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Abstract

As consumers are more conscious about the prefemred traits and branding in restaurant selection,
restaurant practitioners are getting more interested in the traits which constitute and influence
consumers' brand association. Dining selection is known to be a complicated psychological process that
consumers undergo, incorporating social and cultural values, personal tastes, and other psychological
factors. This study was designed to investigate the specific non-food traits perceived by consumers in
fine restaurant selection. Also, it prioritized those examined traits. Building on exploratory qualitative
research, results from 11 interviews through focus group sessions were utilized in data analysis. Content
analysis of the interviews enabled categorization of the associations. The categorized variables were
utilized for empirical data analysis of conjoint analysis. First, the results suggested five superior traits
such as atmosphere, price, customer relations, employee competence, and convenience of systems in fine
restaurant brand association. Second, they were proritized in the order of atmosphere, price, consumer
relations, employee competence, and convenience. Finally this study provided practical implications for
fine restaurant professionals in linking consumers' psychologically networked traits to brand selection.
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[. INTRODUCTION

To sustain the dining industry in declining stages
of restaurant life cycles, branding orientation has
become one of the most popular strategic options
for restaurant managers. The popularity of this
method has been effective enough to refer to the
twentieth century as the century of brands and

branding in marketing (Caldwell 2000). Managers

are applying this method in many different fields
apart from marketing. It is utilized in the deve-
lopment of their corporate missions to reflect brand
orientation rather than product orientation as they
have done in the past (Muller 1998). Managers
who understand brand associations are provided
with customer based brand equity (Kim JK et al.
2000).

To explain the effect of brand orientation, Kapferer
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(1997) launched a study which suggested that product's
brand leave an image in the consumer's memory
which determines the success and failure of the
product. If this suggestion is empirically proven to
be a relevant statement, then the priority of all
managers should be in developing and maintaining
the quality of their brands (Aaker 1996).

In order for restaurant managers to develop and
maintain their brands, it is important to first un-
derstand the consumer's perceptions of restaurant
brands (Kim HS & Lee SM 2002). The kind of
perception (either positive or negative) the consumer
receives on a restaurant brand is based on past
experiences with that particular brand (Supphellen
2000). This perception will ultimately determine
whether the consumer will purchase the product or
not (Supphellen 2000). To understand what type of
perception consumers have, receiving feedback from
the consumer on the purchased product or service
provided will be critical (Krishnan & Hartline 2001).

De Chernatony and Dall'Olmo (1997) advanced
a proposition which followed the ideas developed
in previous studies. The proposition was that because
brands hold meaning to consumers, the nature of
a brand evolves in relation to consumer's changing
needs. Brands function as a symbolic device as
well as a "functional" device (Njite 2005). It is
symbolic in ways that brands can project a self
image (Njite 2005). Building a product image is
the primary purpose of branding (Njite 2005). This
is because the image will portray the worth and
value of the product to the customer and if the
worth and value of the product is favorable, the
customer will be lead to brand loyalty (Njite 2005).
When the customer is lead to brand loyalty, brand
functions as a "functional" device because eventually
over time as the experience with a product increases

the awareness of the brand also increases. The

customers develop a "simplication process" in which
they categorize certain products under certain specific
brands (Njite 2005).

Some of the most well recognized and strongest
brands are Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Hilton Hotels, and so
on. Considering the success of these brands, the
millions of dollars spent in creating and supporting
their brand images has been worth every single
cent. Following these examples, many theorists
have predicted that developing, communicating,
and maintaining a brand image is critical to a
brand's long-term success (Hong JP 2008).

Branding research has received renewed scholarly
attention in recent years (Van Osselaer & Alba
2000; Hong JP 2008; Park SH et al. 2005). The
importance of branding and consumer perception
of brands has been widely acknowledged. How-
ever, branding research has not yet been fully
applied to marketing of restaurants nor has it been
explored in detail (Krishnan & Hartline 2001). It
has only been a recent trend to apply and study
restaurant branding. A few scholars have launched
studies to examine branding and its influences on
consumption in relation to service-dominated pro-
ducts such as the products of restaurants (e.g.,
O'Cass & Grace 2003; Berry 2000). These studies
are important because they address the challenges
of branding service-dominated products which are
products with unique characteristics. However, even
the above-mentioned and existing studies do not
satisfy the issues present in restaurant branding.

More studies need be launched to further answer
questions involving issues of how consumers per-
ceive restaurant brands and the relative weights of
the various associations made during purchase de-
cisions. The current study provides both theo-
retical and practical implications to answer these

questions. Additionally, it includes a theoretically
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and empirically based model of restaurant brand-
ing to both academic researchers and branding
practitioners while discussing the phenomenon of
restaurant branding from a consumer perspective.
Because brand associations reflect the kind of
brand perceived by the consumer (Berry 2000; Aaker
1991), examining brands may help future resear-
chers and practioners to understand how consum-
ers determine brand meaning and brand prefe-
rence.

