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INTRODUCTION

In an era of global mobility and hyper-diversity, 
the hospitality industry faces growing challenges in 
delivering service experiences that resonate across 
cultural boundaries. Service quality, once conceptu-
alized as a set of measurable standards, is increas-
ingly recognized as a subjective and relational con-
struct—one shaped by the deeply embedded cultural 
expectations of both guests and service providers. 
Within hotels, where front-line interactions serve as 
critical moments of truth, each exchange is filtered 
through cultural meaning systems that define what 
constitutes professionalism, courtesy, and care.

While traditional service quality models such 
as SERVQUAL and SERVPERF provide useful 
metrics for assessing performance gaps, they often 
assume universal benchmarks that overlook cul-
tural variability. Similarly, technical service excel-
lence—such as timely check-ins, clean rooms, and 
efficient communication—may be interpreted quite 
differently depending on the cultural orientation of 
the guest. A behavior considered warm and atten-
tive in one culture may be perceived as intrusive or 
overly familiar in another. These interpretive differ-
ences are not marginal. They influence satisfaction 
ratings, brand perception, and ultimately, business 
outcomes.

This paper explores how culture shapes ser-
vice expectations and perceptions within the hotel 
context. It begins by reviewing foundational theo-
ries in cross-cultural studies, including Hofstede’s 
dimensions of national culture, Hall’s context ori-
entation, and Trompenaars’ models of interper-
sonal and organizational behavior. It then applies 
these frameworks to real-world scenarios, illus-
trating how cultural dynamics manifest in service 
encounters and how misalignments arise. Through 
this analysis, the paper argues that service quality 
is best understood as a culturally constructed ex-
perience rather than a universally defined output. 
The concluding sections offer practical recommen-
dations for hospitality managers and outline areas 
for future academic inquiry, particularly in light of 
technological change and shifting post-pandemic 
guest expectations.

THE QUALITY OF SERVICE IN THE 
HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY

In the contemporary landscape of the hospitality in-
dustry, service quality has emerged as a fundamen-
tal strategic focus for hotel management, directly 
influencing guest satisfaction, market positioning, 

and long-term competitiveness (Parasuraman et al., 
1988). Unlike tangible products, which can be eval-
uated before purchase based on observable charac-
teristics, services in the hotel sector are inherently 
intangible and experiential. This unique nature of 
hotel services requires that quality be understood 
not only in terms of technical standards but also as a 
subjective construct formed through the perceptions, 
expectations, and emotional experiences of guests 
(Dimitrova, 2022). These experiences are shaped 
by a multiplicity of factors, including physical en-
vironment, interpersonal interactions, brand image, 
personal context, and cultural background, making 
the definition and measurement of service quality an 
inherently complex and multidimensional challenge.

The foundational understanding of service qual-
ity in the hospitality context is closely aligned with 
the general definition provided by the International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO), which in 
standard ISO 8402 defines quality as “the totality of 
characteristics of a product or service that bear on 
its ability to satisfy stated or implied needs” (ISO, 
2025). This definition highlights two key elements: 
the inherent characteristics of the service itself and 
its effectiveness in meeting the needs—whether ex-
plicitly stated or implicitly expected—of the cus-
tomer. From this perspective, service quality is not a 
static or absolute property but a dynamic interaction 
between what is delivered and what is desired, be-
tween the objective attributes of the offering and the 
subjective interpretation by the consumer. Building 
on this view, Grönroos (2007) proposes that service 
quality can be conceptualized through three inter-
related dimensions: technical quality (what the cus-
tomer receives), functional quality (how the service 
is delivered), and image (the expectations shaped by 
the brand‘s reputation and identity). In the hospitali-
ty context, technical quality includes aspects such as 
room cleanliness, punctuality, and proper amenities. 
Functional quality reflects the behavior, communi-
cation, and empathy of staff. The image dimension 
influences how the guest frames the experience even 
before it occurs, based on prior perceptions and po-
sitioning. These three dimensions work together to 
shape service quality as both an operational outcome 
and a culturally mediated experience.

Hospitality services are characterized by sever-
al fundamental attributes that distinguish them from 
goods and services in other sectors. These include 
intangibility, perishability, inseparability, variability, 
and lack of ownership (Ivanov & Zhechev, 2011). 
Intangibility refers to the fact that hotel services can-
not be physically touched, stored, or displayed be-
fore purchase; they are experiential and realized only 
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in the moment of consumption. Perishability points 
to the transient nature of services—a hotel room left 
unoccupied for a night represents lost revenue that 
cannot be recovered. Inseparability emphasizes the 
simultaneity of production and consumption: the 
service is delivered and experienced in real time, 
often involving face-to-face interactions between 
hotel staff and guests. Variability describes the in-
consistency that can occur due to the human element 
in service provision—no two service encounters are 
exactly the same, and quality can vary depending on 
the staff member involved, their mood, their train-
ing, and other operational circumstances. Finally, 
the lack of ownership distinguishes services from 
products; guests do not acquire property, but tempo-
rary access to amenities and experiences.

