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Abstract 

Research has focused on investigating the interactions in business-to-consumer settings. In 

recent years, the impact of accidental or occasional customer-to-customer interactions on the 

service experience has been analysed. Still, scholars have widely neglected to study the 

effects of joint co-creation efforts of customers in encounters where multiple customers 

engage in producing and consuming a service experience simultaneously. Drawing on a 

sample of 249 customers who have experienced a group service, where a high level of a 

customer’s task involvement was required to complete the encounter, we show that the 

engagement of customers in completing the group task has impact on the social dimension. 
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Introduction 

To date, only a limited number of researchers have tried to identify factors which influence 

relationships between customers (Grove and Fisk 1997). Literature mainly centres on dyadic 

service encounters and the influence of other customers on this dyad (Harris, Davies, and 

Baron 1997; Huang 2008; McGrath and Otnes 1995). Services which are delivered to more 

than one customer simultaneously in a group experience remain poorly understood. In this 

paper, our aim is to shed light on the different forms of interactions and contributions of 

individuals in a group of customers. We carried out an empirical study with respondents of 

two different highly task-oriented group services. Drawing on literature, our study contributes 

to the existing limited knowledge of co-creation in groups of customers. Specifically we show 

that one’s own contribution as well as other group members’ contributions to a service 

influences social interaction within the group. Furthermore, we demonstrate that other 

customers’ contributions influence one’s own contribution. In doing so, we highlight the 

importance of distinguishing different forms of co-creation activities, namely, task and social 

activities. 

Customers as Individuals 

Customers in a Dyadic Service Experience 

In the past, when the discipline of services marketing emerged, researchers have strongly 

focused on dyadic relationships (Solomon et al. 1985; Webster 1968; Weitz 1981), i.e. on a 

singular relationship of two parties (Iacobucci and Hopkins 1992). In 1985, for example, 

Solomon et al. (1985, p. 100) state that “(…) it is primarily in the service sector that the 

dyadic encounter has generated a great deal of managerial concern (…).” In later years, some 

marketing researchers have centred on one-to-one relationships (Berry 1995; Gummesson 

1994; Peppers, Rogers, and Dorf 1999). This research on the single relationship was a crucial 

step to gain understanding and knowledge of behavioural aspects in a one-to-one service 

encounter. It helped to generate better insights into the underlying traits and the personality of 

a customer displayed in an encounter, i.e. whilst acting and reacting in a service experience. 

Personality Traits and Behaviour of a Customer 

Research on personality undertaken by scholars like Berens (2006), Pavlov (1955), Adler 

(1927a; 1927b) and others, suggests that behaviour can be categorised either as task or 

people-oriented. This model is called the two-factor model of personality. In a similar 

manner, Martin and Clark (1996) distinguish task-related and non-task related interactions in 

a marketing context, and Meyer and Westerbarkey (1994) refer to physical, intellectual and 

emotional interactions between individuals. Parallels can also be drawn to works by Goffman 

(1961) and Bagozzi (1975). Goffman (1961) differentiates social and economic exchange 

whereas Bagozzi (1975, p. 34) terms it “social and economic relationships”. Very recently, 

Vargo and Lusch (2008, p. 7) speak of “social and economic actors as resource integrators.” 



Other Customers 

Other Customers as Additional Factors in a Dyadic Service Experience 

One of the earliest models to be found which addresses the existence of other customers is the 

‘servuction model’ by Eiglier and Langeard (1977; Langeard et al. 1981). It denotes a 

“customer B”. In their theatrical framework, Grove and Fisk (1983) first express their view 

that other customers are part of the “audience”. Other researchers have analysed environments 

where customers are expected to share a service experience (Martin and Pranter 1989; Pranter 

and Martin 1991; Rowley 1995). In the extension of the marketing mix, Booms and Bitner 

(1981) identify other customers in one of the additional three “Ps” labelled “Participants”. 

Baker (1987) names other customers “social factors”. Comparably, Belk (1975) calls other 

customers an element of the “social surroundings” which can influence another customer’s 

behaviour. Lehtinen and Lehtinen (1991) put forward the argument that other customers can 

manipulate the interactive dimension of a company’s service quality. 

Behaviour of Other Customers 

Hui and Bateson (1991) test the influence of the presence of other customers in a service 

setting to determine the effects of a high degree of density on the perception of crowding. In 

addition, they analyse the impact of the perceived crowdedness on the behavioural responses 

to the encounter. Huang (2008) examines how and why other customers’ misbehaviour has a 

negative influence on customer satisfaction with the service firm. Baron et al. (1996) study 

the spoken interaction between two customers. Moore et al. (2005) evaluate the development 

and influence of customer-to-customer interactions in a high personal contact environment. 