The research objective of this study is to examine
the predominant non-food dimensions of different
brand associations in fine dining restaurants. Addi-
tionally, this study seeks to find the extent to
which the identified dimensions of restaurant brands
are prioritized in selection of fine dining res-

taurants.

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

1. Brand Associations

Jiang, Dev, and Rao (2002)'s study concluded
that building and managing brands is the key to
success in any hospitality industry. Despite these
important claims, little attention has been given to
restaurant branding. Therefore, further studies that
explain how consumers perceive restaurant brands
are needed (Njite 2005). Because consumers form
relationships with brands and companies (de Cher-
natony 1999), it has been suggested in Berry's
(2000) study that in order to develop and sustain
customer loyalty, companies need to "pursue dis-
tinctiveness in performing and communicating
service, connect emotionally with customers, and
internalize the brand for the providers" (Njite
2005). These added values are created in consumers
when managers understand what consumer's value
is (Njite 2005).

According to Axelrod (1968)'s definition, brand
association is brand switching that occurs in the
mind of the consumer at purchase. Nedungadi and
Hutchinson (1985) mentioned that brand association
is found to be the first brand that comes to mind
when looking for a particular product. Concurrently,
brand association is defined as an underlying
assumption that consumers associate (Njite 2005).
These assumptions are built and stored in the
memory as a network that can be stimulated with
the provision of cues in selecting a product (Njite
2005). In this study, brand association is the
psychologically prioritized awareness in selecting a
categorized restaurant. This awareness excludes the
trait of food quality and/or taste.

Brand associations provide value in that they (1)
are a source of information processing or retrieval,
(2) create a basis of differentiation, (3) generate a
reason to buy, (4) create positive feelings toward
the brand, and (5) provide a basis for brand
extension of brand image (Njite 2005).

Furthermore, there are three categories in Keller's
(1993) classification of brand associations. They
are (1) attributes, (2) benefits, and (3) attitudes.
Attributes are factors which concentrate on the
descriptive features of a product or service. Benefits
of brand associations are personal values the con-
sumer assumes to be receiving from the product or
service. Of the three classifications, 'attitudes' is
more complicated than the first two categories.
Keller (1993) argue that brand-attitude associations
are related to the beliefs about certain product's
attributes and functions through experiences received
after using the product in the past.

Brand associations play a critical role in brand
success, brand image, and brand knowledge (Farquhar
& Herr 1992). This is because brand associations

are able to reflect the attitude of the consumer
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concerning a given brand (Aaker 1990). According
to Keller (1993), it also relates to brand pre-
ference, choice, image, and equity. Consumers may
connect brands and brand associations with "hard"
(tangible, functional, specific) or "soft" (emotional,
trust) attributes of the product (Biel 1991). Attri-
butes which trigger these brand associations start
from physical perceptions of people, places, and
events (Henderson et al. 1998). Some brands which
have strong connection with brand associations are
McDonalds and Burgers; Starbucks and coffee and
a cool place; Hyatt and high-end hotels; Motel-6
and roadside resting.

The most important value to a brand may per-
haps be its set of associations. In other words,
what the brand means to people and how it can
influence the consumer's purchase decision making
(Aaker 1991). There are several associations which
each differ in ways they provide value. As pre-
viously mentioned, brand associations provide value
in the ways that they (1) are a source of infor-
mation processing or retrieval, (2) create a basis of
differentiation, (3) generate a reason to buy, (4)
create positive feelings, and (5) provide a basis for
brand extension (Njite 2005).

2. Elements of Brand Association

Brand association is influenced by brand per-
sonality. Brand personality can mirror the emo-
tions between the consumer and the brand. This
occurs when consumers relate the brand per-
sonality of a particular restaurant with their own
individual character. Therefore, consumers experience
various emotions before and after consumption of
the brand (Lee SB et al. 2008). That is, as brand
personality is favorably established through self
presentation, more positive emotions are created

between the brand and the consumer. Also, Fournier

(1994) suggested that brand personality consist of
"quality, passionate attachment, self-concept connec-
tion, nostalgic connection, intimacy, and personal
commitment, and love". In addition, he stated that
brand personality influenced brand loyalty and
brand confidence.

On the other hand, according to Aaker (1997),
the more customers favorably recognize the brand
personality of a particular brand, the customer will
also possess higher brand associations to that
brand. That is, when more self presentation and
attractive dimensions are present in brand per-
sonality, the customer is able to experience brand
identification as well as possessing a high level of
brand association to that particular brand (Kim JK
et al. 2000).

Finally, the factors influencing brand personality
consist of experienced service, atmosphere, interior
design, theme, and so on (Lee SB et al. 2008).
These factors have a significant impact on brand
association.

