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Abstract

This study appraises the effect of airline employee service-quality facets that are perceived by passengers 
in creating a favorable ‘word-of-mouth’ for an airline.  This study exposes the mediation effect has a result 
of passengers’ satisfaction and trust in the airline in forming a favorable word-of-mouth and also looks at 
the effect of moderation due to changes in passengers’ travel context. A theoretical framework is proposed, 
based on the empirical testing of a model.  The effect of emotional variables and the moderation effect of 
passengers’ travel context on the link between airline employee service-quality perceived by passengers 
and their word-of-mouth were tested with a model using structural equation modeling. There exists a 
perfect mediation effect caused by passengers’ satisfaction and trust in forming word-of- mouth.  Moreover, 
the effect of employee service-quality on trust is moderated by passengers’ travel context. The framework 
has proven to be useful and can put in more focus on setting airline service-quality attributes based on 
passenger’s travel context.
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Introduction
Consumers generally buy products for two basic reasons, one for the consummatory affective 

gratification and the other for instrumental reasons (Batra & Aholta, 1991).  These reasons 
can be flocked into two basic dimensions or contexts of a product/ service, that is, utilitarian 
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and hedonic; where utilitarian refers to the performance of the product in day to day life of the 
consumer, and hedonic describes the pleasure potential of the product (Chaudhari & Holbrook, 
2001).  A pure utilitarian service may possibly include banks and fast-food restaurants, and the 
example of a pure hedonic, service is hotel resorts.  However, some service products can be 
oriented as utilitarian or hedonic depending on the purpose and the way consumer uses these 
services.  Full service airline carriers can be considered as an illustrative example.  A good number 
of the regular travelers of airlines are members of frequent flyer programme (FFP) of the airlines 
in which they travel the most.  The FFP miles are used by these travelers for their business as well 
as for leisure.  The airline service settings then, are perceived by customers, either as utilitarian 
or hedonic, based on the purpose and context/situation of their travel.  In other words, the way 
airline services are used by travelers for business or non-business purposes determines whether it 
is to be viewed from a utilitarian or hedonic perspective.  

The satisfaction level and the trust in the airline with regard to the services provided by 
the airline employees may be ascribed as ‘emotional reactions’ felt by the air travelers and 
consequently they can cause word-of-mouth behavior.  It was not extensively discussed in the 
airline marketing literature that word-of-mouth intentions of passengers are caused by their 
favorable emotional reactions owing to the quality of airline-employee services.  Moreover, these 
favorable reactions may not be solely due to the distinction in service quality settings but also may 
possibly be affected by the situations/ contexts of their travel.  Employee service performance is 
measured as one important key dimension of airline service-quality as it deals with empathy and 
responsiveness exemplified by airline employees (Pappachan & Koshy, 2014).  Travelers prefer 
those attributes which provide them maximum satisfaction and they may develop emotional 
attachment to those attributes based on their usage situation/ context of the service.  In this study, 
two categories namely business and leisure travel contexts of passengers were considered.

The business and leisure segments of passengers’ level of satisfaction with regards to the 
services provided by airline employees, and the passengers’ trust in the airline causing word-
of- mouth was postulated as a major hypothesis of this study.  Business segment normally looks 
for utilitarian oriented services since their purpose of travel is attributed by service quality facets 
which include prompt departure and arrival, right schedule (availability), business oriented 
atmospherics etc; whereas leisure segment is comprised of hedonic type of service attributes 
despite the fact that passengers use same airlines for both purposes but not at the same time.  The 
‘level of satisfaction’ experienced by the frequent passengers and their ‘trust’ in the airline were 
considered as the emotional reaction components, which are presented as the mediating variables 
in this study.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to investigate concurrently the sequences and the inter 

relationships among the antecedents of word-of-mouth of airline passengers.  The sequence 
includes: (a) attribute level performances of airline employee-service-quality; (b) emotional 
reactions comprising passengers’ trust in the airline and satisfaction from employee service-
quality; and (c) word-of-mouth behavior as the dependent variable.  This research work seek 
to find out different mediating means which  have an effect on customer word-of-mouth across 
different travel situations; and also to verify the moderating effect of travel situations in the 
sequential relationships among passenger perception on employee services causing passenger 
satisfaction, trust and thereby positive word-of-mouth for the airline.
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Objectives
 The main objective of this study is to find out the effect of airline employee service-

quality on airline customer satisfaction and their trust in the airline which jointly contour the 
word-of-mouth behavior for the airline.  This study concurrently appraises the role of passengers’ 
satisfaction and trust on the link between employee-service-quality and passengers’ word-of-
mouth behavior.  This research also investigates the effect of travel context in the association 
between employee service-quality and passengers’ word-of-mouth behavior.