Grove and Fisk (1997) explore the impact of other customers on the service experience. Using 

critical incident technique (CIT), the authors analyse the positive and negative influence of 

other customers on the perception of the service experience. In another study they investigate 

the effect of other customers on satisfaction (Grove, Fisk, and Dorsch 1998). Comparably, 

Martin (1996) studies the satisfaction with the conduct of other customers and identifies seven 

categories of other customers’ behaviour. In summary, it can be stated that the literature 

highlights the aspects of customers who appear to be occasionally or accidentally present 

when other individuals have a consumption experience. It does not address the planned 

presence of other customers as an integral part of the service experience.  

Customers as Members of a Group 

Customers in a Simultaneous Multi-Consumer Service Experience 

Only a few scholarly articles recognise the fact that several customers might be involved in 

the service production and delivery process simultaneously (e.g., Goodwin 1988; Gouthier 

and Schmid 2003). Gouthier and Schmid (2003, p. 123, italics added) state: “(…) activities 

carried out by the customer have to be combined with activities carried out by the service firm 

and by third actors (for instance by other customers).” Despite the fact that groups of 

customers seem to be quite a common occurrence at certain service providers, only one 

definition could be found which focuses on a group purchase occasion (see Tombs and 

McColl-Kennedy (2003, p. 460). We define group as the assemblage of at least two people 

who share common interests or goals, perceive or may develop some form of cohesiveness, 

interacting with one another on a task-oriented and/or social level. This definition follows the 



distinction put forward earlier that behaviour can be categorised either as task or socially-

focused.  

Behaviour of Customers in a Group 

This distinction is also in line with group research by Tuckman (Tuckman 1965; Tuckman 

2001; Tuckman and Jensen 1977) and others (e.g., Carron, Widmeyer, and Brawley 1985). 

Tuckman (2001) calls the two dimensions group structure (socio-emotional component) and 

task activity (factual component) to differentiate the two layers of interaction in a group. 

Tuckman (2001, p. 66) describes task activity in a group as the “the content of interaction as 

related to the task at hand” and the group’s social behaviour as the “pattern of interpersonal 

relationships; the way members act and relate to one another.” He (Tuckman 2001, p. 69, 

italics added) puts forward the argument that “any group, regardless of setting, must address 

itself to the successful completion of a task. At the same time, and often through the same 

behaviors, group members will be relating to one another interpersonally.” In a service 

context researching the influence of other customers, Grove and Fisk (1997) distinguish 

customer interaction in sociability and protocol effects. Using critical incident technique 

(CIT), they subsume friendly and unfriendly events and ambiance events as sociability 

effects, whereas physical, verbal and other incidents are included in protocol incidents. The 

sociability incidents seem to refer to the customer’s sphere of orientation towards social 

aspects of the service encounter whereas the protocol category shows parallels to aspects of 

the customer’s service encounter which are concerned with the ‘hard facts’, or in other words 

the tasks which have to be completed to experience the service.  

Development of Hypotheses 

In their work on interaction with strangers, McGrath and Otnes (1995, p. 268) state: “an 

overview of our observations reveals that the retail marketplace is the locus of social and 

informational as well as material exchanges.” In a multiple-customer setting, a “group always 

meets to do something” (Rice 1969, p. 577). At the same time, group members will be 

relating to one another interpersonally (Tuckman 2001). As task orientation seems to be a key 

element of a group’s gathering, we therefore propose our first hypothesis as: H1: A 

customer’s own task contribution to the group is positively related to the customer group’s 

social dynamics (CGSD). 

Secondly, the influence of other customers in a service encounter has only been researched in 

a dyadic framework in which other customers are occasionally or accidentally present. This 

literature has shown fruitful results and argued that other customers have influence on the 

individual service encounter (Grove and Fisk 1997; Moore, Moore, and Capella 2005; 

Nicholls 2010) or on the perception of it (Grove, Fisk, and Dorsch 1998; Harris and Reynolds 

2004; Martin 1996). Research has only paid little attention to multi-customer or group 

services. Therefore, we put forward that: H2: Other customers’ task contribution is positively 

related to the customer group’s social dynamics (CGSD). 

Thirdly, if task activity in a group is paramount, other customers’ contribution to the task 

seems to be fundamental for the “full enjoyment” (McGoldrick and Andre 1997) of one’s 

service experience. A satisfying experience within a customer group can only be achieved if 

most of the group members are willing to make a contribution to the service encounter. We 

suggest that: H3: Other customers’ task contribution is positively related to one’s own task 

contribution. 



Methods 

Research Context and Survey Procedure 

To answer the research questions, we conducted a survey with customer groups in which a 

high level of a customer’s task contribution to co-create the service was required and where 

customers could assume that their active participation was expected. In order to reduce the 

impact of common method variance and to reduce the possible influence of specific service 

contexts (Podsakoff et al. 2003) we asked customer groups, across two different services, to 

fill out our paper-and-pencil questionnaire. We found white water rafting, provided by a 

professional operator who supplied guides, equipment and transportation, and indoor soccer, 

with referees facilitating the games, to be appropriate group experiences for our study. In both 

types of services, people have to work in groups to achieve a satisfying service experience. At 

the end of the survey process, the data set consisted of 249 cases, of which 47.4 percent were 

from female respondents. The average age of the respondents was 26.8 years. 

