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ABSTRACT

An increasing amount of attention is being paid to
the ways customers contribute to their own service
“experience” through participation in the service deliv-
ery process (for a review see Bitner, Faranda, Hubbert,
and Zeithaml 1997). This “contribution” can take many
forms, although, historically, research has tended to
focus upon the use of customers as productive resources
or “partial employees” (Mills and Moberg 1982) through
the encouragement of their “physical” participation,
typically in self-service settings (for example Bateson
1985). In general, however, it is not just physical partici-
pation upon which services depend, but also oral partici-
pation. Despite conceptual awareness of this depen-
dency, there hasbeen little empirical research in the area.

To date, most research into consumer participation
through spoken interaction is focussed upon customer-
employee encounters. Nevertheless, other (limited) re-
search has shown that, during the service delivery pro-
cess, customer-to-customer oral interactions are able to
influence customers’ service experiences, both posi-
tively and negatively (Harris, Davies, and Baron 1997,
Martin 1996; Harris, Baron, and Ratcliffe 1995; McGrath
and Otnes 1995; Grove and Fisk 1992).

The purpose of this study has been to investigate the
antecedents to these oral interactions through using diary

research (see Robson 1993; Stewart 1988). 100 partici-
pants agreed to keep a diary over a week long period in
order to record all instances of spontaneous conversation
outside the home and work place. By analyzing these
diaries, we will be able to categorize the factors that
stimulate oral interaction. By understanding the stimu-
lants, service providers can attempt to manage the inter-
actions to the benefit of their clients.

In addition, from the pilot stage of the research, a
number of other findings have come to light. One of the
most interesting being the amount of interaction that
takes place in commodified space in comparison to public
space. It would appear that strangers are much more
likely to interact in services such as retail outlets, restau-
rants and surgeries than anywhere else. In some cases,
this may be a source of potential conflict as the objective
of many services is to generate profit and efficiency gains
from the space that they own and manage, not to provide
a safe environment to chat. This is a potential conflict set
to intensify as the increasing commodification of ser-
vices places its untrammelled demands on public space
(Johnson and Varley 1998). In addition, due to the risks
associated with the remaining public space from crime,
this may well mean that the only time that we will talk to
astranger is in space owned and managed for commercial
gain. In which case, service providers may find them-
selves with an increasing responsibility to society in this
area.

REFERENCES

Bateson, J.E.G. (1985), “The Self-Service Customer: An
Exploratory Study,” Journal of Retailing, 61 (3), 49-
76.

Bitner, M.J, W.T. Faranda, A.R. Hubbert, and V.A.
Zeithaml (1997), “Customer Contributionsand Roles
in Service Delivery,” International Journal of Ser-
vice Industry Management, 8 (3), 193-205.

Grove, S.J. and R.P. Fisk (1992), “The Service Experi-
ence As Theater,” Advances in Consumer Research,
Association for Consumer Research, Provo, UT,
455-461.

Harris, K., S. Baron, and J. Ratcliffe (1995), “Customers
As Oral Participants in a Service Setting,” Journal of
Services Marketing, 9 (4), 64-76.

248

,B.J. Davies, and S. Baron (1997), “Con-
versations During Purchase Consideration: Sales
Assistants and Customers,” The International Re-
view of Retail, Distribution and Consumer Research,
7 (3), 173-190.

Johnson, C. and P. Varley, “Callam and the Underwater
Wibbles: Commodification of a Service Tradition-
ally Provided Within the Home,” Proceedings of the
7" Annual Frontiers in Services Conference, Owen
Graduate School of Management, Vanderbilt Uni-
versity, Nashville, Tennessee.

Martin, C.L. (1996), “Consumer to Consumer Relations:
Satisfaction with Other Customers’ Public
Behaviour,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 30, 1

McGrath, M.A and C. Otnes (1995), “Unacquainted
Influencers: When Strangers Interact in the Retail

American Marketing Association / Winter 1999




Setting,” Journal of Business Research, 32,261-272  Robson, C. (1993), Real World Research. Oxford, UK:

Mills, P.K. and D.J. Moberg (1982), “Perspectives on the Blackwell.
Technology of Service Operations,” Academy of  Stewart, R. (1988), Managers & Their Jobs, 2™ edition.
Management Review, 7 (3), 467-478. Hampshire, UK: Macmillan Press.

For further information contact:
Cathy Parker
Department of Retailing and Marketing
The Manchester Metropolitan University
Aytoun Street
Manchester M1 3GH
UK
Phone: (UK) 161 247 6060
E-Mail: C.Parker@mmu.ac.uk

American Marketing Association / Winter 1999 249