Given these features, hotel managers face sig-
nificant challenges in delivering consistently high 
service quality. The complex, co-productive nature 
of hotel services means that quality is not determined 
solely by operational systems or physical assets, but 
by the interplay of these with guest perceptions and 
employee behavior. Researchers such as Kadieva 
have emphasized that service quality is multidimen-
sional, encompassing both tangible and intangible 
aspects (Kadieva, 2015). 

•	 Tangibility refers to the physical indicators 
of quality in a service context—clean rooms, 
well-maintained facilities, aesthetic appeal 
of the surroundings, and the professional ap-
pearance of staff all serve as cues that shape 
guest impressions even before service inter-
actions begin. 

•	 Reliability reflects the ability of the service 
provider to deliver on promises accurately 
and consistently. 

•	 Assurance speaks to the confidence guests 
feel when interacting with the service pro-
vider, encompassing issues such as security, 
staff competence, and the feeling of being 
taken care of. 

•	 Responsiveness involves the willingness and 
ability of hotel staff to assist promptly and 
effectively. 

•	 Finally, empathy captures the personalized 
dimension of service—understanding guest 
needs, offering individualized solutions, and 
providing support with genuine concern and 
care.

Of these five dimensions, four are directly de-
pendent on the human factor. Staff professional-
ism, attitude, communication style, and emotional 
intelligence significantly influence how service is 

perceived. Only tangibility is related primarily to 
technical and environmental factors, such as the ar-
chitecture, furnishings, and visible cleanliness of the 
property. This heavy reliance on human performance 
reinforces the reality that service quality in hospi-
tality is less about compliance with rigid standards 
and more about the consistent creation of positive 
and memorable guest experiences. Therefore, suc-
cessful quality management requires not only pro-
cedural efficiency and infrastructure investment but 
also thoughtful staff recruitment, training, empower-
ment, and motivation (Kadieva, 2015).  

To conceptualize and measure this multifaceted 
construct, various models have been developed over 
the years. The most influential among them is the 
SERVQUAL model, formulated by Parasuraman, 
Zeithaml, and Berry in the late 1980s (Parasuraman, 
Zeithaml, and Berry, 1988). The core premise of 
SERVQUAL is that service quality can be evaluated 
by identifying the gap between customer expecta-
tions and their perceptions of the service received. 
This model originally included ten dimensions, later 
streamlined into five, which mirror the aforemen-
tioned framework by Kadieva. The SERVQUAL 
methodology involves collecting data through paired 
surveys: one measuring guest expectations across 
the five dimensions, and the other assessing their 
perceptions after the service experience. The differ-
ence between the two creates a “gap score” for each 
dimension, with positive scores indicating that per-
ceptions exceed expectations—an outcome typically 
associated with high satisfaction and the likelihood 
of return patronage.

Despite its widespread use and validation in 
multiple service sectors, including hospitality, 
SERVQUAL has been the subject of academic scru-
tiny. Critics have pointed to the instability of ex-
pectations as a measurement baseline, arguing that 
guests may have vague, shifting, or culturally in-
fluenced expectations that are difficult to quantify. 
In response to such criticisms, Cronin and Taylor 
developed an alternative model—SERVPERF—
which eliminates the expectation component and 
evaluates service quality based solely on perceived 
performance. Proponents of SERVPERF argue that 
this approach is simpler, more intuitive, and empir-
ically robust, particularly in contexts where guests 
may not be able to articulate their expectations 
clearly or consistently. Nonetheless, SERVQUAL 
remains widely used, especially in academic stud-
ies and by organizations that seek to understand 
not just how services are perceived, but how those 
perceptions compare to pre-service anticipations 
(Cronin & Taylor, 1994).
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In parallel, the model proposed by Grönroos 
introduces a distinct theoretical perspective by sepa-
rating service quality into two primary components: 
technical quality and functional quality. Techni-
cal quality refers to the outcome of the service—
the tangible elements that the guest receives, such 
as a clean room, properly functioning facilities, or 
timely service delivery. Functional quality, by con-
trast, refers to the process of service delivery—the 
behaviors, communication, attitude, and demeanor 
of the staff. Grönroos emphasizes that while techni-
cal quality is essential, functional quality often car-
ries more weight in the guest’s overall perception, 
particularly because it influences the emotional and 
psychological tone of the experience. A technically 
flawless service delivered with indifference or rude-
ness may still be judged as poor quality, whereas a 
minor technical failure handled with empathy and 
professionalism may be forgiven or even remem-
bered positively (Grönroos, 2007).

