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Title

Diners’ responses to talent vs. effort of restaurant employees

Abstract

When presenting employees’ laudable performance, shall restaurant managers emphasize
effort or talent of their employees as the source of such performance? This study is proposed to
answer this question. We suggest that diners’ responses to employees’ effort vs. talent hinge on
diners’ need to belong and restaurant type. Study 1 shows that diners’ need to belong moderates
their responses to effort- vs. talent-focused messages. Study 2 finds that restaurant type (casual
vs. fine dining) moderates diners’ responses to effort- vs. talent-focused messages. Diners’
perceptions of fit with employees (Study 1) and persuasiveness of a message (Study 2) are
mechanisms underlying the proposed moderating effects. Our findings help restaurant managers
devise strategies to effectively communicate employee performance. Restaurant managers may
benefit from tailoring their messages conveying employee performance on the basis of diners’

need to belong and restaurant type.
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1. Introduction

Talent is an inborn characteristic that a few individuals possess, whereas effort reflects
commitment and perseverance that can be exerted by anyone (Emerson & Murphy, 2015; Leung,
Kim, & Tse, 2020). When showcasing chefs’ seasonal creations, restaurant managers can
highlight chefs’ relentless effort or natural talent as the primary source of such creations. A
cursory study of restaurant magazines and websites indicates that talent and effort are commonly
used in practice. On the one hand, renowned chefs often relate their success to their tireless effort
(Hill, 2015). On the other hand, many popular magazines highlight the natural talent of
successful chefs (Helterman, 2019). Given the two widely used options, restaurant managers

may wonder which performance source (effort or talent) is more appealing to diners.

However, the extant literature provides limited insight into choosing the right
performance source. Marketing messages showcasing employee performance are vital because
consumers’ perception of employee performance can shape their satisfaction with a company
(Kusluvan et al., 2010). Emerging evidence suggests that marketing messages need to match
consumers’ psychological states and needs, such as construal level, to ensure the effectiveness of
messages (e.g., Han, Duhachek, & Agrawal, 2014; 2016). Specifically, Han et al. (2016)
demonstrated that marketing messages conveying problem vs. emotion-based coping should
match consumers’ construal level. In line with this body of literature, this paper suggests that the
source of employee performance in marketing messages should be chosen in light of consumers’
need to belong, the desire of being accepted by and belonging to a social group (Leary et al.,
2013). Study 1 posits the moderating role of diners’ need to belong in their responses to chefs’
effort vs. talent highlighted in restaurant messages. Drawing on convergent findings that

perceived fit/congruency results in favorable attitudes toward a company (Lee et al., 2012;
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McCall & Voorhees, 2010; Stokburger-Sauer, 2011), we suggest that diners’ perceptions of fit
with an employee drive the proposed moderating effect. Attitude toward a company is the
valence of consumers’ overall evaluation of the company and it captures the effectiveness of

marketing messages (Keller, 1993; Liu & Shrum, 2002).

Moreover, how diners respond to effort- vs. talent-focused marketing messages of casual
and fine dining restaurants remains unknown. This knowledge gap is vexing because people tend
to hold different expectations for casual and fine dining restaurants (Hwang & Ok, 2013; Liu,
Wu, & Wang, 2020; Stierand & Dorfler, 2012). To address this void, Study 2 examines the
moderating role of restaurant type in diners’ responses to effort- vs. talent-focused messages.
Drawing on previous research demonstrating the congruency effect in marketing
communications (Line, Hanks, & Zhang, 2016; McGuire, 2013), we posit that the persuasiveness
of a marketing message increases when diners’ expectations for fine-dining vs. casual dining
match the source of employee performance. In sum, we propose that a congruency between the
source of employee performance and diners’ need to belong (Study 1) and a congruency between
the source of employee performance and restaurant type (Study 2) drive favorable attitudes of

diners.

This study extends previous research by focusing on an under-examined type of
marketing message, that is, the one that highlights employees. Previous research has dominantly
explored marketing messages that showcase products (e.g., Jeong & Jang, 2016; Shao et al.,
2020) or companies’ initiatives to conserve the environment (e.g., Gao et al., 2020; Kim, Kim, &
Kim, 2016; Xu & Jeong, 2019). By comparing diners’ responses to employees’ talent and effort
in restaurant messages, this study advances our understanding of the effectiveness of restaurant

marketing messages. For practitioners, this work offers guidance on how to communicate
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employee performance effectively. Specifically, restaurateurs are advised to highlight their
employees’ talent (vs. effort) in marketing messages when diners’ need to belong is low. When
need to belong is high, restaurateurs have some leeway in highlighting either talent or effort.
Additionally, fine dining restaurants may want to focus on the standalone source of talent,
whereas casual dining restaurants may have latitude in showcasing either the talent or effort of

employees.
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2. Theoretical background for Study 1

2.1. Social identity theory

This study draws on the social identity perspective (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al.,
1987; Turner & Reynolds, 2003) that individuals’ cognition, emotion, and behavior are
formulated in relation to their group membership in society. Social identity involves perception
of self as part of a group (i.e., in-group) against other groups that one does not identify with (i.e.,
out-group). This in-group vs. out-group categorization results from perceived similarity of an
individual’s characteristics with others’ characteristics in a group. Social identity theory contends
that people’s desire for a unique personal identity and their desire for a social identity are at the
opposite ends of continuum of human identity (Hornsey, 2008). In other words, when people’s
desire for establishing a group membership is salient, their desire for maintaining a unique

personal identity is reduced.

Drawing on the social identity perspective, Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) postulate that
consumer—company identification entails consumers’ assessment of whether a company identity
fulfills their self-defining needs in three domains: (1) self-continuity, (2) self-distinctiveness, and
(3) self-enhancement. Self-continuity indicates consumers’ motivations for maintaining the
consistency of their identity across occasions and over time. When consumers perceive similarity
between a company’s and their own identity, they may find the company identity attractive. Self-
distinctiveness reflects motivations for building a unique identity. When consumers perceive the
company identity as distinct from that of other companies, they may favor the company identity.
Self-enhancement is consumers’ desire to boost their sense of self-worth. Such a desire can be

fulfilled by identifying with companies with prestige. Company prestige arises when other
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people, whose perceptions are valued by the focal consumer, highly regard the company

(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003).

