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Abstract

Although service rituals are widely used in service practice, theory researches
on them have not received enough attention. Service rituals are a series of
process-based, repeatable, symbolic actions that occur during the service
contact process and are usually provided by enterprises or service personnel.
By sorting out relevant literature, this article defines the concept and classifi-
cation of service rituals. Service rituals can enhance consumer experience,
enhance customer-enterprise relationship and promote brand value, and the
cultural background of consumers will affect their service ritual experience.
At the end of this paper, the future research directions of service rituals are
proposed. The future researches should aim to deepen qualitative research,
increase empirical research, and explore influencing factors.
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1. Introduction

The service profit chain states that customer satisfaction and loyalty are the basis
for service companies to gain profits [1]. Given the important role that custom-
ers play in the profitability of enterprises, how to achieve customer satisfaction
and gain loyal customers become the focus of the academic and the industry.
Among them, the improvement of service design and customer experience are
classic topics in this field, therefore, some service management tools have be-
come necessary for enterprise service practice, such as designing service blue-
prints to standardize service processes, applying service quality model to find the
gap between customer expectation and service quality [2] [3]. However, with the
improvement of the basic service level in service industry, services of businesses
seem to similartaxis, and these tools seem to be gradually unable to meet higher

requirements of consumers. What they need now are more personalized and
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memorable services. Based on this, many scholars have proposed to confer ser-
vices meanings, one of which is the application of rituals [4].

Ritual refers to a series of symbolistic activities that occur in a fixed sequence
and can be repeated [5]. In fact, the service ritual phenomenons have sprung up.
For example, Japanese shopping malls have opening ritual, the ultimate etiquette
is admirable. In China, before the consumer tastes the “beggars chicken”, he
knocks it three times with a mallet, which means good luck. These unique ser-
vice forms all belong to service rituals. Previous studies have shown that cus-
tomers can obtain the dual value of basic products and joyful emotions in this
process. However, observing online comments, we find that not all service ri-
tuals cause positive effects, inappropriate rituals may compromise the quality of
service. Meanwhile, compared with practice, the theoretical researches of service
rituals seem a little lagged behind. With the prevailing service dominant logic,
service companies need to continuously innovate service forms, and create dif-
ferentiated services in order to meet the increasing expectations of customers.
Thus, exploration on service rituals will play an important role in improving
customer experience and business performance.

In sum, service ritual is a brand new concept, whose theoretical development
is in its infancy. Exploration on service rituals, on the one hand, can not only
enrich the theoretical research of ritual, but also provide new ideas for related
researches on service design and service innovation. On the other hand, it can
also help service companies to design effective service. Given the importance of
service rituals, this article will detail its concept and current research status,
propose future research directions, and strive to provide inspiration for theoret-

ical development in this field.

2. Concept and Classification of Service Rituals
2.1. Ritual

The concept of service ritual, which is, by its nature, service provided by a ser-
vice organization with ritual elements and ideas applied, originates from ritual.
Therefore, a simple combing of ritual helps to deepen the understanding of the
meaning of service rituals.

Ritual originated from anthropology, sociology, and later extended to the
fields of psychology and management, showing an expanding trend from sacred
to mundane. Sacred rituals are more narrowly defined, they often carry a certain
mysterious color, and emphasize the special aspects of special groups or the role
of supernatural forces, for example, the existence of gods is a prerequisite for
human perceiving ritual to be effective [6] [7] [8]. The studies of secularized ri-
tuals are more generalized. In such papers, rituals are not the exclusive property
of religion, they can be expressed in all areas of human life: tourism, which is
considered to transform experience, is a kind of ritual; daily behaviors such as
make-up, grooming, and greetings that are given meaning are rituals; collective

carnivals at sports events and festivals are also a ritual; even retail and service
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experiences are conceptualized as mundane leisure consumption rituals [9] [10]
[11] [12].

Previous researches have suggested that sequence of actions, repetitiveness,
symbolic meaning, and non-functionality are important characteristics to define
ritual [13] [14]. No matter simple or complex, the form of ritual should be a se-
ries of movements. By exploring Simpatias, a ritual of exorcising bad luck in
Brazil, Legare & Souza [8] found that repetitive behaviors and multiple steps are
very important, they are the key precursors to promote the effectiveness of ri-
tual. In addition, the ritual behavior is symbolic and usually has no direct rela-
tionship with the purpose of the ritual. Contrary to the ritual execution strictly
according to the script, habits or routine behavior often change, there is no
symbolic meaning in these functional behaviors [15]. For example, in daily life,
the position and order of tableware are not important, but during the Jewish
Passover feast, tableware must be carefully placed, even if it is not useful to make

food more delicious [16].