Alongside these major frameworks, other mod-
els have been developed to reflect specificities of 
the hotel sector or particular cultural and economic 
environments. The HOTSPERF model, introduced 
by Tefera and Govender, adapts the principles of 
SERVQUAL to the realities of hotels in develop-
ing countries, integrating material and non-material 
indicators into a more context-sensitive evaluation 
tool. (Tefera & Govender, 2016). Additional models, 
such as LODGQUAL, LODG-SERV, DINESERV, 
and HOLSERV, apply service quality measurement 
to more specific areas such as lodging and dining, 
allowing for more targeted feedback and operational 
insights. (Lee et al., 2016)

Beyond theoretical modeling, it is crucial to 
recognize the practical and situational variables that 
influence the perception of service quality in hospi-
tality settings. Multiple studies have highlighted the 
importance of pre-existing factors that shape guest 
expectations even before they engage with the ser-
vice provider. According to Dimitrova, critical de-
terminants include the hotel’s geographical location, 
brand image, market reputation, and marketing com-
munications. These factors frame the mental picture 
the guest forms prior to arrival, significantly influ-
encing how they will interpret the service they re-
ceive. In addition, the internal environment of the 
hotel—the ambiance, architectural aesthetics, room 
layout, and cleanliness—all contribute to the crea-
tion of a service atmosphere that can either reinforce 
or undermine quality perceptions (Dimitrova, 2018).

Guest expectations are also shaped by their 
perception of value. The relationship between price 
and perceived benefit plays a central role in service 

evaluation. A high-end luxury hotel must not only 
meet basic standards but must exceed them in mean-
ingful ways to justify its price point. Conversely, a 
budget hotel that offers clean, efficient, and friendly 
service may receive higher quality ratings relative to 
expectations. Furthermore, the hotel’s internal poli-
cies—particularly regarding complaint resolution, 
employee autonomy, and service personalization—
can decisively influence the quality experience. Em-
powering staff to make decisions, respond flexibly 
to guest needs, and resolve problems without bu-
reaucratic delay enhances responsiveness and guest 
satisfaction.

It is also essential to understand that service 
quality is not merely a result of operational inputs or 
managerial strategies—it is a relative and dynamic 
perception that fluctuates across time, guest profiles, 
and situational variables. Ozimek et al. rightly point 
out that service quality is shaped by the comparison 
between expected and delivered service, but also by 
comparisons with previous experiences and com-
petitor offerings. It is a dynamic construct, subject 
to change as market trends, consumer behaviors, 
and technological innovations evolve. This is why 
modern hotels must continually reevaluate not only 
what services they offer, but how those services are 
delivered, perceived, and remembered (Ozimek et 
al., 2017).

Perceptions of quality are influenced by a vari-
ety of personal and contextual factors, including the 
guest’s age, education, income, lifestyle, purpose 
of travel, and emotional state. The conditions at the 
time of service—such as time of day, length of wait, 
background noise, and even temperature—can affect 
how service is experienced. Physical and psycho-
logical readiness, social environment, and the nature 
of the occasion (business or leisure, celebration or 
emergency) further modulate the guest’s evaluation.

Ultimately, service quality in the hospitality 
industry is not simply an organizational output but 
a co-created experience. It exists at the intersection 
of tangible and intangible elements, operational ef-
ficiency and emotional resonance, managerial strat-
egy and frontline execution. It demands a holistic, 
integrated approach that combines clear standards 
with flexible responsiveness, technical precision 
with human sensitivity. Whether through models like 
SERVQUAL, SERVPERF, or Grönroos, or through 
the constant refinement of service culture and staff 
engagement, achieving high service quality remains 
both an art and a science—one that defines the core 
of what hospitality truly means.

The main differences among these models are 
summarized in Table 1.
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UNDERSTANDING CULTURE AND ITS 
ROLE IN SHAPING CUSTOMER BEHAV-
IOR ACROSS CONTEXTS

Culture is a multifaceted concept with deep historical, 
sociological, and psychological roots. It manifests as 
the set of shared values, beliefs, norms, and behav-
ioral patterns that bind members of a group, shaping 
their perceptions, expectations, and actions (Kroeber 
& Kluckhohn, 1952; Hofstede, 2001). While its defi-
nitions vary across academic disciplines, the core of 
culture lies in the collective human experience that 
enables groups to survive, adapt, and evolve. Cul-
ture is not simply inherited; it is learned, reinforced 
through symbols, rituals, language, and social insti-
tutions (White, 1994; Goodenough, 1980). In this 
sense, culture can be understood at multiple levels—
national, organizational, and individual—each con-
tributing uniquely to the behavioral identity of both 
individuals and institutions.

At the national level, culture is generally con-
sidered a stable set of values and orientations shared 
among people raised in a given country or region. 
National culture develops early in life, typically so-
lidifying by adolescence, and is shaped by family, 
education, religion, politics, and media (Hofstede, 
2001; Beugelsdijk, Welzel, 2018). It reflects the 

dominant ethos and worldview of a population, man-
ifested in attitudes toward power, social roles, time, 
and interpersonal relations. This culture becomes 
especially visible in contrast with other national 
cultures. For instance, an American businesswoman 
might find German punctuality remarkably more 
rigorous than American standards, even though both 
cultures value time discipline. Such cross-cultural 
experiences illuminate national norms that often re-
main subconscious unless juxtaposed with divergent 
systems (Hall, 1976).