The company identity can be projected via various channels, including press releases,
advertisements, official websites, and product offerings (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Messages
disseminated through such channels can provide cues for group categorization. Social identity
theory holds that accessible social cues trigger in-group vs. out-group categorization (Hornsey,
2008). For example, consumers may use physical attractiveness of a frontline employee as a cue
to associate their identity with the employee’s (Luoh & Tsaur, 2009). The authors find that
consumers who perceive themselves as attractive may find attractive employees as their in-
group, and thus exhibit a favorable attitude. In this regard, we suggest that employees featured in
a message can prompt consumers to categorize themselves into in-group or out-group of the
employees. Specifically, we argue that talent and effort of employees can serve as a cue to form

in-group vs. out-group perceptions.

The source of employees’ competent performance can be natural talent, dedicated effort,
or a combination of both (Leung et al., 2020). Talent is an innate characteristic that a few
individuals possess, whereas effort reflects commitment and perseverance that can be exerted by
anyone (Emerson & Murphy, 2015; Leung et al., 2020). Therefore, employees whose effort is
highlighted may be perceived as an in-group, whereas employees whose talent is emphasized
may be regarded as an aspirational out-group by the majority of consumers. An aspirational out-
group, an out-group that individuals deem positive and desire to be a part of (Choi & Winterich,
2013), can be spokespersons or protagonists in advertisements with desired characteristics that
people generally lack (Dimofte, Goodstein, & Brumbaugh, 2015). Athletes in energy drink

advertisements and actors whose projected social class is high in luxury brand advertisements are
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examples (Dimofte et al., 2015). Relying on this stream of literature, this study suggests that
restaurant employees whose talent is highlighted (e.g., chefs talented in creating menu items) are
considered an aspirational out-group as diners typically do not possess such talent. By contrast,
restaurant employees whose effort is emphasized are likely an in-group of diners as effort is not
an exclusive characteristic. In what follows, we suggest that diners’ need to belong moderates
their responses to employees described as talented vs. hard-working. We chose to investigate
need to belong as it is an important factor in deepening our understanding of identity of diners in

relation to restaurant employees (e.g., Leary et al., 2013; Liu & Mattila, 2015).

2.2. Moderating effect of diners’ need to belong

The need to belong is a fundamental desire of human beings. It denotes one’s desire to be
accepted by and to belong to a group (Leary et al., 2013). From the evolutionary perspective, the
desire to maintain interpersonal relationships is indispensable for human survival and
reproduction (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Previous research posits that the need to belong is an
individual trait, and people exhibit varying levels of need to belong (Leary et al., 2013). Need to
belong exerts a substantial influence on people’s cognition, emotion, and behavior. For instance,
people with high (vs. low) levels of need to belong are more likely to cooperate for group
activities (DeCremer & Leonardelli, 2003) and respond to interpersonal cues (Pickett, Gardner,

& Knowles, 2004).

Recent studies demonstrate that need to belong can be situationally activated (Loveland,
Smeesters, & Mandel, 2010; Zhu & Argo, 2013). Loveland et al. (2010) reveal that consumers
prefer to consume nostalgic products (i.e., products that were popular during one’s childhood)
when the need to belong is activated. The authors argue that the consumption of nostalgic

products brings about feelings of connectedness between those who used these products and the
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focal consumer. As a result, the consumption of nostalgic products satisfies need to belong. Zhu
and Argo (2013) show that the geometric shape (circular vs. angular) of seating arrangements
activates the need to belong. When the seating arrangement is circularly shaped, individuals
perceive family-oriented (vs. self-oriented) messages as persuasive. Liu and Mattila (2015)
examine the interactive effect of the presence (vs. absence) of authentic menus and types of other
diners (Asian vs. Caucasian) on the focal diner’s need to belong in the ethnic dining context. The
authors show that a Caucasian diner’s need to belong is heightened when the Chinese menu is

not offered (vs. offered) and Asian diners surround the focal diner.

In this study, we examine the role of need to belong as an individual-level trait and
propose that diners with low levels of need to belong exhibit greater levels of perceived fit
between themselves and employees whose talent (vs. effort) is highlighted. Perceived fit denotes
the degree of similarity and the relatedness of an object (e.g., product, brand, and company) to
another (e.g., cultural context and product category). It has dominantly been discussed in the
literature on consumer responses to brand extension (Keller, 2002; Meyvis & Janiszewski, 2004;
Torelli & Ahluwalia, 2012). Recent studies apply perceived fit to the hospitality and tourism
contexts, such as solo dining, luxury hotels, and holiday destinations (Manthiou et al., 2018;
Shin, Hwang, & Mattila, 2018; Stokburger-Sauer, 2011). For instance, Shin et al. (2018) posit
that solo diners may not feel that they “fit in” when their self-esteem is low (vs. high). This arises
because customers low (vs. high) in self-esteem are susceptible to social cues, and dining alone

can lead to feelings of social exclusion.

Moreover, perceived fit can be extended to person-to-group and interpersonal
relationships (Hornsey, 2008; Walton & Cohen, 2007). Such perception of fit is based on

interpersonal similarity, thereby inducing in-group perceptions. The present study investigates
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consumer perceptions of fit with company employees. We posit that consumers with a low need
to belong may exhibit higher levels of perceived fit (in-group perceptions) when employees’
performance is due to their talent (vs. effort). Talent (vs. effort) is possessed by only a few
people and thus perceived as unique (Emerson & Murphy, 2015). As noted earlier, such a unique
nature of talent may lead consumers to perceive talented employees as an aspirational out-group.
Consumers with a low need to belong are not as attentive to cues that make them feel connected
to others (Loveland et al., 2010). As effort is possessed by everyone (Emerson & Murphy, 2015)
and results in feelings of connectedness, consumers with a low need to belong may perceive

lower levels of fit with employees who are portrayed as hard workers (vs. talented).