2.2. Concept of Service Rituals

As early as the 1970s, scholars paid attention to ritualization in service field.
Based on the characteristics of ritualized processes, Kottak [17] proposed that
McDonald’s standardization is a ritual experience. Siehl, Bowen and Pearson
[18] introduced the concept of rituals into specific service contacts process, and
proposed integration ritual, which is composed of language, emotion, ritualized
behavior, physical environment and so on. Johns [19] believes that the interaction
between frontline employees and customers has scripted characteristics, which
can be regarded as rituals. On the basis of previous studies, Otnes, Ilhan and
Kulkarni [20] proposed the rudiment of the concept of service ritual: “planned,
symbolic, performative and often repeated activity that providers execute for and
with customers, to enhance customer experiences and achieve marketing goals”.

Although the existing literature has not uniformly defined service ritual, the
three major characteristics of the service rituals can be identified through litera-
ture review [21]. Action serialization. Consistent with ritual, sequence is an im-
portant characteristic of service ritual, which is mainly reflected in the sequence
and repetition of ritual actions. Symbolic. The symbolism of service ritual is
mainly reflected in its cultural significance. The diction and behaviors in rituals
can be regarded as symbols, implying various value information and cultural
traditions. For example, “knock three times” before tasting beggars chicken means
good luck. Performability. Service rituals have fixed scripts, actors and specta-
tors. As service performers, the service personnel must perform the script and
behavior according to the script settings.

Based on Rook’s statement that ritual is composed of objects, scripts, perfor-
mer and audience, four elements of serving ritual scene are as follows [5]. First,
objects. They are consumed during service ritual, such as food, wine, diamond

rings, candles, etc., and can convey symbolic information. Second, script. It plays
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a guiding role in service ritual, which specifies the way customers and employees
interact, and clarifies which consumer products will be used, and the order in
which behaviors occur. Third, performer’s role. Service ritual scripts are per-
formed by individuals who play various ritual roles. Frontline employees and
customers participating in the ritual all play certain roles in the ritual process.
For example, employees can be customers’ enthusiastic “friends”, or intimate
“servants”. Fourth, audience. Improving customers’ consumption experience is
an important mission of service ritual, so customers are often the target au-
dience.

Now we further understand the concept of service ritual through the compar-
ison of service ritual and consumption ritual. First of all, service rituals mainly
take place in service scenes, while scenes of consumption rituals are more diver-
sified, such as home, tourist destinations and various marketing sites [9] [22].
Second, interaction between customers and service personnel is one of the cha-
racteristics of service rituals, while consumption ritual focuses more on the inte-
raction between consumers [23] [24]. Third, from the perspective of implemen-
tation intention, service rituals are designed by enterprises to serve the manage-
ment of customer relationship, while consumption rituals generally emphasize
the voluntary participation of consumers, and the purpose of participation is to

benefit from the rituals, such as social benefits [25]

2.3. Classification

There are two Classification criteria when classifying service ritual types. One is
the complexity of ritual actions, and the other is the content of ritual.

First, complexity of ritual actions. Rituals have the characteristics of action
steps, and the number of steps represents the complexity of rituals. According to
this, rituals can be divided into simple, moderate, and elaborate. Actions in sim-
ple ritual are easy and require less, while elaborate ritual should have more steps
and stricter execution rules, moderate rituals are in between. The effects of ritual
are different with different complexity [26]. Similarly, different service rituals have
different degrees of complexity. It can be a simple greeting or a series of complex
behaviors that instigate the emotions of customers. Low-ritualized-level service
has a single ritual flow and a concise logic, the process of moderate level ritual is
richer and the logic complexity is slightly enhanced, the process of high level ri-
tual is redundant and the logic is more complicated [21]. This classification
helps companies find the right service ritual. For example, when “quickness” is
the goal of service, simple service rituals are often more customer-friendly. At this
time, waiters only express task-related behaviors and languages, and in service
scenarios that require customer participation, more in-depth communication
with customers is essential [18]. Although service ritual can be divided according
to the number of steps, so far, relevant researches have not defined the specific
values of low, medium, and high ritualization. The three different degrees of