National culture does not exist in isolation; it 
interacts with subcultures, particularly in societies 
with regional, ethnic, or linguistic diversity. For ex-
ample, within the United States, regional cultures 
differ notably between the Midwest and the East 
Coast, not only in vocabulary and expressions (e.g., 
„pop“ vs. „soda“) but in assumptions about iden-
tity and belonging. These differences, while subtle, 
shape how people perceive themselves and others, 
often influencing integration within communities 
and workplaces (Louf et al. ,2023).

Organizational culture, while influenced by na-
tional background, operates at a different societal 
level. It encompasses the shared practices, rituals, 
values, and artifacts that define life within an organi-
zation. Schein (1992) proposed a layered model of 
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Table 1. Comparative overview of service quality models in hospitality
Model Key Focus Application Area Strengths Limitations

SERVQUAL
Gap between 
expectations and 
perceptions

General services
Widely validated; 
captures guest 
expectations

Expectations are 
unstable and subjective

SERVPERF Perceived performance 
only General services Simpler; empirically 

reliable
Ignores pre-service 
expectations

Grönroos Technical, functional, 
and image quality General services Emphasizes both 

process and outcome
More abstract and 
harder to quantify

HOTSPERF
Adaptation of 
SERVQUAL for local 
contexts

Hotels in developing 
economies

Context-specific; 
reflects local service 
dynamics

Limited comparability 
with global models

HOLSERV SERVQUAL-based for 
hotel guests Hotel industry

Tailored to hotel-
specific service 
encounters

Inherits SERVQUAL’s 
weaknesses

LODGQUAL Lodging-specific 
quality assessment

Lodging/hospitality 
sector

Focused on 
accommodation 
quality

Less used; limited 
standardization

LODG-SERV Service performance in 
lodging Lodging sector

Addresses room-
related and service 
dimensions

Requires custom 
development

DINESERV Quality in restaurant 
and dining services

Food and beverage 
sector

Specialized for meal 
service environments

Narrow scope; not 
applicable to hotels 
generally

Source: The table was created by the authors.
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organizational culture, comprising observable arti-
facts (e.g., dress code, office layout), espoused val-
ues (e.g., mission statements, corporate objectives), 
and underlying assumptions (deeply embedded be-
liefs about human nature, relationships, and work). 
Unlike national culture, which changes slowly over 
generations, organizational culture can evolve rap-
idly under the influence of leadership, strategy, or 
market shifts (Schein, 1992; Karabeliova, 2011; As-
soratgoon and Kantabutra, 2023).

This dynamic quality of organizational culture 
allows companies to cultivate environments that 
support innovation, customer focus, or hierarchical 
control, depending on strategic goals. For example, 
the culture at Target differs markedly from that of 
Walmart, despite their shared sector. These differ-
ences become visible through architectural design, 
product display, employee behavior, and customer 
interaction styles. Thus, organizational culture be-
comes a key differentiator not only for performance 
but also for the customer experience (Minkovski, 
2018; Andriukaitiene  et al.,2019).

At the micro level, individual culture encom-
passes personal values, habits, and behaviors ac-
quired through unique life experiences. While two 
individuals may share national, regional, and organi-
zational cultures, their responses to situations may 
still vary due to personal upbringing, trauma, or 
psychological traits. The case of Bao and Hua, two 
Chinese American managers working in the same 
organization and with similar educational back-
grounds, illustrates this well. Despite many com-
monalities, Bao‘s early loss of her mother led her to 
adopt a protective and methodical managerial style, 
whereas Hua‘s upbringing in a nurturing environ-
ment fostered a relaxed and flexible approach. These 
differences illustrate how individual culture acts as 
a filter through which broader cultural structures are 
interpreted and applied (Hofstede, 2001).

To understand how these levels of culture in-
fluence behavior, particularly in a globalized world, 
several theoretical models have been developed. The 
most influential among them is Geert Hofstede‘s 
model of cultural dimensions. Hofstede (1991) con-
ceptualized culture as the collective programming 
of the mind, identifying six dimensions that differ-
entiate national cultures: power distance, individu-
alism vs. collectivism, masculinity vs. femininity, 
uncertainty avoidance, long-term vs. short-term ori-
entation, and indulgence vs. restraint. Each of these 
dimensions provides a lens through which societal 
behaviors can be interpreted. For instance, in high 
power distance cultures like Malaysia, hierarchical 
structures are accepted and even expected, while in 

low power distance cultures like Denmark, equality 
and participative decision-making are valued.

Hofstede’s individualism vs. collectivism di-
mension is especially pertinent in cross-cultural 
business contexts. Individualistic societies, such as 
the United States, emphasize personal autonomy, 
self-expression, and individual achievements. In 
contrast, collectivist societies like China prioritize 
group harmony, loyalty, and community goals over 
personal ambitions (Hofstede, 1991; Endara et al., 
2019). These values influence everything from hir-
ing practices and leadership styles to customer ser-
vice expectations.