In line with this reasoning, recent evidence shows that gifted individuals are often viewed
as nonsocial, and thus talent (vs. effort) results in feelings of social disconnectedness (Baudson
& Preckel, 2013; Hong & Lin-Siegler, 2012; Klein & O’Brien 2017; Lin-Siegler et al., 2016).
Such low levels of social connectedness of talented individuals align with consumers’ low need
to belong. Consumers with a low need to belong thus likely exhibit associative motives only
toward talented employees, involving in-group perceptions. Conversely, those with a high need
to belong are motivated to fulfill their desire to be accepted by a broad range of social groups
(Kelly, 2001; Leary et al., 2013). Regardless of in-group (employees with effort) or aspirational
out-group status of employees (employees with talent), consumers with a high need to belong

may exhibit associative motives, thereby leading to high levels of perceived fit with employees.

2.3. Mediating effect of perceived fit on attitude toward company

Attitude toward a company is a consumer’s overall evaluation of the company (Wilkie,
1986). Attitude reflects the valence of such an evaluation (e.g., negative—positive, dislike—like)

and influences purchase decisions (Keller, 1993). Consumers’ favorable attitude toward the
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company may arise when the company identity is consistent with consumers’ self-defining needs
(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Relying on this notion, we suggest that perceived fit between
company employees and consumers mediates the moderating role of consumers’ need to belong

in the effect of source of employee performance on attitude toward a company.

Converging evidence demonstrates that perceived fit between the consumer and the
company’s offerings drives loyalty (Lee et al., 2012; McCall & Voorhees, 2010; Stokburger-
Sauer, 2011). For instance, Lee et al. (2012) reveal that perceived fit between the company’s
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities and the focal consumers’ lifestyles positively
influences their perceptions of the company’s CSR activities. Such perceptions of the company’s
CSR activities are, in turn, positively associated with loyalty (Lee et al., 2012). Stokburger-Sauer
(2011) demonstrates that perceived fit between the personality of consumers and that of a brand
is positively associated with consumers’ intention to revisit the brand. Accordingly, the current
study predicts that diners’ perceptions of fit with employees will enhance their attitude toward
the company. The conceptual model is depicted in Figure 1. Taken together, this study proposes

the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Diners’ need to belong will moderate the effect of the source of employee

performance on perceived fit with employees. Specifically,

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Perceived fit will be higher for diners with a low need to belong

when employees’ talent (vs. effort) is emphasized.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Such a difference in perceived fit will not be observed among

diners with a high need to belong.
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). Perceived fit will mediate the moderating effect of diners’ need to belong

proposed in Hypothesis 1.
[Insert Figure 1 here]
3. Study 1
3.1. Method
3.1.1. Design and procedure

We adopted a two-factor, quasi-experimental design (source of employee performance:
manipulated as a between-subject factor [effort vs. talent], need to belong: measured). The
participants (n = 219) were US consumers recruited from the crowd-sourced online consumer
pool of Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Previous research reveals that data from MTurk are
generally reliable and meet or exceed the psychometric standards determined by other samples
(e.g., student sample) (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; Buhrmester, Talaifar, & Gosling, 2018;
Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). Each participant was paid US $1 upon completion. To
ensure data quality, participants were screened with the following criteria: (1) an approval rate
equal to or higher than 98% and (2) 500 or more previous attempts in completing tasks on
MTurk (e.g., Peer, Vosgerau, & Acquisti, 2014).! The participants were randomly assigned to
one of the two conditions of performance source. They were told that they would participate in

two unrelated surveys conducted by different researchers. In other words, we aimed to prevent

1 Tn MTurk, “workers” are tasked to complete tasks created by “requesters” in exchange of monetary compensation.
Tasks are varied from short surveys to writing tasks. Upon task completion, requesters can either “approve” or
“reject” tasks based on the quality of task. If requesters embed questions or instructional manipulation to check
attention (e.g., Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009) in a task and workers fail to answer such questions
correctly, requesters can reject their tasks. Only approval (vs. rejection) of a task can result in compensation credited
to workers’ Amazon account. With the approval rate as a proxy for quality of data, we screened out participants with
an approval rate lower than 98%.
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demand effects by minimizing the risk of respondents’ hypothesis guessing (e.g., Trochim &
Donnelly, 2008). At the end of survey, we instructed them to report any suspicion and to
comment on the survey. No respondent raised a suspicion about connections between the two

parts or guessed our hypotheses correctly.

The first part was disguised as a “personality test” wherein the need to belong was
measured. The second part was presented as a “restaurant experience” whereby participants
imagined going to a casual dining restaurant in town for dinner. While waiting to be seated, they
found a scrap of a newspaper article featuring the restaurant’s chefs pinned to the bulletin board
(Appendix A). In the effort condition, the featured employees were described as hard-working
individuals who have made relentless efforts in coming up with new menu items. Conversely, in
the talent condition, the featured employees were depicted as naturally talented individuals with
innate skills to come up with new menu items. After reading the scenario, the participants
answered a battery of questions involving attitude toward the restaurant, perceived fit,
manipulation check, and scenario realism. The survey ended with demographic questions and the

frequency of dining out.

3.1.2. Measures

Attitude toward the restaurant was measured with four items from Freling and Forbes
(2005) (unfavorable—favorable, bad—good, unlikeable—likeable, unpleasant—pleasant; seven-point
bipolar scale; a = 0.85). Perceived fit was measured with three items from Torelli and Ahluwalia
(2012) (e.g., “I and the featured employees are [1 = a bad fit — 7 = a good fit],” a = 0.94). The
manipulations of performance source were assessed with three items from Leung et al. (2020)
(e.g., “The featured employees in the article [1 = put a lot of effort into their work — 7 = were

naturally talented at their work],” o = 0.96). Need to belong was measured with 10 items from
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Leary et al. (2013) (e.g., “I try hard not to do things that will make other people avoid or reject
me [1 =not at all — 5 = extremely],” a = 0.87). Scenario realism was captured with two items (“It
was easy to project myself in the scenario” and “The scenario was realistic”’; » = 0.74, p < 0.01).

The complete list of measures is presented in Appendix B.

