthy foods and 
healthy choices.

20 and below 11 36 30.6

21 – 35 17 58 29.3

36+ 7 35 20.0

Totals 35 129 27.1

Importance of service. 20 and below 7 36 19.4

21 – 35 14 58 24.1

36+ 15 35 42.9

Totals 36 129 27.9

Dining with a companion, in 
company of others.

20 and below 4 36 11.1

21 – 35 11 58 19.0

36+ 6 35 17.1

Totals 21 129 16.3

Importance of taste (e.g., good 
taste, tasty food).

20 and below 7 36 19.4

21 – 35 6 58 10.3

36+ 2 35 5.7

Totals 15 129 11.6

Importance of cleanliness at the 
restaurant.

20 and below 3 36 8.3

21 – 35 6 58 10.3

36+ 8 35 22.9

Totals 17 129 13.2
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Quickness in receiving the 
meal.

20 and below 2 36 5.6

21 – 35 7 58 12.1

36+ 0 35 0.0

Totals 9 129 7.0

Importance of freshness in 
foods.

20 and below 3 36 8.3

21 – 35 2 58 3.4

36+ 1 35 2.9

Totals 6 129 4.7

Note: 129 respondents of 305 (42.3%) provided comments; more than one answer 
per respondent possible.

When groups were compared according to their educational level 
/ achievement, it was noticed (Table 4) that those individuals that had 
completed a university degree considered the quality of the food, the 
availability of healthy foods and the service component more important 
than did those participants with no university degree completion. A 
larger number of this last group, however, considered the cleanliness 
of the restaurant more important than those participants with university 
achievement. Similarly, the group without university achievement consid-
ered the quickness of the food delivery more important than the group 
of respondents with a university degree. Only a very low percentage of 
respondents of either group chose ‘taste’ or similar words to indicate their 
preference for tasty food(s). While arguably the taste of food could in 
some ways be associated to the overall quality of the restaurant’s food, 
in this study this illustrator was believed to be an illustrator on its own 
and therefore kept apart.

In contrast, price concerns clearly divide the groups according to edu-
cational achievement. Respondents without university degree completion 
may have more restricted access to jobs or a level of income that might 
allow them to be more indulgent and be able to spend more money on 
their eating out experience. In addition, those participants with a univer-
sity degree consider the availability of healthy choices only marginally 
more important than those without a university degree, while almost no 
differences exist between the two groups regarding the establishment’s 
atmosphere. 
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Table 4
Educational level groups and comparisons in regards to their eating 

out experience

Importance of food quality (e.g., 
including ‘good food,’ etc.).

Education level n Total %

High school 26 63 41.3

University degree 30 60 50.0

Totals 56 123 45.5

Price concerns: money spent 
dining versus food (e.g., value 
for money, affordable, etc.).

High school 32 63 50.8

University degree 22 60 36.7

Totals 54 123 43.9

Importance of atmosphere (quiet 
environment, fun).

High school 22 63 34.9

University degree 17 60 28.3

Totals 52 123 42.3

Importance of healthy foods and 
healthy choices.

High school 15 63 23.8

University degree 20 60 33.3

Totals 35 123 28.5

Importance of service. High school 12 63 19.0

University degree 20 60 33.3

Totals 32 123 26.0

Dining with a companion, in 
company of others.

High school 8 63 12.7

University degree 12 60 20.0

Totals 20 123 16.3

Importance of taste (e.g., good 
taste, tasty food).

High school 7 63 11.1

University degree 8 60 13.3

Totals 15 123 12.2

Importance of cleanliness at the 
restaurant.

High school 11 63 17.5

University degree 5 60 8.3

Totals 16 123 13.0

Quickness in receiving the 
meal.

High school 7 63 11.1

University degree 2 60 3.3

Totals 9 123 7.3

Importance of freshness in 
foods.

High school 1 63 1.6

University degree 4 60 6.7

Totals 5 123 4.1

Note: 123 respondents of 305 (40.3%) provided comments; more than one answer 
per respondent possible.
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While the previous tables illustrate in keywords and sentences what 
respondents’ main thoughts of their ideal eating out experience were, 
many also provided comments denoting other aspects of their experience. 
One participant (R2), for instance hinted at the obvious budgetary limita-
tions preventing her to eat out often, but also acknowledged reasons that 
suggested health-consciousness: “I enjoy eating out at nice restaurants, 
but can’t do that every night, both for the money and for the nutritional 
purposes.” Two respondents’ visualization of the ideal eating experience 
clearly demonstrated concerns for the healthy component of such experi-
ence, as well as their preference for ‘simpler’ style of foods (R3): “Home 
cooking style with fresh local vegetables and good service.” 

For several other respondents, however, the ideal eating out experi-
ence was more about convenience: 

 R4:“Love to eat out and eat foods I don’t prepare at home.” 

 R5: “I don't like cooking at home or waiting for food to be 
cooked.”

 R6: “I enjoy eating out for the convenience. Having a glass of wine 
with dinner, with no clean up is the best part. Also, not having much 
time to cook.”