comparison are only relative terms.
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Second, content attributes. In addition to the number of action steps, scholars
also divided ritual from its script content. Otnes, Ilhan and Kulkarni [20] con-
ducted a survey of rituals in service places. Business owners recalled some ri-
tual-related behaviors provided by the service organization. Finally, six types of
service ritual were summarized, namely commemoration, gift giving, greeting,
incitement, farewell, and inspiration. 1) Commemoration. The commemorative
type involves companies or employees participating in important moments of the
customer’s life, such as providing service support for customers’ proposal cere-
monies or giving customers birthday blessings. 2) Gift-giving. It includes pro-
viding customers with free or unexpected goods or services, such as giving des-
serts, small gifts. 3) Greeting. Employee should express gratitude to customers
who entered the service place. 4) Incitement. In this type, collective excitement
will be generated for the customers gathered by executing the established script.
5) Farewell, which mainly means thanking customers again when they leave. 6)
Inspiring. This type of service ritual is designed to help customers build know-
ledge of a product and create sales opportunities. Although the scholar team has
made a detailed division on the category dimension of service ritual, it seems
that this classification method is difficult to fully cover all service rituals and
needs to be further improved, considering the limited number of service organi-
zations interviewed and the increasing application of rituals in company’s prac-

tice in recent years.

3. Effects of Service Ritual

What are the positive effects of service ritual, and what are the negative effects if
it is not implemented properly? The answer to this question is helpful to provide

directions for enterprises and subsequent researches.

3.1. Positive Effects

The study process of service ritual is still in its infancy. Most studies use qualitative
methods to explore the effects of service rituals, and focus more on positive effects.

Enhance consumer experience. Studies have shown that consumers are more
inclined to remember special events that are not common in their lives [27]. Add-
ing ritual elements to services will make consumers perceive the service as dis-
tinctive, so consumers will have a deeper memory of the service scene. As a spe-
cial service designed by the company, service ritual is conducive to create an en-
vironment and become an important part of customer experience management.
Underwood, Bond and Baer [28] pointed out that restaurants can use rituals to
express theme and atmosphere. For example, the Lambert restaurant uses a
roll-tossing ritual to shape an informal service atmosphere and enhance con-
sumers’ perception of pleasure. A survey of classical concert pointed that classical
concert may be boring for common audiences, but as one of the service elements,
using ritual can effectively reduce the distance between the listener and the en-

vironment and enhance their immersive experience, with the correct implemen-
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tation of the service staff at the concert [29]. Cervellon and Coudriet [30] found
in interviews with consumers that luxury stores are similar to sacred churches,
and service ritual is an effective measure to create a sense of respect. For exam-
ple, the service personnel have an exclusive ritualized role-“ambassadors”, they are
the guardians of the customer’s dream, they should be courteous and profes-
sional. Welcome and farewell are especially important on this occasion. In addi-
tion, various ritualized objects, such as white gloves, exquisite display stands, add a
sense of treasure and sacredness to the product.

In the fierce market competition, customer relationship management is par-
ticularly important. Previous research has suggested that service ritual maybe a
powerful weapon to enhance the relationship between consumers and the enter-
prise. Siehl, Bowen and Pearson [18] believe that in service contact, employees
will follow the script of ritual to show the right mood, which helps to improve
customer satisfaction. At the same time, language, postures, ritualized behavior
can promote an appropriate intimacy between employees and customers, and
enhance customers’” willingness to participate in interactions. Otnes, Ilhan and
Kulkarni [20] explored the role of language in service ritual, and drew the con-
clusion that by means of ritual language, companies can improve customer sa-
tisfaction and loyalty and establish friendship with customers. In particular,
when customers think that the products and services provided by the company
have high value, this friendship will be closer. For example, giving gifts to cus-
tomers makes them feel special and trust more in company. In addition, empiri-
cal research shows that ritual helps the formation of group notion, and partici-
pants who participate in the same ritual will be more united, so in successful ser-
vice rituals, consumers may generate a sense of trust to brand and view em-
ployees as members in the group, enhancing consumers’ willingness to interact
with the company [16] [31].

Consumers’ positive awareness of service rituals can extend to brands. Shar-
ma, Kumar and Borah [32] suggested that the ritual is a strategic tool for brand
internationalization and can be more easily accepted by local consumers. Having
collecting corporation data in the catering and retail industries, they finally
found that the brands with implementation of service rituals had better perfor-
mances in the market than brands without ritual. Meanwhile, some scholars pro-
posed that service rituals could be used as a predictor of brand well-being [21].

To sum up, service rituals provide added value to customers. They can en-
hance the consumers’ service experience and strengthen consumers’ memory of
service. Further, customers increase their satisfaction with the company, deepen
their relationship with the enterprise, and establish a foundation for building a

competitive brand.