3.2. Results

3.2.1. Demographics

Participants’ age ranged from 20 to 72 years old (Mean [M] = 37, Standard Deviation
[SD] = 11.32). Among them, 57% were male, 25% were within the annual income bracket of
$20,000-$39,999, 53% earned a college degree, and 24% dine out approximately once a month

(Table 1).

[Insert Table 1 here]

3.2.2. Scenario realism and manipulation check

On average, the participants perceived our scenario as realistic (M = 6.09, SD = 1.04). An
independent-samples t-test revealed that the mean rating of scenario realism did not differ across
effort and talent conditions (Metfort = 6.05, Mialent = 6.13, ¢ (217) = 0.53, p > 0.1). Another
independent-samples t-test was performed to assess the effectiveness of manipulations of
performance source. As a result, the participants attributed employees’ performance to talent in
the talent (vs. effort) condition (Meffort = 3.13, Miatent = 4.77, t (217) = 6.05, p < 0.01). As such,

our manipulations were deemed effective.

3.2.3. Hypotheses testing
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To test HI and H2, a series of regression models were run via PROCESS (Model 7, IV:
performance source, Moderator: need to belong, Mediator: perceived fit, and DV: attitude toward
the company; Hayes, 2017). The main effect of performance source was significant
(unstandardized coefficient (b) = 3.01, SE = 0.70, t = 4.34, p < 0.01). The main effect of the need
to belong was also significant (b =0.35, SE=0.13,t=2.70, p <0.01). However, such main
effects were qualified by the two-way interaction (b =—0.53, SE = 0.20, t =—2.60, p < 0.01). To
further understand this interaction, a floodlight analysis was conducted via the Johnson—Neyman
technique (Spiller et al., 2013). Floodlight analysis enabled us to identify regions along the
continuum of need to belong where differences in perceived fit between effort and talent
conditions were significant and regions where such differences were insignificant. Participants
whose need to belong score was 4.60 or lower (out of 5) indicated higher levels of perceived fit
under the talent (vs. effort) condition (byn = 0.60, SE = 0.30, p = 0.05), congruent with Hla.
Conversely, such differences in perceived fit were not observed among participants whose need
to belong score was higher than 4.60 (see Figure 2), consistent with HIb. Thus, H1 was

supported.

[Insert Figure 2 here]

Moreover, the moderated mediation index was significant (Effect = —0.20; Boot SE =
0.08; 95% C.I. excluding 0 from —0.38 to —0.05). Thus, H2 was supported. The direct effect of
performance source on attitude toward the company was significant (Effect = —1.40, SE =0.15, ¢

=-9.19, p <0.01; Table 2).

[Insert Table 2 here]
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Findings from Study 1 demonstrate that diners’ responses to effort vs. talent of restaurant
employees depend on their need to belong. Specifically, when employees’ talent (vs. effort) is
salient, diners with low need to belong exhibit higher levels of fit with employees. Diners with
high need to belong exhibit similarly high levels of fit with employees regardless of the source of
employee performance. Although Study 1 nuances our understanding of diners’ responses to
effort vs. talent of employees, it does not paint the whole picture of diners’ responses across
different types of restaurants. We thus turn to discussing different expectations for casual vs. fine

dining restaurants.

4. Theoretical background for Study 2

4.1. Consumer expectations for casual vs. fine dining restaurants

Converging evidence suggests that consumers hold different expectations for casual vs.
fine dining restaurants (Hwang & Ok, 2013; Liu et al., 2020). For experiential (vs. material)
purchases, such as restaurant dining, consumers are prone to use external cues to assess quality
(Zeithaml et al., 2017). Price is a commonly used external cue to judge the quality of food and
service particularly in fine dining restaurants (Ye et al., 2014). Moreover, consumers exhibit
higher expectations for novel and unique experiences in fine dining (vs. casual dining)
restaurants (Liu et al., 2020). Creative dishes and extraordinary services are governing norms in
fine dining (vs. casual dining) restaurants. Previous research shows that employees’ creativity
and innovation in job performance and new product design are highly expected in high-end (vs.
low-end) service sectors (Liu et al., 2020; Stierand & Dorfler, 2012; Yeh & Huan, 2017). In this
regard, the Michelin’s Guide considers culinary creativity a defining feature of high-end dining

experiences (Stierand & Dorfler, 2012).
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Drawing upon the aforementioned literature, this study proposes that consumers expect
employees’ unique characteristics in fine dining restaurants. Talent is more unique than effort, as
it is possessed by only a few individuals (Emerson & Murphy, 2015; Leung et al., 2020).
Previous research shows that people may exhibit a positive bias toward talent (Siegle et al.,
2010; Tsay & Banaji, 2011). For instance, Tsay and Banaji (2011) reveal that people infer a
higher likelihood of success for naturally talented musicians (vs. those who practice relentlessly).
In the education setting, college students with honors tend to mention their academic
performance in relation to their inborn intelligence (vs. effort) (Siegle et al., 2010). This study
proposes that such a positive bias toward talent is manifested in fine dining restaurants as
employees’ talent (vs. effort) in a message is congruent with consumer expectations for

uniqueness in fine dining experiences.

4.2. Congruency and message persuasiveness

Such congruency, in turn, is likely to increase persuasiveness of a message. Emerging
evidence demonstrates that consumers tend to perceive marketing messages as persuasive when
message characteristics match their expectations or pre-existing perceptions (Kidwell, Farmer, &
Hardesty, 2013; Line et al., 2016; McGuire, 2013). Specifically, McGuire (2013) contends that
persuasiveness of a message results from an audience expectation-message source congruency.
Line et al. (2016) show that persuasiveness of a sustainability message stems from a congruency
between construal level of the message and consumers’ existing perceptions of sustainability.
Similarly, Kidwell et al. (2013) show that individuals find a recycling message persuasive when
the appeal matches their political ideology. Drawing on this stream of literature, we suggest that
a match between diners’ expectations for uniqueness and talent (vs. effort) of restaurant

employees leads diners to perceive a talent-focused (vs. effort-focused) message as more
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persuasive and thus, exhibit a more favorable attitude toward a fine dining restaurant. This study
further predicts that when both effort and talent are showcased in a message (vs. when only
talent is highlighted), persuasiveness of the message may be undermined. As effort is possessed
by all individuals (Emerson & Murphy, 2015; Leung et al., 2020), it dilutes the exclusive nature
of talent. Therefore, persuasiveness of messages of fine dining restaurants is likely to be greater
when employees’ talent alone is emphasized than when effort is showcased alone or in a

combination with talent.