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) 
expanded on Hofstede’s framework by identifying 
seven cultural dimensions focused on interpersonal 
relationships and organizational behavior: univer-
salism vs. particularism, individualism vs. commu-
nitarianism, specific vs. diffuse, neutral vs. emotion-
al, achievement vs. ascription, sequential time vs. 
synchronous time, and internal vs. external control. 
These dimensions explore how different cultures re-
solve common dilemmas. For example, universalist 
cultures such as Germany apply rules consistently, 
while particularist cultures like Venezuela adapt 
rules to specific contexts and relationships (Mc-
Sweeney, 2015).

Edward Hall (1976), meanwhile, contributed 
the concepts of high-context and low-context com-
munication, providing a framework to understand 
cultural communication patterns. In high-context 
cultures (e.g., Japan, Saudi Arabia), communica-
tion relies heavily on implicit messages, non-verbal 
cues, and contextual understanding. Relationships 
and trust are central, and meaning often lies beneath 
the surface. In contrast, low-context cultures (e.g., 
the U.S., Germany) prefer direct, explicit communi-
cation, where clarity and efficiency are paramount. 
These differences influence business negotiations, 
marketing, and service interactions, often leading to 
misinterpretations when not understood or account-
ed for (Hall, 1976).

All three frameworks—Hofstede‘s dimen-
sions, Trompenaars‘s dilemmas, and Hall‘s contex-
tual orientation—offer essential tools for decoding 
the cultural matrix in which people operate. They 
are especially useful for understanding differences 
in customer expectations and behaviors across cul-
tures. Indeed, culture shapes consumer preferences, 
loyalty, complaint behavior, and interpretations of 
value and quality.

For instance, product function and durability 
are perceived differently across cultural contexts. 
German consumers, as noted, often prefer high-end, 

Service Beyond Borders: A Cross-Cultural Analysis Of Quality...                                                            PsyRB, Vol. 28, Nо 2, 2025 



   113  

long-lasting appliances, reflecting a cultural em-
phasis on engineering precision and economic pru-
dence. In contrast, American consumers may prior-
itize convenience and cost-effectiveness, even at the 
expense of longevity (McCracken, 1990). Similarly, 
food portion sizes, retail experiences, and hospitality 
standards vary across cultural boundaries, reflecting 
not only practical but symbolic and affective dimen-
sions of consumption.

In high-context cultures, service quality is often 
measured not just by the result, but by the tone of in-
teraction, emotional nuance, and perceived respect. 
In collectivist Asian cultures, for example, customer 
satisfaction may derive more from interpersonal har-
mony and attentiveness than from strict punctuality 
or procedural efficiency. This contrasts with low-
context, individualist cultures, where performance 
metrics, transaction speed, and product specifica-
tions may dominate assessments of quality (Mattila, 
1999; Furrer et al., 2000).

Regional and subcultural variations further 
complicate this landscape. Even within a single na-
tional culture, customer expectations can diverge 
significantly. Consider the differences between 
retail shoppers in urban and rural areas, or among 
age cohorts within the same country. Organizational 
strategies that fail to account for these nuances risk 
alienating key customer segments or missing oppor-
tunities for differentiation.

Moreover, these cultural expectations influence 
the design of customer service systems and frontline 
employee behavior. For instance, businesses operat-
ing in collectivist and high power distance cultures 
may emphasize hierarchical customer service, where 
deference and formality are critical. Conversely, in 
low power distance environments, customers may 
expect informal interactions and empowerment to 

resolve service issues directly (Hofstede, 1991; Mat-
tila, 1999).

Importantly, globalization has amplified the 
frequency and intensity of intercultural encounters, 
often placing individuals from disparate cultural 
backgrounds in shared organizational and consumer 
settings. In this context, cultural competence be-
comes not merely a competitive advantage but a 
prerequisite for organizational success. The ability 
to recognize and adapt to cultural differences in ex-
pectations, decision-making, and communication 
styles is essential for leaders, marketers, and service 
professionals alike (Khan & Panarina, 2017).

Nevertheless, it is crucial to approach cultural 
models with critical awareness. While Hofstede’s di-
mensions remain widely cited, scholars have raised 
concerns about their reductionist nature and poten-
tial for stereotyping (Brodbeck et al., 2007). Cul-
tures are dynamic and multifaceted, influenced by 
globalization, migration, technological change, and 
generational shifts. Consequently, cultural analysis 
must balance general frameworks with context-spe-
cific knowledge and empirical research.

In this light, cultural understanding should not 
be static or deterministic. Rather, it should be ap-
proached as a continuous process of learning, adap-
tation, and reflection. Individuals and organizations 
alike must cultivate the skills and dispositions nec-
essary to navigate ambiguity, embrace diversity, and 
engage with difference productively. This capacity 
is increasingly recognized as a form of cultural in-
telligence—an asset for leadership, innovation, and 
sustainable growth in a pluralistic world.