Measures 

Across all scales in the survey, participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they 

totally agreed or totally disagreed with a statement on a seven-point Likert scale. To measure 

the customer group’s social dynamics we used three items developed by Moore et al. (2005) 

and adapted one item of their research due to our research context. In their analysis they used 

four items to measure customer-to-customer interaction (CCI) which we believe should more 

appropriately be termed customer-to-customer social interaction. Therefore, in our context we 

call it customer group social dynamics (CGSD). Cronbach’s α for the CGSD scale is .853. 

We used four items to measure the contribution of other group members. This is in line with 

the work of Grove and Fisk (1997), who examined the impact of other customers in a service 

setting by using CIT. CIT, by definition, uses critical incidents that make a significant 

contribution to an activity or phenomenon (Grove and Fisk 1997). Similarly, we assumed that 

group members, who do not attract attention, are not having as great an influence on the 

perception of the service experience. We therefore asked the participants to evaluate two other 

group members who attracted their attention the most. Cronbach’s α for person 1’s scale is 

.818 and for person 2’s scale is .883. One can assume that measurement of one’s own 

contribution is likely to be biased by a socially desirable response, especially if someone is 

asked about the evaluation of his / her contribution. We therefore substituted one item used 

for measuring the contribution of other group members. Cronbach’s α for this scale is .835. 

Results 

Validity and Reliability 

To test reliability of the used scales, Cronbach’s α for all constructs was calculated. The α 

values are higher than .7 for all constructs indicating that scale reliabilities have stable and 

adequate measurement properties (Hair et al. 2010). For validity testing, a confirmatory factor 

analysis was conducted. As required for convergent validity all standardised factor loadings 

are significant. The average variance extracted (AVE) is above .5 for all constructs indicating 

adequate convergent validity. All reliabilities of the constructs are above .8 and suggest 

convergence or internal consistency. Discriminant validity was assessed using the Fornell-

Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker 1981). To do so we calculated the squared 

interconstruct correlation estimates (SIC) and compared them to the AVE of each construct. 



All construct AVE estimates are larger than the corresponding SIC estimates. This indicates 

the measured items have more in common with the construct with which they are associated 

than they do with other constructs. In order to assess nomological validity, we examined 

whether or not the correlations between the constructs in the measurement model are 

adequate. Thus, the correlations between the constructs were examined. Based on theory for 

this study, the constructs must be positively related. All correlations between the constructs 

used in this study are positive and significant. This provides support for nomological validity. 

Model Analysis 

Based on the results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), the correlations between the 

constructs were examined using a structural equation model (SEM). The fit indices for the 

SEM are good; specifically, for the proposed model, χ²/degrees of freedom = 2.499, the 

comparative fit index (CFI) = .929, the goodness-of-fit-index (GFI) = .899, and the root mean 

squared error of approximation (RMSEA) = .078, all indicate a good fit of the model 

(Bagozzi and Yi 1988). 

Hypotheses Testing 

Hypothesis 1 predicted a positive relationship between the customer group’s social dynamics 

(CGSD) and one’s own contribution. The path was found to be highly significant (p < .001) 

and the standardised path is .335. The path coefficients representing the second hypothesis 

were found to be significant at the .01 level for both group members. For person 1 the 

standardised path coefficient is .206 and for person 2 the coefficient is .227. Hypothesis 3 

predicted a positive relationship between group members’ contribution and one’s own 

contribution. The path coefficient for person 1 was found to be significant (p < .01), but the 

coefficient for person 2 is not significant (p > .05) based on a two-tailed test. Using a one-

tailed test, the coefficient is also significant. The standardised path coefficient for person 1 is 

.239 and .148 for person 2 respectively. 

Discussion of the Results 

In this paper our focus was on task and social orientation of group members who experienced 

a group service simultaneously. Our findings indicate that the perception of others’ task 

contribution to a simultaneously experienced service influences the extent to which customers 

socialise. In addition, we demonstrated that this perception influences one’s own task 

contribution. Furthermore, we found that one’s own task contribution influences a customer 

group’s social dynamics. Our study primarily contributes to the existing body of knowledge 

on other customers’ influence on the individual service encounter. We introduced customer 

groups to extend this discussion. In our view, task activity in general is necessary for a 

customer group to also develop its social dynamics. This empirical study is a starting point for 

further research on group encounters and social and task-oriented activities of customers in 

group encounters. We also hope to encourage other scholars to closer investigate group 

service settings and their challenges both for researchers and managers of service operations. 
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