3. Brand Association in Restaurant In—-
dustry

There have been several studies exploring brand
associations in restaurant industry. Kim KH (1999)
announced restaurant quality, brand association,
brand cognition, and brand loyalty as the four
constituent factors of brand equity in the dining
industry. In particular, brand association is em-
phasized as an element which influences brand
equity in the dinning industry (Kim KH 1999).
Additionally, according to Lee JS and Kim EG
(2003)'s study, the restaurant's image influences
brand loyalty. Kim HB and Lee SM (2000)'s
research supports this relationship and further
states that brand association mediates the for-

mation of restaurant images. In addition, Lee JH
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& Lee JJ (2006) dissected that brand association
significantly influences brand image, preference,

and loyalty as well.

4. Definition of Fine Dining

The definition of fine dining is a full service
restaurant (Njite 2005). According to Bowen's (1990)
classification of services, fine dining restaurants
are included in "Group-1" types of services. Ser-
vices in this group is identified by its high
customer contact, high customer employee inter-
action, service mainly directed at people, and high
product customization. Expectations of these types
of services are high leveled customization and
expertise. Also, interaction between the service
provider and the customer is expected for an
extended period of time. Customers usually assume
that they will fulfill their various needs when using
fine dining facilities. They will also assume that
their overall experience should be highly satis-
factory with a pleasant atmosphere and an organiz-
ed and efficient service. Therefore, providing the
very best service is the foremost priority to those
service providers in this sector.

Based on the characteristics of a fine dining
restaurant, it is predicted that employee competence
is an influential criterion of association in fine
dining. Furthermore, according to Cho MN and
Yang ES (2006) fine dining is determined by the
following factors: 1) employees' courteous rela-
tionship with customers, 2) taste of the dish, 3)
freshness of the dish, 4) consistency quantity of
each dish, 5) external appearance of the restaurant,
6) diversity of the menu, 7) facilities, 8) back-
ground music, 9) lighting, 10) fragrance of the
facility, 11) temperature, 12) arrangement of the
tables/chairs and the use of space, and 13) cleanli-

ness.

. METHOD

This current study has separated its method-
ologies concerning the arguments on the scientific
merits of qualitative and quantitative method-
ologies for the purpose of gathering data and
information. However, it has blended two paradigms
like other scholars have done (such as McDowell
2004). According to Gunter (2000), increasing num-
bers of researchers are seeking to develop scripts
that infuse interpretive sensitivity with systematic
coding (McDowell 2004). Therefore, many studies,
including this current study, have adopted the use
of two approaches as well as highlighting the
advantages of both paradigms.

First of all, a qualitative approach is conducted
through focus group sessions and the suitability of
the focus group sessions is dictated by the research
question: “What dimensions of fine-dining restau-
rant brand associations are identified by consum-
ers?" A descriptive answer, not a quantitative
study, is needed to answer this question.

The methods undertaken in focus group sessions
are qualitatively and quantitatively designed to
identify consumer's ideas on the associations they
develop with restaurant brands through two pro-
cedures (free associations and interviews). It is
useful to approach the study with a qualitative
method because it permits new concepts to arise
from open ended questioning (McDowell 2004).
The results in focus group sessions provided the

basis for the empirical testing of this research.
1. Instrumentation
1) Focus Group Sessions

Focus group sessions were held to examine the

brand associations consumers develop towards
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brands through a free-association test that utilizes

the association network theoretical paradigm.

2) Study Participants

Using a purposeful sampling process, only in-
dividuals with fine restaurant experiences were
chosen for the study. These individuals included
business people who run their own business and
those who were hired in management position. It
was conducted on January 5th, 2009. Other partici-
pants included entrepreneurs and those with pro-
fessional jobs. The participants included 4 females
and 7 males, in-between an age range of 20 to
over 45 years old. Altogether, there were eleven
study participants involved and the testings were
completed after three days. However, one inter-
view result was disregarded because the participant
was unable to clearly identify fine dining restau-

rants.

3) Procedure

Before the study was conducted, pretests were
arranged to determine whether (1) the appropriate
questions were being asked to receive the needed
information, (2) if the contents or subject matter
of each question was relevant, and (3) the wording
and procedures were adequate for the study at
hand.

This session utilized free association (free recall
tests) and interview methods for data collection as
advocated by Keller (2003), in order to investigate
and identify restaurant brand associations as de-
scribed by the consumers. First, five participants
were asked to recommend a restaurant from the
fine-dining segment in a given situation. Then five
more participants were asked to name a restaurant
which they would not recommend in the same

situation. All the ten participants were asked to

answer questions like "What comes to your mind
when you think about this restaurant or when this
restaurant is mentioned?" or "What exactly do you
NOT like/ like about this particular restaurant?"
Once the questions from this free-recall tests were
answered, each participant was interviewed by the
researcher. The reason for exercising the free-
recall tests before the interview was to ensure that
the respondent's answers were driven from an
unaided brand recall (the ability to retrieve a brand
when only given the product category) (Aaker 1991;
Keller 1993).