These cultural foundations and differences in 
value orientations can be synthesized as shown in 
Table 2, which summarizes their implications for 
service perception in hospitality contexts.
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Table 2. Cross-cultural contrasts in service perception
Cultural 

Dimension
High Value Context 

(e.g., China, UAE, Japan)
Low Value Context 

(e.g., USA, Sweden, Germany)
Implications for Service 

Perception

Power Distance Expect formality, hierarchy, 
respect for status

Expect informality, 
egalitarianism

Informal service may seem 
disrespectful in high PDI 
cultures

Individualism vs. 
Collectivism

Value group harmony, 
relational service

Value autonomy, efficient and 
personalized service

Over-personal service may feel 
intrusive or lacking warmth

Context 
Orientation (Hall)

High-context: indirect, 
symbolic communication

Low-context: direct, explicit 
communication

Risk of misunderstanding tone, 
intent, or gestures

Achievement vs. 
Ascription

Status tied to title, age, 
background

Status based on performance 
and behavior

Lack of visible respect or titles 
may cause dissatisfaction

Uncertainty 
Avoidance

Prefer predictability, formal 
procedures

Accept ambiguity, flexible 
service delivery

Flexible policies may seem 
unprofessional in high-UAI 
cultures

Source: The table was created by the authors.
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As we consider the broader implications of cul-
ture for customer behavior, it becomes evident that 
culture not only frames how customers act but also 
how they interpret quality, value, and satisfaction. 
The same service encounter may yield vastly differ-
ent evaluations depending on the customer’s cultural 
background. Therefore, the next logical step in this 
analysis is to explore how culture shapes perceptions 
of service quality and expectations for customer 
care. This inquiry involves engaging with theories 
and empirical studies that examine the role of cul-
tural values in framing service experiences, as well 
as reviewing real-world examples of intercultural 
misunderstandings and adaptations. By doing so, we 
move from understanding cultural structures to ap-
plying that understanding in the context of service 
design, delivery, and customer satisfaction.

THE CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF 
SERVICE QUALITY PERCEPTION IN 
THE HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY: A COM-
PARATIVE FRAMEWORK

While the foundational role of culture in shaping 
expectations has been widely acknowledged, its 
specific impact on the perception of service quali-
ty—particularly within hospitality—requires deeper 
theoretical and practical scrutiny. Perception is not 
a neutral or universally defined mechanism; it is fil-
tered through cultural lenses that frame what is ex-
pected, valued, or criticized in service delivery. This 
becomes particularly significant in hotel environ-
ments, where each interaction—from check-in pro-
cedures to communication style—can carry vastly 
different connotations depending on the guest’s cul-
tural background.

The hospitality sector, operating at the intersec-
tion of global mobility and cultural diversity, offers 
a unique domain in which service encounters must 
bridge distinct worldviews. Hotels serve as transi-
tional spaces where heterogeneous guest populations 
interact with multicultural staff, under management 
systems often developed within yet another cultural 
frame. In such a setting, cultural fluency becomes 
not a matter of etiquette, but a structural compe-
tence—central to organizational effectiveness, guest 
satisfaction, and staff cohesion.

Theoretical models of cross-cultural behav-
ior provide a foundational lens through which ser-
vice expectations and evaluations can be analyzed. 
Among the most influential is Hofstede’s framework 
(1980, 2001), which identifies key cultural dimen-
sions such as power distance, individualism versus 

collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity, 
long-term orientation, and indulgence versus re-
straint. These dimensions account for considerable 
variation in how customers interpret service behav-
iors (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, 2001).

For example, in high power distance cultures 
like India or the Philippines, service employees are 
expected to demonstrate deference, formality, and 
acknowledgment of hierarchical status. Guests from 
such backgrounds interpret structured interactions as 
respectful and professional. Conversely, guests from 
low power distance cultures such as the Netherlands 
or Canada anticipate egalitarian treatment, with ser-
vice staff regarded as equals rather than subordi-
nates.

Likewise, the level of uncertainty avoidance 
influences tolerance for service ambiguity. Cultures 
high in uncertainty avoidance (e.g., Greece, Por-
tugal) prefer highly structured procedures and ar-
ticulated guarantees. These guests are more likely 
to view ambiguous instructions or flexible policies 
as signs of unprofessionalism. On the other hand, 
customers from low uncertainty avoidance cultures 
(e.g., Singapore, the UK) are more adaptable to in-
formal, variable service encounters.

The individualism–collectivism dimension also 
plays a decisive role. Individualistic cultures such 
as the United States and Australia tend to value au-
tonomy, speed, and personalization in service. In 
contrast, collectivist cultures like South Korea and 
Colombia emphasize group harmony, emotional in-
telligence, and relationship-building in service inter-
actions (Furrer et al., 2000).

Hall’s (1976) high- and low-context theory 
complements these perspectives by explaining how 
service messages are communicated. In high-context 
cultures (e.g., Japan, the UAE), meaning is con-
veyed through tone, gesture, and social rituals, rather 
than explicit verbal content. A courteous greeting or 
subtle bow may carry more weight than procedural 
efficiency. In contrast, low-context cultures such as 
Germany and the United States rely on direct verbal 
cues and formal guarantees; deviations from stated 
commitments are often interpreted as service failure 
(McSweeney, 2015).