Conversely, in casual dining restaurants, diners’ expectations for novelty and uniqueness
are not salient (Hwang & Ok, 2013; Liu et al., 2020). Talent, a unique aspect of restaurant
employees, is not highly expected. As such, persuasiveness of a message may not differ across
talent (vs. effort) conditions in casual dining restaurants. This study further proposes that
persuasiveness of the message is enhanced when both talent and effort are highlighted in the
message of casual dining restaurants. Considerable research suggests that diners’ expectations
for variety are salient in quick service and casual dining restaurants (Ha & Jang, 2013; Hwang &
Ok, 2013; Liu et al., 2020; Park, 2004; Parsa & Njite, 2004; Ryu, Han, & Kim, 2008). Variety-
seeking tendency indicates a propensity to seek diversity in purchase decisions and consumption
experiences (Ha & Jang, 2013). Such a tendency manifests in variety in menu items (Hwang &
Ok, 2013; Park, 2004; Ryu et al., 2008; Ryu & Han, 2010), variety in colors used to present
prices of menu items (Parsa & Njite, 2004), variety-mix in ethnic fusion restaurants (Liu et al.,
2020), and variety-seeking in company choice (e.g., “I would like to visit other restaurants for
new food items”; Ha & Jang, 2013). As variety-seeking tendency applies to a range of brands,
products, and services (Ha & Jang, 2013), it is reasonable to draw on this stream of literature to

argue that consumers’ expectations for variety are amenable to variety of sources of employees’
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performance (i.e., effort combined with talent). Showcasing more than one source of employee
performance aligns with diners’ expectations for variety in casual dining segments.
Consequently, the congruency between diners’ expectations for variety and dual sources of
employee performance is likely to engender persuasiveness of the message and, in turn, foster a
favorable attitude toward casual dining restaurants. Our conceptual model is depicted in Figure

1. Taken together, we put forth the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Restaurant type will moderate the effect of source of employee performance

on message persuasiveness. Specifically,

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). For fine dining restaurants, message persuasiveness will be higher
when talent of employees alone is showcased compared with effort alone or in a

combination with talent.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). For casual dining restaurants, such differences in message

persuasiveness will not be observed.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Message persuasiveness will mediate the moderating effect of restaurant type

proposed in Hypothesis 3.
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5. Study 2

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Design and procedure

The purpose of Study 2 was to test H3 and H4. We used a 3 (sources of employee
performance: effort vs. talent vs. both) x 2 (restaurant type: casual vs. fine dining) between-
subjects experimental design. Participants were US consumers recruited from MTurk. They were
randomly assigned to one of the six conditions. The compensation amount and the screening

criteria were the same as Study 1.

Our participants were asked to imagine themselves in a hypothetical scenario wherein
they were browsing online for information about a new restaurant in town called Bistecca.
Depending on the restaurant type condition, Bistecca was described as a casual or fine dining
restaurant. While browsing, participants found a local newspaper article featuring Bistecca’s
chefs. Depending on the performance source condition, the article emphasized chefs’ effort,
talent or both in creating new menus and creating pleasant dining experiences (Appendix A).
After reading the scenario, participants indicated their attitude toward the restaurant and
persuasiveness of the article. They also answered manipulation check, scenario realism, and

demographic questions.

5.1.2. Measures

Attitude toward the restaurant was measured with the four items as Study 1 (a = 0.93).
Persuasiveness of the newspaper article was measured with four items from Popova, Neilands,
and Ling (2014) (unconvincing—convincing, ineffective—effective, not believable—believable,

unrealistic—realistic; seven-point bipolar scale; o = 0.92). Manipulations of performance source
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were evaluated with the same items as Study 1 (1 = effort, 4 = both effort and talent, 7 = talent; a

=0.94). Scenario realism was measured with the two items as Study 1 (»=0.70, p <0.01).

5.2. Results

5.2.1. Demographics

Our participants’ age ranged from 19 to 73 years old (M = 38, SD = 10.95). Sixty-percent
were male, 24% were within the annual income bracket of $40,000-$59,999, 55% earned a

college degree, and 25% dine out approximately a few times per month (Table 1).

5.2.2. Scenario realism and manipulation check

Our participants perceived our scenario as realistic (M = 6.01, SD = 1.00). A two-way
ANOVA showed that this mean rating did not differ across the six experimental conditions (all
ps > 0.1). We ran another two-way ANOVA to assess the effectiveness of performance source
manipulations. Only the main effect of performance source was significant (¥ (2, 330) =22.94, p
<0.01). The results from planned contrasts showed that participants in the talent condition
perceived that the employees featured in the article are highly talented (Miaient = 5.07), compared
with both condition (Mpom = 4.36) and effort condition (Meftort = 3.37; the three means were
significantly different from one another, ps < 0.01). The main effect of restaurant type (F (1,
330) =3.06, p > 0.05) and the two-way interaction (F (2, 330) = 0.18, p > 0.1) were insignificant.

Hence, our manipulations were deemed effective.

5.2.3. Hypotheses testing

To test H3 and H4, we ran a series of regression models via PROCESS (Model §; IV:
performance source, Moderator: restaurant type, Mediator: persuasiveness of the article, DV:

attitude; bias-corrected bootstraps = 10,000; Hayes, 2017; Table 3). Owing to the multi-
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categorical nature of our IV, indicator coding (X1: both and effort conditions were coded as 0,
whereas talent condition was coded as 1, X2: both and talent conditions were coded as 0,
whereas effort condition was coded as 1) was used. The main effect of restaurant type (b =
—0.64, SE=0.19, t =-3.32, p < 0.01) was significant. However, such a main effect was qualified

by the significant two-way interaction (F (2, 330) =3.11, p <0.05).