By using five participants per test (recommend/
not recommend) for the free-association test and
interviews statistically acceptable results were
obtainable (GAO/PEMD 2001). Also by allocating
different participants for each scenario the Multiple
Treatment Interference effect (the effect caused to
later treatments due to the previous treatment) was
reduced.

The questions that followed in the next scenario
assessed the consumers' free association of restaurants.
For fine dining scenarios, the questions asked the
respondents to list a restaurant they would highly
recommended. This was followed by asking the
interviewees what comes to their mind when they
think of this particular restaurant. They were asked
to use statement, words, and expressions to illustrate
what came to their mind anytime they thought
about this restaurant. The exercise also asked the
respondents to list what they liked about this restau-
rant, as well as what they did not like. The purpose
of this question was two-fold: 1) to make consumers
think and list more restaurant brand associations
and 2) to collect the positive and negative associa-
tions from a consumer's point of view.

The last two questions of the test concerned the

patronage (for those who have not been) and re-
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patronage of the restaurants. Thus the respondents
were asked to give the most important reason and
least important reason they would consider when
selecting a restaurant for this particular meal. The
interviewees that responded to the "least recommend-
ed" restaurant also responded to similar questions
but with an altered organization. There was no
time restriction in collecting information.

After completing the free-recall test, interviews
using the projective techniques, were carried out on
a one-to-one basis, between the respondents and
the researcher. Projective techniques allowed the
researcher to investigate beyond the surface cognitions
or rational explanations of the respondents for their
attitudes or behavior (Dey 1993). This technique is
also a method used to project the respondent's
personality, attitude, opinions, and self-concept to-
ward a given stimulus, object or situation. It is
meant to uncover the innermost thoughts and feel-
ings of a person (Kline 1983).

When applying projective techniques in consumer
research, the use of structured (clear and definite)
and unstructured (ambiguous) stimuli is involved.
Some of the examples of projective techniques are
drawing completion, word association, and sentence
completion (Janda 1998). The current study used
the sentence completion as its technique. Leading
questions were asked during the interview and
provided with sentences for completion and expression.
The interview was based on the scenario exercise,
reviewing the questions and answers on the free
association procedures. All the final responses were

analyzed according to content-analysis techniques.

2. Data Analysis: Focus Group Session
Qualitative analysis consists of three related pro-
cesses which are (1) describing phenomena, (2)

classifying it, and (3) seeing how the concepts are

interconnected. A circular diagram by Dey (1993)
makes it easy to understand these processes.

The first process (describing phenomena) is to
develop a thorough and comprehensive description
of the particular phenomenon under study. After
the description establishes the context of action,
the intentions of the actor, and the process in
which action is embedded (Njite 2005).

The second process in qualitative data analysis
is classifying the phenomenon. Classification is nece-
ssary for the researcher to know what they are
analyzing. Therefore, this step is essential (Njite 2005).

In order to classify, Ratcliff (2001)'s Content
Analysis Method was employed for this study.
Content analysis is a quantitative method for analyz-
ing the communication of people and organiza-
tions. For the purpose of classification, summari-
zation, and tabulation, this analysis is a procedure
for the categorization of verbal or behavioral data
(Weber 1990). It can be either descriptive or inter-
pretive (Njite 2005).

The written responses (free recall tests) provided
the needed data base for further research. Two
raters (researcher and one participant - University
student) were used during the coding process. The
coding process required the two coders to review
the material separately and think of words that
formed the checklist. When this was completed,
the two coders compared their list for common
words. This continued and finally a common list of
words that were coded independently was formed.

Classifying or categorizing the data collected
was the first step taken. Associations that showed
related thoughts were organized into categories of
brand associations after repetition of data analysis.
The data was classified through the question: "What
dimensions of the restaurant brand are identified

by consumer?" The superior dimensions in which
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more than fifty percent of the interviewees re-
sponded to the free association activity mentioned
were price value, customer relations, menu variety,
convenience, employee competence, food quality,
and atmosphere.

The categorization of the data was followed by
the content analysis. There is ample extent lite-
rature on classifying and categorizing. Included in
the literature are four models designed by various
researchers to set guidelines for categorization in
brand associations (Berry 2000; Franzen & Bowman
2001). Revising all four models, it can be noticed
that except for Berry's (2000) model, the rest have
been developed in relation to tangible goods. In
the restaurant industry, the product is more than
just the tangible goods; much of it is made up of
service. This explains the miscalculation in these
models' consumer-brand associations and the asso-
ciations identified in this group session. The cate-
gories of consumers' restaurant brand associations
listed below were developed following the cate-

gorization guidelines.

1) Brand Signs

The first factors under brand sign are symbols
and colors (Njite 2005). The second factor is the
atmosphere. The atmosphere relates to the facilities,
lightening, the arrangement of furniture, noise levels,
temperatures, and cleanliness. Atmosphere is includ-

ed as a brand associate.