3.2. Negative Effects

Although the original intention of the corporate designing service rituals is to
win the favor of consumers, not all service rituals can bring positive emotions to

customers.
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First of all, it is difficult to increase customer’s immersion if service rituals
could not be understood by them, and for worse, may even reduce their con-
sumption pleasure, and produce negative effects [29]. As some empirical studies
suggest, only when consumers understand the meaning of a series of actions can
positive psychological aftereffects be generated [13] [33].

In addition, consumers do not accept everything, they will also refuse to par-
ticipate in the service ritual, such as identity positioning resistance and identity
protection resistance, consumers holding the former concept will consider wheth-
er the meaning of the ritual is consistent with the identity positioning they ex-
pect, while consumers who hold the second point of view mainly resist the nega-
tive feelings such as embarrassment and sadness experienced through the ritual
[34]. Sometimes ritual will make noise, which can easily cause customers to feel
a sense of privacy infringement and restraint, and lead to negative emotions such
as embarrassment and resentment. Therefore, they hope to avoid service pro-
viders in the future [35]. In addition, service rituals will inevitably complicate
the service process while fine-tuning the service. Some consumers mention that
service ritual complicate eating process, and the ritual content does not match
the theme, so the entire ritual process becomes embarrassing.

From what has been discussed above, we identify that service rituals can en-
hance the consumers’ service experience, which benefit brand by deepening con-
sumers’ relationship with the enterprise. But inappropriate service ritual also may
cause negative effects. Undesirable rituals may have the following characteristics:
service ritual could not be understood by customers, the meaning of ritual is not

consistent with the identity positioning which customers expect, ritual is noisy.

4. Conclusion and Future Research Prospects

4.1. Conclusion

Up to now, there are still few theoretical studies on service rituals, but relevant
studies are of great significance to enterprise practice. Therefore, this paper
comprehensively sorts out the literature of service ritual in order to provide a
basis for future research. Through literature review, this paper firstly discusses
the definition, elements and classification of service ritual on the basis of elabo-
rating the concept of ritual, and then identifies the effects of service ritual, in-
cluding positive effects and negative effects. On the one hand, service rituals can
improve customer experience and enhance brand competitiveness of the service
enterprise, which have enlightening effect on enterprise’s service innovation. On
the other hand, service rituals are not omnipotent, enterprises should avoid

some unsatisfactory service rituals in the implementation process.

4.2. Future Research Prospects

Although service rituals exist widely in practice, researches on this topic in aca-
demic circle are still very limited, and there is still ample space for research in
this field.
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First, although predecessors have conducted preliminary discussions on ser-
vice rituals in qualitative studies, foreign research has not been thorough enough
so far. The same is true in China. Although there are many ritual phenomena in
service, related researches are limited to themed restaurants, and most contents
are ritualization of service scenarios, while discussions of ritual behavior in ser-
vice contact are rare. Therefore, in the future, we can continue to conduct inter-
views and follow-ups from the perspective of consumers, employees, and enter-
prises, and fully explore the phenomenon and nature of service rituals for the
development of subsequent service ritual theories.

Second, design service ritual experiments and conduct empirical researches on
the after-effects of service rituals. Empirical researches of service rituals are in
the empty window period. If empirical researches are introduced, the first prob-
lem to be solved is how to scientifically design experiments of service ritual. Fu-
ture service ritual experiments could be designed with reference to existing ritual
experiments. After that, it is also necessary to discuss the effects of the service
ritual. On the one hand, the positive impacts of service ritual need to be further
explored, for example, it may enhance the perception of authenticity of estab-
lished brands. On the other hand, future researches should also deepen the dis-
cussion of the negative impacts on service rituals. Legare and Souza [8] men-
tioned that the complexity of rituals affects the effectiveness of ritual perception.
Therefore, different levels of service rituals may have different effects. Simple
service rituals may be easily ignored by consumers, and too many steps in service
ritual may bring consumers a sense of tediousness and curb consumer pleasure. In
addition, in the author’s interviews with consumers, some people said “the sud-
den gongs and drums sounds of the Northeast restaurant are very annoying”
“Some ritualized language or actions make people feel friendly, while others
make people feel hierarchy and uncomfortable”. It can be seen that when service
rituals make the environment noisy and bring hierarchy, they may present nega-
tive effects.

Third, since service ritual may have double-sided effects, how can we streng-
then its positive effects and avoid negative aftereffects? Discussions on this issue
helps companies to solve practical problems, thus future research can strengthen

the discussion of factors affecting the success of service rituals.
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