[Insert Table 3 around here]

To decompose this interaction, we conducted an analysis of simple effects (Figure 3). For
fine dining, persuasiveness of the article differed across three types of performance source (F (2,
330) =4.65, p <0.05). Specifically, persuasiveness was highest in the talent condition (M =
6.00), followed by effort (M = 5.65) and both conditions (M = 5.41). Effort and both conditions
did not differ in terms of persuasiveness (p > 0.05), consistent with H3a. Conversely, for casual
dining, persuasiveness of the article did not differ across three types of sources of employee
performance (F (2, 330) = 0.26, p > 0.1; Mpot = 6.05, Miatent = 5.96, Mefrore = 5.91), congruent

with H3b. Thus, H3 was supported.

[Insert Figure 3 around here]

Furthermore, the mediating effect of persuasiveness of the article was significant when
talent was highlighted in the fine dining condition (Effect = 0.37; Boot SE = 0.14; 95% C.1.
excluding zero from 0.11 to 0.65). Thus, H4 was supported. We also ran the PROCESS model
above with some demographic variables as control variables (e.g., gender, age). Our results did

not meaningfully alter with such control variables. Thus, H3 and H4 had robust support.
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6. General discussion

This research examines how restaurateurs can effectively communicate employees’
laudable performance. Two studies were conducted to test how diners respond to marketing
messages emphasizing different sources of restaurant employee performance. Study 1 reveals
that diners with low levels of need to belong perceive greater fit with restaurant employees
whose talent (vs. effort) is highlighted and, thus, exhibit a more favorable attitude toward the
restaurant. However, such a tendency is not observed among individuals with high levels of need
to belong. These findings are consistent with those from previous research suggesting that talent
tends to evoke feelings of social disconnectedness (Klein & O’Brien, 2017; Siegler et al., 2016),

which are presumably of greater concern for those with a high (vs. low) need to belong.

This research further shows that perceived fit underlies the moderating effect of diners’
need to belong in their responses to restaurant employees’ talent vs. effort. This is congruent
with previous findings wherein consumer perceptions of fit translate into positive consumer
outcomes. For example, previous research indicates that perceived fit generates desired
outcomes, such as customer satisfaction and loyalty (Kressmann et al., 2006; Shin et al., 2018;

Sirgy et al., 2008).

Study 2 shows that diners perceive marketing messages that highlight employees’ talent
(vs. effort or talent combined with effort) as more persuasive and therefore exhibit a more
favorable attitude toward the fine dining restaurant. However, such a tendency is not observed
for casual dining restaurants. These findings align with previous findings that diners expect
different attributes from fine dining and casual dining restaurants (Hwang & Ok, 2013). Fine
dining restaurants are often expected to convey a sense of exclusiveness (Hanks, Line, & Kim,

2017). Thus, customers of fine dining restaurants are likely to respond favorably to
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characteristics owned by only a few individuals, including talent, because of a lay belief that
innate talent is possessed by a select few (Emerson & Murphy, 2015). Conversely, such a
preference for talent-based performance is unlikely in casual dining settings because of customer
expectations for variety (Hwang & Ok, 2013; Liu et al., 2020). Our findings lend support to such
restaurant-specific expectations by illuminating how diners respond to performance sources with
varying degrees of associations with exclusiveness/variety in fine dining versus casual dining

restaurants.

The mediation analysis reveals that perceived persuasiveness of marketing messages
mediates the joint effect of source of employee performance and restaurant type on diners’
attitude toward a restaurant. This finding is similar to previous research that perceived
persuasiveness garners desired outcomes. For example, past studies document that message
persuasiveness enhances consumers’ behavioral intention (Lee & Pounders, 2019; Pounders,

Lee, & Mackert, 2015). Our finding lends additional support to this line of research.

6.1. Theoretical implications

This study contributes to the hospitality literature by focusing on an understudied type of
marketing message, that is, the one that showcases employees. Hospitality researchers largely
examined marketing messages spotlighting products or companies. In terms of products,
researchers explored how restaurants can successfully promote their offerings. For example, the
effectiveness of marketing messages promoting nutritious menu items (Jeong & Jang, 2016) and
ugly yet otherwise intact food (Shao et al., 2020) is explored. In terms of companies, researchers
investigated how restaurant companies’ good deed can be communicated successfully. For
example, the effectiveness of messages conveying restaurant companies’ cause-related marketing

(Gao et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2016) and green practices (Xu & Jeong, 2019) is studied. However,
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researchers have drawn little attention to marketing messages centering on employees. This gap
is puzzling given the prevalence of messages showcasing employees’ performance (e.g., the
story of employee of the month on in-store bulletin board, website, or social media account). We
fill this gap by illustrating how such messages should be crafted to beget diners’ favorable

attitude.

Not only the hospitality literature but also the mainstream business literature is at the
paucity of understanding the effective communication of employee performance. As a notable
exception, Leung et al. (2020) pioneer the work on this topic by investigating the effect of talent-
based vs. effort-based messages on consumers’ expectations for communal—exchange
relationship norms and their helping behaviors that benefit the firm. The current research extends
this line of work by illuminating the moderating role of a fundamental human motivation, the
need to belong, in the effect of the source of employee performance on attitude toward company.
By doing so, this study responds to Leung et al.’s (2020) call to examine individual
characteristics that modulate the effect of talent-focused vs. effort-focused messages on

consumer behavior.

This research advances the understanding of customizing marketing communication
across restaurant types. Study 2 reveals that diners respond more favorably to a marketing
message framed with employees’ inborn talent (vs. dedicated effort or both) in the context of fine
dining restaurant, whereas such a tendency no longer holds when the context is casual dining
restaurant. Hospitality researchers rarely factored restaurant type into examining message
effectiveness, but they compared how menu items, servicescape, and service quality influence
diners’ experiences in casual vs. fine dining restaurants (Hwang & Ok, 2013). The current work

bridges this gap by comparing how diners respond to marketing messages conveying various
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sources of employee performance and showing that message effectiveness is contingent on the
restaurant type. Moreover, we find that highlighting both talent and effort is, at most, as effective
as highlighting a single source of employee performance. Thus, our work adds to growing
research showing that merely presenting more arguments may not beget persuasiveness of

messages (Feiler, Tost, & Grant, 2012).