2) Product Related Associations

The menu of a restaurant and the variety of
products are product related associations. Accord-
ing to Berry (2000), anything which the customer

addresses issues on the product can be an associate.

3) Perceived Price

According to Frazen and Bouwman (2001) custom-
ers usually do not know the exact cost of the
brands. But they do generalize the brands accord-

ing to relative price expectations.

4) Provenance
Provenance is the image of the company which
is created by the appearance of the employees

(Parasuraman 1991).

5) Service Related Brand Association

Service Interaction/Service Related Brand Asso-
ciation is the service process based on the relation-
ship between the service provider and the receiver
and how well the provider provides the service.
This group of association is mainly focused in fine
dining sectors (Njite 2005).

6) Systems Organization

According to Njite (2005) and Berry (2000) system
organization brand associations is another group of
brand associations customers take under conside-
ration. This group is divided into convenience and
consistency. Convenience includes factors such as
the location of the restaurant, speed of service, and
the operational hours. Consistency, literally, points
out the consistency of the food and service re-
gardless of the situation the restaurant may be in.

This study was launched to conduct experiments
on the prioritization of the different brand associa-
tions mentioned in group sessions and how they
cause consumer preferences of one restaurant over
another and if there are any traits that are more
important in this. In order to examine this experi-
ment, a conjoint study and a factorial fractional
design was utilized within this study. This accord-
ed the selected brand associations identified in the

model their relative weights.
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3. Development of Empirical Study

1) The Sample Frame

Empirical data was obtained through random
survey of customers. Most of whom had experi-
enced fine dining restaurants, and who had a solid
knowledge of restaurant service in the Seoul Metro-
politan Area. In the survey, fine dining is explained
as '"restaurants providing high quality service,
atmosphere, facilities, fine cuisine and having unit
prices of higher than 30,000 won". It was con-
ducted from January 15th to February 20th, 2009.
The sample was selected randomly. A total of 130
customers responded. After cases with missing value
were subsequently dropped from the analysis, the
107 remaining 'faithful' cases were analyzed.

The sample consisted of 48(44.9%) male res-
pondents and 59 (55.1%) female respondents. Of
the respondents, those in the age group in their
twenties was distributed as the largest portion with
67 respondents (62.6%) and the age group in their
thirties next largest with 33 persons (30.8%). Lastly,
the age group in their forties shows 7 persons
(6.6%). In addition, the education levels were 3
people (2.8%), from two year colleges, 81 persons
(75.7%) from 4-year colleges, 22 persons (20.6%)
with master or higher degrees, and 1 person (0.9%)
outside these educational levels.

Data on monthly expenditure was also collected
and the expenditure ranged from less than 500,000
won (38 respondents or 35.5% of the sample),
between 500,000 won to 100 million won (45
respondents (42.1%)), between 100 million to 200
million (14 respondents (13.1%)),and above 200
million (10 respondents (9.3%)). On the other hand,
data on monthly costs for dining out ranged from
less than 100,000 won (18 respondents (16.8%)),
between 100,000 to 200,000 (49 respondents (45.8%)),

between 200,000 to 300,000 (26 respondents (24.3
%)), and above 300,000 (14 respondents (13.1%)).
Finally, occupations ranged from manufacturing
industry (4 respondents (3.7%)), professional jobs
(18 respondents (16.8%)), hospitality industry(38
respondents (35.5%), entrepreneur (7 respondents
(6.5%)), and others (40 respondents (37.4%)).

2) Instrumentation

After reviewing the result from focus group
sessions, it was found that consumers have di-
fferent levels of perceived importance concerning
brand associations. To different consumers, some
brand associations are considered more important
than others. Understanding this implication is essen-
tial for brand management in the restaurant in-
dustry. This study examines the extent to which
the identified associations are prioritized by the
consumers when selecting a restaurant.

"To what extent are the identified restaurant
brand associations prioritized by the customers
when selecting a restaurant from a fine dining
segment?"

Categories of brand associations were developed
from the group sessions. These same associations
were included in the empirical study. The menu
related brand associations were excluded from the
study because this study is focused on investi-
gating the level of importance of the service
provided by the restaurant, the price, and system
organizations. Additionally, food brand associa-
tions are fundamental elements in the restaurant
itself, so it is obvious that food will be an
important factor in referring to a restaurant. Thus,
the model only consists of five predominant items
which are hypothesized to have influence in the
choice of restaurant; price, atmosphere, conven-

ience, customer relations, and employee compe-
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tence. this study then seeks to measure the order
of importance of the five associations in the fine
dining segment.

The data is focused on non-food attributes of
the restaurants examined. The five attributes were
examined according to the consumers' brand asso-
ciation.

