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Introduction

As consumers are increasingly interested in higher quality food preparation and taste, healthier food choices, better physical eating conditions, and superior customer service, they are willing to pay a higher price. As a result, fast-casual dining segment has been one of the biggest trends in the foodservice industry now. The rapid growth in the number of the “fast-casual” restaurants (e.g., Panera Bread) has a significant impact on the overall quick service sector. Fast-casual restaurants offer foods and décor more in consistent with the casual dining experiences.
Despite the increasing importance of fast-casual dining segments in the hospitality industry, it has not gained much attention in the research disciplines. Moreover, it has not been investigated that if customers in this segment are primarily driven by store image and perceived value. Thus, this paper is aiming at filling these gaps. The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to explore the relationships among store image, perceived value, customer satisfaction, and behavioral intentions at the fast-casual dining restaurants. The specific objectives of this study are: (1) to examine the causal relationship from store image to perceived value, customer satisfaction, and behavioral intentions; (2) to discover the causal relationship from perceived value to customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions; and (3) to investigate the mediating role of customer satisfaction in the relationship between store image and behavioral intentions and in the relationship between perceived value and behavioral intentions.    
This study has contribution from both a theoretical and a practical perspective. First, the relationships between store image, perceived value, customer satisfaction, and behavioral intentions were examined. Second, little consumer research has been conducted in the area of fast-casual restaurant context. The findings help restaurateurs determine the impact of restaurant image on perceived value, customer satisfaction, and behavioral intentions in the fast-casual restaurants. Findings of this study provide the relationships among restaurant image, value, satisfaction, and behavioral intentions so that fast-casual restaurateurs may understand more fully how to meet or even exceed the customer needs.

Literature Review
Influence of Store Image on Study Variables

In the tourism industry, Andreassen and Lindestad (1998) posited and empirically tested the linkage between store/corporate image and the customer’s perception of value. Moreover, Bloemer and Ruyter (1998) found that store image influences store loyalty through store satisfaction.  Store loyalty was assessed using customers’ behavioral intentions.  Thus, based on these findings, the following hypotheses were formulated.     

Hypothesis 1: Store image is significantly associated with perceived value.

Hypothesis 2: Store image is significantly associated with customer satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3: Store image is significantly associated with behavioral intentions.       

Relationships Among Perceived Value, Customer Satisfaction, and Behavioral Intentions

 
Numerous researchers agree that value has a significant influence on customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions (McDougall & Levesque, 2000).  For instance, Patterson and Spreng (1997) found that customer’s perceived value is a positive and direct antecedent of customer satisfaction.  Thus, based on these study findings, the following hypotheses were developed.        

Hypothesis 4: Perceived value is significantly associated with customer satisfaction.

Hypothesis 5: Perceived value is significantly associated with behavioral intentions.
Customer Satisfaction as a Predictor of Behavioral Intentions

Many researchers provided empirical evidence of a positive relationship between customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions.  For instance, in their empirical investigation of the link between dining satisfaction and post-dining behavioral intentions, Kivela, Inbakaran, and Reece (1999) found that dining satisfaction significantly influences behavioral intentions.  These findings all support the significant link between customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions in the restaurant industry.  Thus, the following hypothesis was developed.

Hypothesis 6: Customer satisfaction is significantly associated with behavioral intentions.
Method

 Based on previous studies, two focus groups, and a pilot test, a questionnaire was developed. Part I of the questionnaire consisted of 8 semantic differential items to measure store image. Part II consisted of measurement of perceived value, customer satisfaction, and behavioral intentions. All items were assessed by a 7-point Likert-scale. Perceived value was measured by three items. Customer satisfaction was assessed by four items. Behavioral intentions were assessed by three statements.
A total of 630 questionnaires were distributed to visitors of fast-casual restaurant in a Midwestern state.  341 responses were coded for data analysis. A series of regression analyses were performed to investigate the proposed relationships among store image, perceived value, customer satisfaction, and behavioral intentions.
Findings

 Coefficient alphas were all above the suggested cut-off of .70, thus indicating internal consistency. Acceptable convergent and discriminant validity exist because the within-construct item correlations are generally greater than the between-construct item correlations using the correlation matrix.
Equation 1 showed that store image was significantly associated with perceived value (p < .01), indicating that store image is a significant predictor of perceived value in the quick service restaurant industry. In Equation 2, the effects of store image and perceived value were also found to exert a significant impact on customer satisfaction, supporting hypotheses 2 and 3.              Additionally, the result of Equation 3 indicated that store image and perceived value are significant predictors of customers’ behavioral intentions, supporting hypotheses 4 and 5.  In equation 2 and 3, the standardized coefficient of perceived value was greater than store image, suggests that perceived value has a greater influence on customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions than store image.

Equation 4 showed a significant effect of customer satisfaction on behavioral intentions, supporting Hypothesis 6. The results of Equation 3 indicated that, when regressed directly on behavioral intentions, store image and perceived value showed relatively high coefficient values, showing statistical significance.  However, in Equation 4, the effect of store image and perceived value on behavioral intentions showed relatively low coefficient value. That is, although it is still statistically significant, the amount of the influence of store image and perceived value on behavioral intentions was a lot decreased when the mediator was included in the model.  Thus, customer satisfaction can be described as a partial mediator in the relationship between store image/perceived value and behavioral intentions.







