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) add 
further dimensions, particularly the contrast between 
achievement-oriented and ascription-oriented cul-
tures. In achievement cultures, such as the United 
States or Germany, staff are expected to demonstrate 
competence through performance. In ascription-ori-
ented cultures like Saudi Arabia or Venezuela, vis-
ible markers of seniority, education, and social status 
carry more interpretive value in service interactions. 
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These dimensions shape perceptions of respect, au-
thority, and professionalism (McSweeney, 2015).

Cultural values also shape deeper perceptions 
of fairness, professionalism, and competence. In 
achievement-oriented societies, service staff are ex-
pected to exhibit technical skill and operational ef-
ficiency. By contrast, in ascription-oriented cultures, 
greater value is placed on symbolic markers of au-
thority and social hierarchy. Even within the same 
hotel environment, these divergent value systems 
can lead to contrasting assessments of identical ser-
vice interactions.

These culturally grounded expectations are not 
abstract concepts alone—they have tangible conse-
quences in real-world hospitality environments. 

In addition to the previously discussed theoreti-
cal frameworks, further real-world scenarios offer 
deeper insight into how culturally embedded expec-
tations shape perceptions of service quality. For in-
stance, Furrer et al. (2000) demonstrate that guests 
from collectivist cultures such as China place strong 
emphasis on emotional warmth, interpersonal atten-
tiveness, and symbolic gestures. When interacting 
with staff in individualist, low-context cultures—
such as those in Northern Europe—these guests may 
interpret minimal interaction or reserved communi-
cation as cold or even disrespectful. Conversely, lo-
cal service providers may view the same behavior 
as professional and non-intrusive. This divergence 
reflects the cultural distance between high-context 
and low-context communication styles, as outlined 
by Hall (1976), and the contrasting values of collec-
tivism versus individualism described by Hofstede 
(2001).

Similarly, Arab business travelers staying in 
American hotel chains have expressed dissatisfac-
tion not due to technical flaws but because of a lack 
of symbolic recognition—such as formal greetings, 
respectful titles, and ceremonial interaction. These 
expectations align with Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner’s (1998) concept of ascription-oriented cul-
tures, where social status and ritualized behavior are 
integral to the perception of quality.

Another example is found in the work of Mat-
tila (1999), who describes how Japanese guests at 
American resorts may find the informal and overly 
familiar behavior of hotel staff inappropriate or even 
disrespectful. While American guests tend to value 
friendliness and approachability, guests from high-
context cultures like Japan are more attuned to subtle 
forms of politeness and formality. These examples 
highlight the risk of service misalignment in inter-
cultural settings and underscore the need for adap-
tive, culturally sensitive service design.

A further illustrative example involves the expe-
rience of Western hotel chains operating in East Asian 
countries. While these chains may pride themselves on 
speed, efficiency, and minimal interaction, East Asian 
guests may interpret such behaviors as impersonal or 
even dismissive. In these high-context, collectivist 
cultures, symbolic gestures—greetings, bows, and 
attentive presence—carry significant communicative 
weight. Western guests in Japan, conversely, have at 
times perceived formal rituals as overly rigid or cer-
emonious (Mattila, 1999; Furrer et al., 2000).

A similar dynamic can be observed between 
American or European guests and service staff in 
Middle Eastern countries. In ascription cultures with 
strong high-context traditions, such as Saudi Arabia 
or the UAE, the failure to acknowledge social sta-
tus or to use formal titles can lead to dissatisfaction, 
even if the technical service is flawless. By contrast, 
in cultures where informal interaction and accessi-
bility are hallmarks of good service, such behaviors 
would be viewed as positive.

Real-world operational challenges also emerge 
in cross-cultural service delivery systems. A case 
involving a German guest and an Indian-based cus-
tomer service center exemplifies this friction. The 
Indian agent, operating within a high-context, rela-
tional style, attempted to build rapport through de-
tailed, polite conversation. The German guest, from 
a low-context, task-oriented culture, perceived this 
as inefficient and evasive. Despite the agent’s inten-
tions, the outcome was dissatisfaction due to mis-
matched communication norms.

Furrer et al. (2000), applying the SERVQUAL 
model (Parasuraman et al., 1988) across cultural 
contexts, confirmed that different cultures prior-
itize different dimensions of service. Guests from 
Asian cultures (high power distance, collectivist) 
value assurance and empathy, expecting courteous, 
well-trained staff and respectful interaction. Western 
cultures emphasize reliability, responsiveness, and 
tangibles—favoring quick service, visible profes-
sionalism, and procedural clarity. In Latin America, 
assurance and empathy are also prominent, while in 
Nordic countries, transparency and dependability 
take precedence (Furrer et al., 2000).

These differences often lead to friction in mul-
tinational hospitality operations. A global brand 
that implements uniform service procedures may 
exceed expectations in one region while alienating 
customers in another. For example, self-service ki-
osks designed to promote efficiency and autonomy 
might delight American guests but disappoint Chi-
nese visitors who value personalized interaction and 
symbolic hospitality.
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As Furnham (2019) notes, these situations can 
generate not just functional dissatisfaction, but emo-
tional dissonance—a form of cultural “shock” that 
occurs when service behavior violates unspoken 
cultural norms. The guest experiences not just un-
met expectations, but a disruption of their cultural 
frame of reference. Satisfaction in such cases is not 
driven solely by operational metrics, but by symbol-
ic congruence with the guest’s worldview (Furnham, 
2019).