The attributes are price, atmosphere, customer
relations, employee competence, and convenience.
The survey consisted of simple descriptions of the
attributes to assist the respondents with better
understanding of what each attribute entails. The
respondents were asked to rate the attributes with
the value of 0 or 1 which were assigned to identify
the levels. This was done so as to allow the
quantitative formation of restaurants with various
combinations of attributes and to carry out a
quantitative analysis of the data. The researcher
designed only two levels of the associations to
minimize the number of possible combinations,
which makes the survey less stressful for the
respondents as it was only meant for experimental
purposes.

Additionally, by using only two levels, the de-
scription of data is more similar with the common
form of consumer communication (bad, good, or
excellent). It has also been suggested in previous
studies that consumers do not remember correctly
the actual price paid for items but will be able to
state it by being high, moderate or low (Dickson
& Sawyer 1990; Le Boutillier et al. 1994). The
orthogonal arrays for practical and comparable
product combinations generated twelve restaurant
cases including four holdouts on a scale of 1 to
7. The value of 1 identified it to be the least
preferred while 7 indicated it to be of the most
prereferred.

The attributes and values assigned to each level

were as follows:
(1) Price (Acceptable =1 Unacceptable =0)
(2) Atmosphere(Acceptable = 1 Unacceptable=0)
(3) Customer relations (Good=1 Poor=0)
(4) Employee competence(Good=1 Poor=0)
(5) Systems efficiency(Good=1 Poor=0)

4. Data Analysis

As mentioned above, the data was analyzed using
the conjoint methods. Conjoint analysis has been
used in marketing and another fields to quantify
how individuals confront trade-offs when choosing
between multidimensional alternatives. The respon-
dents are asked to pick their preferred product
from a group of products which are all described
under a range of hypothetical situations in terms
of the features of the products. Features may
include those that do not exist in the products. It
is also possible for the hypothetical products to be
very arbitrary. To determine the relative impor-
tance of the attributes of a product to consumers,
using the conjoint procedure may be helpful.
Therefore, it has been claimed by researchers (Lee
HY 2008), that the conjoint analysis is a very
useful tool for product development and repo-
sitioning.

Utilizing the conjoint methods in selecting a
restaurant assumes that the features or attributes
such as food, quality, menu, price, and employees'
behavior are part of the restaurant brand. These
features or attributes are defined in several levels.
Therefore, the judged levels of these attributes
may reflect the current or prospective products,

When conjoint analysis is made, purchasers are
asked to examine several hypothetical products
which have various different types of product
attributes and to evaluate them in their order of

purchase preference (Hair et al. 2006). Adding too
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many attributes and increasing the range of scale
in the levels may lead to possible combinations
representing the product alternatives that are too
complex for the evaluators. Therefore, the orthogonal
array experimental design was used to reduce the
number of relevant combinations without hindering
the assumptions of conjoint analysis technique
(Hair et al. 2006). Because this method selects the
test combinations so that it balances the inde-
pendent contributions of the selected attributes,
each attribute's importance is retained. The re-
duced set of combinations are the hypothetical
product alternatives which are given to the con-
sumers participating in this research to evaluate.
The results of the evaluations will be used to find
the mean of the utility function through the con-
joint analysis programs. The current study uses

only two levels of each attributes.

[V. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

1. Interpreting Utilities

The interpretation of outputs is one of the most
essential dimensions of conjoint analysis. The in-
terpretation and presentation of results was under-
taken with the output of the fine dining survey.
From the raw data of the scenario rating by the
respondents, the conjoint analysis first calculated
utility scores for each attribute level. Desirable
levels of attributes yield positive utilities, and
undesirable level yield negative utilities. As shown
in the tabular data for the fine dining restaurants,
poor atmosphere yielded an average utility of —0.78
while good atmosphere yielded a utility of 0.78.
the range of the utility score can then be calculated
for each attribute. For example, the utility range
for atmosphere is 1.56 (2*0.78). An attribute with

a larger utility range is more important than an

attribute with a smaller range. Hence, this sample
sees atmosphere as more important than other
selected factors when considering fine restaurants.
Lee HY (2006) provides the guideline for inter-
preting the outcome (see Table 1 and 2 for pre-
sentation).

The algorithm converged in the output indi-
cating no problem with the iterations and that R*=
0.98 and adjusted R’ of 0.89. The table also
displays the part-worth utilities. the part-worth

utilities show the most and least preferred levels

<Table 1> Output for fine dining restaurant pre-
ference

Metric conjoint analysis dependent variable identity

Class Level Information
Price 2 Acceptable/unacceptable
Atmosphere 2 Good/poor
Customer relations 2 Excellent/gross
Employee competence 2 Expert/low
Systems organization 2 Well/disorganized

{Table 2> Utilities table based on the usual
degrees of freedom

Label Utility Ii;lgz Importance
Intercept 343
Price acceptable 0.73 1.46 239
Price unacceptable —0.73
Atmosphere good 0.78 1.56 25.7
Atmosphere poor —0.78
Customer relations excellent 0.54 1.08 17.77
Customer relations poor —0.54
Employee competence high ~ 0.54 1.08 17.37
Employee competence low  —0.54
Systems organized well 046 092 15.26
Systems disorganized —0.46

Pearson's R = 0.999, Significance = 0.0000
Kendall's tau = 1.000, Significance = 0.0003
Kendall's tau = 1.000 for 4 holdouts,
Significance = 0.0208
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of the attributes. Levels with the positive utility
are preferred over those with negative utility.