This research also advances the knowledge on perceptions of fit. Experiential purchases,
such as dining at restaurants and staying at hotels, tend to be more closely connected to the self
than material purchases (Carter & Gilovich, 2012). Thus, well-designed hospitality experiences
can evoke a sense of fit. However, consumers’ perceptions of fit with employees remain under-
examined in the hospitality literature. Filling this void is vital because employees constitute an
integral part of hospitality experiences. We bridge this gap by showing that marketing

communications that match diners’ need to belong can evoke a sense of fit with employees.

6.2. Practical implications

Our findings provide insight into how to optimize messages conveying employee
performance (talent vs. effort). The findings from Study 1 suggest that diners with a low need to
belong, but not those with a high need to belong, may respond more favorably to the talent-
focused (vs. effort-focused) message. Individuals from independent (vs. interdependent) cultures
often place less importance on social belonging (Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Loveland et al.,
2010; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). On the one hand, restaurant managers primarily targeting
mainstream customers in North America may reap the benefits from emphasizing the natural
talent of their employee of the month (e.g., “natural-born barista”) than the employee’s dedicated

effort (e.g., “barista with unremitting effort”). On the other hand, restaurant managers mostly



528

529

530

531

532

533

534

535

536

537

538

539

540

541

542

543

544

545

546

547

548

549

550

26

targeting mainstream customers in East Asia may be more flexible in communicating employee

performance.

Independent vs. interdependent self-construal is not the one and only proxy for the need
to belong. Previous research documents environmental cues that can situationally activate or
deactivate the need to belong (Liu & Mattila, 2015; Zhu & Argo, 2013). Some cues are highly
relevant to the restaurant context. Liu and Mattila (2015) show that a Caucasian customer
surrounded by Asian customers in a Chinese restaurant may have a momentarily salient need to
belong. Similarly, solo diners may experience loneliness and perceive social exclusion among
group diners, which likely heighten need to belong (Her & Seo, 2018; Hwang, Shin, & Mattila,
2018; Ratner & Hamilton, 2015). Such a tendency may be particularly pronounced during dinner
(vs. lunch) time because people are more reluctant to dine out alone (Fitzsimons, 2020). Taken
together, perceived dissimilarity between the focal customer and other customers may heighten
the need to belong. Restaurateurs are advised to take this notion into account when gauging

diners’ need to belong.

This study further reveals that diners’ perceived fit with employees is a psychological
mechanism underpinning the joint effect of the source of employee performance and their need
to belong. Thus, the communication of employee performance may lose some of its impact on
consumer responses when perceptions of fit are diminished by external factors. Managers are
advised to avoid dampening perceived fit and promote a sense of congruity. For example, posts
on restaurants’ social media and website should be carefully crafted to foster “this is my kind of

restaurant” impression.

We also have suggestions based on the findings from Study 2. Common sense may

dictate that the phrase “the more the merrier” applies to marketing communication. If so, a



27

551  restaurant manager may be tempted to emphasize both talent and effort of employees in

552  marketing messages. Some fine dining restaurants indeed include both sources in their marketing
553  messages. For example, The Peninsula Hong Kong, a luxury hotel, embeds talent and effort in
554  the story of Chef Florian Trento posted on its website: “Chef Trento’s hardworking nature and
555  talent would see him rise to become the Executive Chef at The Peninsula Hong Kong in 1991.”
556  However, our findings contradict the effectiveness of such an intuitive practice by showing that
557  emphasizing both sources of performance may be less effective than highlighting a single source,
558  which is talent in the context of fine dining. Therefore, managers of fine dining restaurants may
559  benefit from resisting the temptation of highlighting both. They may be well served by

560 emphasizing employees’ talent only.

561 On the contrary, managers of casual dining restaurants may have more latitude in

562  choosing the source of employee performance to communicate. We find that messages

563  highlighting talent, effort, and both in the casual dining context may elicit similar levels of

564  favorable attitude. Whether talent (e.g., “born for customer service”), effort (e.g., “making

565  relentless effort to serve customers™), or both is highlighted, diners may exhibit invariantly

566  favorable responses. Thus, managers of casual dining outlets, unlike those of fine dining outlets,

567  may not be selective in choosing the source of employee performance to communicate.

568  6.3. Limitations and future research

569 This study has several limitations. First, a scenario-based experiment was used to ensure
570 internal validity. Future investigations may consider using a field study to test whether our

571  results extend to real-world situations. Second, although previous research suggests that data

572  from MTurk are generally reliable (Berinsky et al., 2012; Buhrmester et al., 2018; Paolacci et al.,

573  2010), our participants may not represent the US population because our sample (vs. the US
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population) has a higher-than-average education level. Caution needs to be taken when applying
our findings across job tasks. Some mechanical tasks, such as taking orders at drive-through
outlets and delivering food, do not require as much talent as other tasks, such as creating new
menu items. Therefore, our findings may not be highly relevant for restaurants whose employees

primarily undertake mechanical tasks.

Moreover, we note that psychological factors other than the need to belong may moderate
consumer responses to different sources of employee performance. For example, consumers high
(vs. low) in narcissism may react more favorably to employees’ talent because perceived
uniqueness or exclusiveness of innate talent presumably matches their self-concept. Narcissists
view themselves as a special being and are keen on presenting their unique self (Fastoso,
Bartikowski, & Wang, 2018). Future studies may test the moderating effects of such variables.
Another interesting research avenue is to understand consumer reactions to talent-based vs.
effort-based messages in relation to service failures. Whether messages emphasizing employees’
effort or talent lead consumers to be more forgiving of service failures is an open question. Our
speculation is that consumers presumably derive more warmth from effort-based (vs. talent-
based) messages (Baudson & Preckel, 2013) and, in turn, exhibit less negative responses to

service failures (Bolton & Mattila, 2015).
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APPENDICES

Appendix A. Restaurant scenario

You and your friends visit a casual dining restaurant in town called J Kitchen for dinner.

Once you enter the restaurant, you see some people in the waiting area. The hostess greets you
and says you will need to wait for 15-20 minutes. You and your friends decide to wait. While
waiting, a bulletin board on the wall captures your attention. Pinned to the board is a scrap of
newspaper article featuring J Kitchen’s chefs.