Review of Literature

Role of Employee based Service Quality
Service quality in general is considered as the gap involving expected service and perceived 

service (Gronroos, 1982; Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1991).  The conceptualization of service 
quality has its root in the expectancy disconfirmation theory (Collier & Bienstock, 2006).  The 
satisfaction from service quality can be measured by evaluating the perception of service obtained 
and then compared with the previous expectations of consumers of what the service ought 
to provide (Choi, Cho, Lee, Lee & Kim, 2004).  The dimensions of service quality with respect 
to airline were laid down in the airline marketing literature (Pappachan & Koshy, 2014). The 
dimensions of service quality of airline were ascertained using factor analysis of various attribute 
items that are linked with the performance of airline services.   This scale with four items to 
measure airline employee service-quality was adapted in this study.      

Link between Satisfaction of Consumer and Word-of-Mouth (WOM)
Consumer satisfaction, an essential component to the marketing concept which identifies that 

satisfying the consumer needs and wants is the key point to generate consumer’s word-of-mouth. 
This in turn leads to loyal behavior.  Consumer satisfaction generally connote as consumer’s 
reaction in the perspective of the condition of fulfillment and consumer judgment of the rewarded 
situation (Oliver, 1997 cited by Chang & Wang, 2011).  Kotler (2000) explained satisfaction as a 
person’s feeling of pleasure or disappointment which is obtained from comparing perceived 
performance of a production related to his expectations. This shows that when a consumer buys a 
product, he/she learns to appreciate its extra value and begins to form an emotional inclination for 
the brand (Palmer, 2010 cited by Rawat, 2014).  

This study, considers the constructs, ‘satisfaction’ and ‘trust’ as two emotional reactions 
of passengers in the air travel context represented as mediating variables.  Previous studies 
investigated attitudinal loyalties of consumers from its two basic dimensions (a) repurchase 
intention; and (b) word-of-mouth.  This study however looks only at the word-of-mouth 
dimension as it is more inclined by the emotional reactions derived from the performance of a 
product or service.  “Word-of-mouth” is an appraisal in a verbal form about a service provider’s 
performance (Buttle, 1998); this can be certainly linked to consumer’s satisfaction (File, Cermak 
& Prince, 1994) and also includes either positive or negative testimony of consumers about the 
product (Park, Lee & Han, 2007; Park & Lee, 2009).

Satisfaction as a Mediating Link between Service Quality and Word-of-Mouth
Most marketing studies provided a theoretical support to the relationship that quality directs 

to satisfaction in the service (Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988; Dabholkar, Shepherd & Thorpe, 2000), 
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which consecutively persuades behavior (Oliver, 1999; Johnson & Gustafsson, 2000; Lin & Sun, 
2009).  The quality → satisfaction → word-of-mouth association is well-built with the commonly 
acknowledged cognitive evaluations → emotional reactions → behavioral effect causal chain 
(Oliver, 1997 cited by Chang et al., 2011).  While measuring product- consumption emotional 
responses, Oliver (1993) instituted that, it is the positive and negative affectivity that mediates 
the effects of product attributes on satisfaction.  Westbrook (1987) indicated that emotion and 
consumption relationship leads to several fundamental aspects of post purchase processes such as 
word-of-mouth.   

Trust is described as a person’s readiness to depend on an exchange associate in whom he/she 
has confidence (Moorman, Deshpande & Zaltman, 1993). Hence trust is recognized as an essential 
element for the initiation, development, and preservation of commercial associations in different 
contexts or situations (Harris & Goode, 2004).  Accordingly many authors have collected empirical 
proof sustaining the influence of customers trust in favor of a brand on their loyalty to that 
company (Lau & Lee, 1999; Eriksson & Vaghult, 2000; Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Sirdeshmukh, 
Singh & Sabol, 2002; Harris & Goode, 2004). 

Various studies have claimed that the consumer loyalty is not only influenced by the 
consumer’s perception of services but also by its positive outcome of trust in the firm (Harris 
& Goode, 2004; Eisingerich & Bell, 2008).  Therefore, the customer’s optimistic faith about the 
services provided reinforces customer’s trust in the firm and its programmes.

Research Gap
An airline service always requires various interactions of its employees with their customers 

and the coordination of different service providers.  Since production and consumption of services 
are taking place together, little or no opportunity of control exists before the service delivery.  As 
a result of this unique characteristic of services, service firms will not be able to eliminate mistakes 
completely. 