Ultimately, service in the hospitality sector is 
not merely delivered; it is constructed, interpreted, 
and evaluated through the lens of cultural meaning 
systems. Understanding and integrating these diverse 
perspectives is not optional—it is central to achiev-
ing service excellence in a globalized market. Hos-
pitality managers must design service environments 
that recognize, anticipate, and respectfully navigate 
cultural variance. Only then can service quality be 
authentically experienced as such by every guest, in 
every culture.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND 
FUTURE RESEARCH

The cross-cultural variability in service evaluation 
carries profound implications for the design, deliv-
ery, and management of services in global hospital-
ity contexts. As organizations continue to expand 
internationally and operate across increasingly plu-
ralistic societies, it becomes evident that linguistic 
translation is not sufficient—businesses must local-
ize not only their materials but also their underlying 
service philosophies and operational assumptions. A 
“one-size-fits-all” approach to customer experience 
is ill-suited to a world where perceptions of courtesy, 
professionalism, and satisfaction are deeply shaped 
by cultural values.

From a managerial perspective, one of the most 
critical implications is the necessity of localized cus-
tomer journey mapping. Traditional service design 
methods often assume a linear, universal customer 
path, yet cultural expectations can radically alter 
how customers navigate, interpret, and prioritize 
touchpoints. While Western guests may focus on 
speed and efficiency at the front desk, guests from 
high-context cultures may assign greater importance 
to the tone of the greeting or the perceived sincer-
ity of the interaction. Mapping customer journeys 
through a cultural lens allows businesses to proac-
tively anticipate friction points and to redesign ser-
vices that resonate on an emotional and symbolic 
level, not just a functional one.

In parallel, employee training must evolve from 
surface-level cultural awareness (e.g., avoiding of-
fensive gestures or recognizing national holidays) 
to programs that foster deeper intercultural compe-
tence. Training initiatives should incorporate cul-
tural psychology, scenario-based role playing, and 
reflection on implicit biases, encouraging staff to 
recognize how their cultural frameworks influence 
their perceptions of guests. Such training also fosters 
internal cohesion in multicultural teams, where dif-
fering assumptions about hierarchy, feedback, and 
autonomy can otherwise become sources of conflict.

Equally important are feedback mechanisms 
that move beyond standard satisfaction metrics to 
capture the emotional and relational quality of the 
service experience. Traditional feedback forms of-
ten privilege explicit, individualistic expressions of 
satisfaction or complaint, which may not align with 
the communication norms of all cultural groups. De-
signing culturally sensitive feedback tools—such as 
open-ended prompts, multilingual formats, or obser-
vational assessments—can provide richer, more ac-
curate insights into guest experiences. Furthermore, 
staff should be trained to interpret feedback through 
a cultural lens, recognizing that a lack of negative 
comments does not necessarily indicate satisfaction 
in all contexts.

Academically, there remains a pressing need for 
more longitudinal and mixed-method research into 
how culture interacts with evolving service technol-
ogies, such as AI-driven chatbots, mobile check-ins, 
and hybrid digital-physical interfaces. These inno-
vations challenge traditional hospitality norms and 
demand new conceptual tools to understand how 
automation, personalization, and perceived empathy 
are received across cultures. For instance, how do 
high-context cultures interpret text-based chat sup-
port, or how do collectivist societies respond to algo-
rithmically customized service journeys?

Moreover, the post-pandemic landscape has in-
troduced new dimensions to the service experience, 
particularly around care, safety, and hygiene. These 
concerns are not universally framed: collectivist so-
cieties may emphasize community protection and 
rigid protocols, while individualist cultures may pri-
oritize personal choice and minimal restrictions. Re-
search must track how these evolving expectations 
intersect with enduring cultural traits, and whether 
new service norms are forming that override or rein-
force traditional expectations.

Future research must also account for inter-
sectional cultural identities. National culture, while 
informative, does not fully explain variations in ser-
vice perception. Variables such as age, gender, class, 
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professional background, and migration status shape 
how individuals interpret and value service encoun-
ters. A young professional woman from Tokyo may 
perceive hotel formality differently than an older 
male retiree from the same city. Understanding how 
these identities intersect with cultural norms will 
yield more inclusive and dynamic models of service 
evaluation.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of cul-
tural influences on service evaluation reveals a rich 
mosaic of behavioral expectations, shaped by deeply 
held values, social structures, and communication 
norms. By interpreting these patterns through estab-
lished cultural frameworks, we gain both explana-
tory clarity and strategic insight. Service providers 
who understand and respect these cultural logics 
will not only avoid costly misunderstandings but 
also foster genuine customer satisfaction across bor-
ders. These insights now form the conceptual basis 
for investigating how service quality perceptions—
filtered through culture—influence long-term cus-
tomer loyalty, employee engagement, and perceived 
brand value.
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