[Effort attribution condition]
MEET J KITCHEN’S CHEFS!
Chris, Andy, and Jeff have joined J Kitchen since opening in 2014.
They work tirelessly to create quality food. They make relentless effort to come up with new
menu items every season. Check out their new creation—Burrata & Shrimp Ravioli and Jupitar

Salad.

Chris says, “our dedicated effort and commitment are ultimately for pleasant dining experiences.
We want to see happy faces of our guests.”

[Talent attribution condition]
MEET J KITCHEN’S CHEFS!
Chris, Andy, and Jeff have joined J Kitchen since opening in 2014.

They are naturally skillful in creating quality food. Their innate talent is highlighted in new menu
items every season. Check out their new creation — Burrata & Shrimp Ravioli and Jupitar Salad.

Chris says, “our sharp instinct and inherent skills are ultimately for pleasant dining experiences.
We want to see happy faces of our guests.”
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838  Appendix B. Survey measures

839  Perceived fit (Torelli and Ahluwalia, 2012)

840 I and the featured employees are a 1 = bad fit/7 = good fit.

841 My characteristics and the featured employees’ characteristics are 1 = inconsistent/7 =
842 consistent.

843 I and the featured employees are 1 = dissimilar/7 = similar.

844

845  Message persuasiveness (Popova et al., 2014)

846  How would you rate the newspaper article based on the following attributes?

847 1 = unconvincing—7 = convincing
848 1 = ineffective—7 = effective

849 1 =not believable—7 = believable
850 1 = unrealistic—7 = realistic

851

852  Items to check for manipulation of performance attributions (Leung et al., 2020)

853  The featured employees in the article...

854 1 = put a lot of effort into their work, 7 = were naturally talented at their work.

855 1 = worked very hard to deliver high-quality work, 7 = were talented at delivering high-
856 quality work.

857 1 = spent a lot of time mastering their professional skills, 7=had innate talent for

858 mastering their professional skills.

859

860  Need to belong (Leary et al., 2013)
861 1 =not at all, 2 = slightly, 3 = moderately, 4 = very, 5 = extremely

862 If other people do not seem to accept me, I do not let it bother me. (R)
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877

878

879

880

881

882

883

884

I try hard not to do things that will make other people avoid or reject me.

I seldom worry about whether other people care about me. (R)

I need to feel that there are people I can turn to in times of need.

I want other people to accept me.

I do not like being alone.

Being apart from my friends for long periods of time does not bother me. (R)
I have a strong “need to belong.”

It bothers me a great deal when I am not included in other people’s plans.
My feelings are easily hurt when I feel that others do not accept me.

(R) denotes reverse-coded items.

Scenario realism

1 =not at all, 7 = very much

What do you think about the restaurant scenario?
The scenario was realistic.

It was easy to project myself in the scenario.

42
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TABLES

Table 1. Demographic profile of participants
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Study 1 Study 2
Categories
n (%) n (%)
Male 125 (57.0) 200 (59.5)
Gender Female 93 (42.5) 134 (39.9)
Other 1(0.5) 2(0.6)
Less than $20,000 12 (5.5) 36 (10.7)
$20,000-$39,999 54 (24.7) 69 (20.5)
$40,000-$59,999 51(23.3) 80 (23.8)
Income $60,000-$79,999 46 (21.0) 68 (20.2)
$80,000-$99,999 27 (12.3) 36 (10.7)
$100,000-$119,999 7(3.2) 17 (5.1)
$120,000 or above 22 (10.0) 30 (8.9)
High school or equivalent 17 (7.8) 31(9.2)
Some college education 47 (21.5) 54 (16.1)
Education College degree 116 (53.0) 186 (55.4)
Graduate school/professional degree 39 (17.7) 64 (19.0)
Other 0 (0) 1(0.3)
Rarely 30 (13.7) 44 (13.1)
About once every three months 26 (11.9) 29 (8.6)
About once a month 52 (23.7) 74 (22.0)
Frequency of A few times per month 50 (22.8) 85 (25.3)
dining out About once a week 39 (17.8) 61 (18.2)
A few times per week 19 (8.7) 37 (11.0)
Almost everyday 3(1.4) 4(1.2)
Other 0 (0.0) 2(0.6)
Total 219 (100.0) 336 (100.0)




887  Table 2. Results from Study 1

Consequent
M (perceived fit) Y (attitude)
Antecedent Coeft. SE p Coeft. SE p
X (attributions) a 3.01 0.70 <.01 —1.40 0.15 <.01
M (perceived fit) - - - 0.39 0.05 <.01
W (need to belong) 0.35 0.13 <.01 - - -
X xW —-0.53 0.20 <.01 - - -
Constant i 3.66 0.44 <.01 4.02 0.28 <.01
R*= .24 R*= 31

F(3,215)=2221,p< .01

F(2,216)=47.61,p < .01

888 Note. X = independent variable; W = moderator; M = mediator; Y = dependent variable.

889
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Table 3. Results from Study 2
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Consequent
M (persuasiveness) Y (attitude)
Antecedent Coeff. SE )4 Coeff. SE )%
X1 —-0.09 0.19 >0.1 —-0.07 0.12 > 0.1
X2 —-0.14 0.19 >0.1 0.09 0.12 >0.1
M (persuasiveness) - - - 0.63 0.03 <0.01
W (restaurant type) —0.64 0.19 <0.01 0.03 0.12 >0.1
X1 xW 0.68 028  <0.05 0.13 0.17 >0.1
X2 xW 0.37 0.27 >0.1 —0.20 0.17 >0.1
Constant 6.05 0.14 <0.01 2.32 0.23 <0.01
R*>=0.05 R*=0.52

F(5,330)=3.33, p <0.01

F(6,329)=159.75, p <0.01
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Figure 1a. Conceptual model for Study 1
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Need to belong

Note. The gray area indicates regions where differences in perceived fit between effort and talent
conditions are significant. The white area denotes regions where such differences are
insignificant.

Figure 2. Result from floodlight analysis
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