Conjoint provides an approximate decomposi-
tion of the original ratings. The predicted utility
for a given restaurant is the sum of the intercept
and the part-worth utilities.

In this study, when added up, the attributes
examined in the fine dining sector give the
following {Table 3) utility values: ideally, the
restaurant that provides the highest utility should
be the most preferred restaurant. The results in
{Table 3) indicates the possible importance of
all of the attributes in fine dining restaurants. Take
restaurant D, for example, the attributes of accep-
table price, good atmosphere, good customer
relations, highly competent employees, and efficient
systems gives the utility value of 6.48 to the
customer.

The predicted utilities are equivalent to regression-
predicted value. The R° is represented by the
squared correlation between the predicted utilities
for each combination and the actual preference

rations.

The importance value is calculated by using the
part-worth utility range for each factor (attribute).
This was done by dividing each range by the sum
of all the ranges and multiplying it by 100. The
current study used the program output to obtain
them. The most important determining preferences
are recognized by the factors (attributes) with the
highest utility ranges.

Atmosphere scored 25.70% in relative impor-
tance value, ranking it as the most important asso-
ciation, followed by price (23.90%), customer relations
(17.77%), and employee competence (17.37%). Finally,
systems scored 15.26%, ranking it as the least
important. {Table 4 shows the order of impor-
tance for the observed brand associations. Further,
this finding is consistent with a body of research
that has found that there has been a relative weight
among the variables of brand association (Njite
2005). At the same time, this finding corresponds
with Park, YS & Chung YS's study (2004), that
there are prioritized consumption patterns (i.e., con-
venience, variety, design, health and quality, etc)

influencing restaurant preference.

{Table 3> Ilustration of the utilities derived from fine dining restaurants with differing attributes

Restaurant Intercept Price Atmosphere f;s;i)::: jﬁi (la(t)z::e elsCi}i]ztieez::sy Utilities
A 343 —0.73 —0.78 —0.54 —0.54 —0.46 0.38
B 343 0.73 0.78 —0.54 —0.54 —0.46 3.40
C 343 0.73 —0.78 —0.54 0.54 —0.46 2.92
D 343 0.73 0.78 0.54 0.54 0.46 6.48
E 343 —0.73 —0.78 0.54 0.54 —0.46 2.54
F 343 —0.73 0.78 —0.54 0.54 0.46 3.94
G 343 0.73 —0.78 0.54 —0.54 0.46 3.84
H 343 —0.73 0.78 0.54 —0.54 —0.46 3.02
I 343 0.73 —0.78 —0.54 —0.54 0.46 2.76
J 343 —0.73 0.78 0.54 —0.54 0.46 3.94
K 343 0.73 —0.78 —0.54 0.54 0.46 3.84
L 343 0.73 —0.78 0.54 0.54 0.46 492

Based on the attributes of the eight hypothetical restaurant brands and four hold outs of the study.
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{Table 4> Table of observed importance

Observed order of % Importance

importance (Utility range)
1. Atmosphere 25.70
2. Price 23.90
3. Customer relations 17.77
4. Employee competence 17.37
5. Systems 15.26

V. CONCLUSIONS

1. Theoretical Implications

This is an empirical study on restaurant branding,
basing its data from a consumer perspective with
theoretical implications and contributions. The first
contribution is its methods. Multi method has been
chosen as the method of this study and has prov-
ed its effectiveness in studying and measuring
associations that consumers develop during their
contact with brands. Since multi methods have
also been accepted as one of theoretical contri-
butions, the methodological design of this current
study is found to be reliable in producing the
results. The methodology of this current study is
quite unique in the essence that it uses this method
in research on restaurant branding. Qualitative
interviews and free associations have been useful
to examine the consumer's mind. By examining the
consumer's mind, the meaning consumers construct
about restaurant brands can be clearly understood
by researchers.

Since qualitative interviews and free associa-
tions gives more freedom to the respondent's
answers, the respondents are enabled to express
and construct the environments at hand. In other
words, respondents are able to provide consumer
images that reflect the choice behaviors. Another

method used was triangulation which enhanced the

validity of the study.