 R7: “Whatever fills me up for a few hours.”

 R8: “Low cost, convenience, filling.”

 R9: “...convenient food is easier to eat and get when my wife and 
I work late.” However, this same respondent admitted a preference 
to home cooking and at the same time a conscious decision for 
maximising home-cooking: “We usually cook enough to last 3-4 days. 
If we don’t get the opportunity to cook after the “leftovers” are gone 
we get something quick to eat. However, I prefer our cooking over 
any restaurant.” 

Finally, for other participants eating out also entailed changing the 
environment, if for a short time and meeting people (R10): “Usually if 
I eat out it is to get away from the stress around my home/everyday 
life, I am not at my house, or I won’t be at my house for a while and 
I’m hungry.” (R11): “Great way to socialize.” This last comment is in 
line with some of the motivators of the eating out experience that Park 
(2004) identifies in a previous study.
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Conclusions, Implications, Limitations and Future Research 

Eating out and restaurant patronising can encompass situations that 
go beyond the basic need to consume foods. For example, the impor-
tance of memorable experiences can be an opportunity for restaurants to 
showcase the quality and originality of their product, the professionalism 
and knowledge of their service staff, as well as the restaurant’s overall 
atmosphere. The contemporary hospitality literature often refers to these 
elements as triggers of satisfaction, loyalty and customer return. In this 
context, the importance of consumer feedback regarding their eating-out 
experience and what other aspects they may value could assist the restau-
rant sector in its intent to improve or at least maintain the ‘memorable’ 
aspect of such experience. 

While the aspects above have been extensively discussed in the hos-
pitality literature, others, including emotions (Ladhari et al., 2008), the 
nutritional aspect of the food, its freshness or locality are only marginally 
mentioned in research as key components of memorable or ideal eating 
out experience. Using questionnaires to gather participants’ definition of 
their ideal eating out experience, this study sought to learn how consum-
ers visualise their image of such experience, and express it in their own 
words. Overall, aspects such as the quality and price of the foods, as well 
as the restaurant’s atmosphere are in line with many hospitality studies 
that identify these items as triggers of consumers’ satisfaction. 

In contrast, the healthy aspect of the experience (healthy food) is only 
marginally mentioned, suggesting that many consumers do not associate 
eating out with healthy eating. Moreover, the fact that an element such as 
dining with a companion appeared to be a more important factor in respon-
dents’ eating out experience than was the freshness of foods further support 
respondents’ passiveness regarding the healthy aspect of their experience. The 
findings are also in line with some studies (Middleton, 2000; Warshaw, 1993) 
explaining that when consumers eat out a healthy diet and the nutritional 
aspect of foods are ignored and a more indulging behaviour prevails. 

The pattern of responses emphasising convenience also illustrates 
consumers’ disregard over such critical aspects of food consumption as 
nutrition or foods’ freshness. At the same time, these responses clearly 
point at the need for food education and health consciousness, an element 
that, in view of the study’s overall findings, appears to be unknown to 
many. In this regard, many hospitality businesses could play a critical 
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role, not only by providing fresh, nutritional foods, but also educating 
consumers to become involved in healthier food consumption practices. 
One example is that of restaurants located near farmers’ markets. Some 
of these businesses that purchase their produce directly from farmers 
could also advertise such services and in this process ‘convert’ consum-
ers to their healthier ways of preparing and serving foods. This view is 
also in line with Wansink et al. (2001) who explain that “By providing 
quality cues, such as descriptive labels, restaurateurs not only enhance 
the perceived attractiveness of menu items, they may also favourably 
influence diners’ actual consumption experience” (p. 72). Finally, Palmer 
and Leontos (1995) suggest that a long-term, successful strategy to make 
changes in menus includes nutrition education among chefs. Thus, the 
restaurant sector could serve as an educational tool; in turn such efforts 
could also benefit the business’s bottom line in the form of more con-
sumer patronage and word-of-mouth.

As previously mentioned, the study is not free from limitations; 
therefore, it must be recognised that the findings of this study are not 
generalisable. However, the findings do provide opportunities for future 
research in areas related to eating out experiences, both from an industry 
as well as from a consumer perspective. First, future research could be 
conducted using a larger number of participants and a more balanced 
gender and age group population. An improvement in these areas could 
provide more clarity as to what differences may exist between differ-
ent groups of consumers and the way they define their ideal eating out 
experience. In addition, future research could explore restaurateurs’ point 
of view regarding the provision of ideal eating out experiences. Such 
studies could also seek to learn what potential opportunities, if any, 
restaurateurs may see in the provision of ‘healthier’ foods while at the 
same time providing memorable experiences. Also important would be the 
investigation of the challenges that restaurateurs may face in balancing 
healthier / more nutritional food offerings versus the business’s bottom 
line. For example, to what extent is the cost of and effort in providing 
healthier foods preventing restaurateurs from doing so? 

Data that help uncover these aspects related to food and service provid-
ers could be of valuable assistance to consumer groups and government 
agencies, leading to a consumer population that is more informed and 
better educated in food related aspects.
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