The second contribution is the study's theore-
tical framework. The framework further enhances
researchers ability to understand how consumers
perceive restaurant brands. For either an academic
research to understand consumer purchasing of
brands and further research, or for practitioners to
predict, brand meaning is an essential issue to
comprehend. The current study assists such in-
dividuals by firstly, recognizing several new brand
associations which have not been included in
previous branding models. Secondly, the study
addresses the evolving character of the concepts of
brand and branding. Brand and branding has
evolved from this simple concept of differen-
tiation of products with same function to some-
thing more complex. It is defined, today, in terms
of consumer memory. Thirdly, this study identi-
fies brand categories that determine the way
consumer perceive restaurant brands. This study
works as an effective research tool for further
studies.

Further, this study empirically provides an-
swers as to which selected brand associations in
study I have relative weight on fine restaurant

selection.

2. Managerial Implications

This study's theoretical implications and infor-
mation are useful for managers who are seeking to
build and improve restaurant brands. As mentioned
in the discussion above, the model of restaurant
brand preference presented in this study can be
used for examining, evaluation, and improving res-
taurant brands.

One explicit finding of this study is that, con-
sumers do not consider all brand associations as

equal when selecting a restaurant in the fine dining
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sector. Some associations are considered to be
more important than others. Another significance
of this study is the source of information for the
consumer. The idea that experience is the best
source of information for certain products and/or
service is supported in this study. Triggered by
this, and taking the goods and manufacturing
industries as an example, restaurant managers
should find strategies to let potential consumers
have a "taste" of the product on trial, provided in
their restaurant. Although the exact strategies and
techniques to facilitate product trials are not
discussed in this study, it should be noted that
experiences is the best source of information.

Futhermore, this study implies that the atmos-
phere of the restaurant is the most important brand
association (25.70%). According to Chun BK &
Choi SK(2002), atmosphere is the best way to
express the restaurants concept and as well as to
differentiate it with other competitors. Plus, if the
consumers like the atmosphere, it may increase the
possibilities of their revisit. Additionally Chun BK
& Choi SK (2002) suggests the following tech-
niques to develop the desired atmosphere. The first
technique is to manipulate the visual aspects of the
restaurant with colors, design, decorations, lightings,
etc. Secondly, manipulating the auditory senses by
using music is another important technique. In-
creasing and decreasing the loudness of the music
is also important to create the desired atmosphere.
Thirdly, the harmonious arrangement of the first
and second technique is essential. Therefore, fine
dining restaurant managers should always consider
the balance between the atmosphere and the con-
cept of their restaurant.

Additionally, the price in fine dining was ranked
second (23.90%). This empirically shows that

managers should focus on price value. Managing

price and being able to provide value is important
when considering fine dining restaurants.

Another important managerial implication of
this study is affiliated with service interaction
association. Service interaction association is the
interaction between consumer and employee during
the process of service. Two major aspects are
taken into consideration in this association. They
are employee competence and customer relations.
The results of this study suggest that managers
should keenly focus on what characteristics of
their restaurant influences the perceptions of the
consumers on their service interaction. Focusing in
fine dining restaurants, this study showed that
service interaction association ranked with a total
relative weight of 35.14%. A figure of this amount
is a huge percentage for an association that has an
influence on fine dining selection. Managers, there-
fore, must concentrate on the management of inter-
action during service. Some of the findings con-
tradicted the results of a study launched in the
USA which empirically stated that price asso-
ciation in fine dining was not of great importance
when selecting an restaurant. They tend to put
much more value on service (employee relation-
ship and competence) regardless of higher unit
price than competitors.

The importance of employees and their behavior
during service in fine dining restaurants should not
be undermined over the interactive simultaneous
nature of the restaurant business. The current study
emphasizes the importance of the role played by
employees in order for a brand to succeed. Atti-
tudes consumers perceive about employees is a
critical element in the success of a brand. Know-
ing this fact, hiring and training well qualified
employees that have a positive work attitude

should be a major task for restaurant managers.
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3. Limitations and Suggestions

There were four limitations in this study. The
first is the categorization of the brand associations.
Categorization of brand associations in this study is
extremely flexible. However, the overview is un-
doubtfully sensible. It is possible to overlook other
associations as long as it is to just simply remind us
that research only exposes parts of these asso-
ciations. Because the current study is aimed to only
provide an insight and better understanding of the
prominent associations' consumers develop, hold in
memory, and the role these associations play in the
development of the other components of the mental
brand response and ultimate purchase, the categori-
zation of brand associations are very flexible.

The second limitation of this study is the study
sample. This study used a homogeneous sample,
thus limiting the generalization of the results.
Therefore, it is suggested for future researchers in
similar studies to keep this under consideration.

The third limitation is the service brands (restau-
rants). The restaurants selected are high labor inten-
sive and the product (food) is greatly focused.
Since the current study aimed to focus on the ser-
vice provision aspect, the characteristics of the select-
ed restaurants may have influenced the results. It
is therefore wise to consider the possibility that
important associations may have a different relation-
ship with service dominated brand preference.

The last limitation is that the study is concen-
trated only on fine dining restaurants. Future research
may increase the research pool by exploring brand
association preference factors in different restaurant

sectors.
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