Services marketing literature shows that service-quality and consumer-satisfaction are the 
two crucial success facets in capturing competitive gain in the market (Parasuraman et al., 1988; 
Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman, 1996; Patterson & Spreng, 1997).  Though these studies examined 
the relationships among these constructs, the significance of ‘emotional reactions’ such as 
‘customer satisfaction’ as well as ‘trust’ that  influence word-of-mouth behavior are not looked at 
extensively in the literature particularly in the utilitarian and hedonic air travel context.

Services, however, are heavily people-based and carried all the way through employees 
who function at the frontline and so form the contact point between customers and companies 
(Sureshchandar, Rajendran & Anantharaman, 2001).  Employee based emotional and motivational 
processes are significant to competent service practices (service-quality) and its consequences 
(consumer satisfaction and trust).  The effect of employee based service-quality on the emotional 
reactions of airline passengers under different travel situations is an area not researched 
intensively. Moreover, the influence of these variables on the word-of-mouth behavior is yet to be 
investigated for better understanding and thus able to describe implications for the airlines.

Theoretical setting
In addition to the above mentioned review of literature, Richins (1997) indicated that emotions 

are context specific, and the emotions that occur in the circumstance of close interpersonal 
affiliations are expected to be different in strength and quality from those emotions felt under less 



79

Volume 1  Issue 1   2016

Amity Journal of Marketing

AJM

ADMAA

essential situations.   

Bagozzi (1992) conceptualized Theory of Self Regulation (TSR) rooted in the Theory of 
Planned Behavior (TPB) proposed by Ajzen, which drew its concepts from the pioneer model of 
Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA).

The concept of TSR can be explained with three phases (Chang et al., 2011) which can be 
illustrated as: 

a. Appraisal process (the assessment of internal or contextual situations, i.e., in this study, it is 
the attribute-level performance of employee-service quality); 

b. Emotional reactions (i.e., in this study the satisfaction and trust of passengers); and

c. Coping response (i.e., Word-of-mouth behavior of passengers).

Hence this study proposed to test the effect of moderation due to passenger’s travel context 
in the sequential relationship along with employee service quality (Phase 1), customer satisfaction 
and trust (Phase 2) and the formation of positive word-of-mouth (Phase 3).

Research Methodology

Type of Study
This study was descriptive in nature. This study adopted a process oriented, hypotheses based 

research to describe the inter relationships among the selected antecedents of word-of-mouth 
behavior of airline frequent passengers and designed to test the strength of moderation effect due 
to travel context among the various structural path; set in the conceptual model. 

Sample
 A total of 360 passengers’ responses were collected for this study.  After editing and 

screening the data, a total of 352 responses were taken which contained information from 236 
business travelers and 116 leisure travelers.  The passengers were located at the departure terminal 
waiting areas and business lounges of major airports in south India which include Chennai, 
Bangalore and Cochin.  These airports were taken on the basis of expert’s judgment with regard to 
the type of passenger’s availability and convenience in data collection.  

Data Collection Method
Full service airline passengers are often classified into two types.  First one is business 

travelers who are either self employed or working for a firm usually makes travel plans for their 
official business purposes.  Another type of travelers mainly travels for leisure purposes and 
sometimes they make air travels to visit friends and relatives too.  

Due to unavailability of an adequate sampling frame, convenient sampling method was 
resorted to locate actual travelers for a survey.  Questionnaires were administered to collect 
data from passengers who travelled through major international full service carriers.  In order 
to avoid first time and occasional travelers in the sample, passengers who travel frequently by 
using frequent flyer programme of the airline were considered as appropriate respondents for the 
survey.   This was ensured before proceeding with survey.  

Passengers who travel through low cost airlines were not selected for this study by the 
researchers as low cost carriers normally operate short haul schedules with a single class 
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configuration and passengers might not have much to say about as many service attributes 
provided by these airlines. In order to get entry into the passenger security hold waiting areas 
of the airport, a special temporary permission was obtained from the authorities especially from 
Bureau of Civil Aviation Security who are the authorized body for issuing airport entry permit.

Variables Studied
To measure the various constructs of this study, validated scale items were adapted from 

previous researchers.  Five point Likert scales  were used to measure all the constructs which  
reflect  passengers’ responses as point 1 - strongly disagree,  point 2 - disagree, point 3 - neither 
agree nor disagree , point 4 - agree and point 5 - strongly agree, with the statements given in the 
questionnaire.  For measuring employee performance based service quality, a four item scale was 
adapted.  These items indicate: 

1) Promptness of services due to performance of airline employees    

2) Safety feeling while transacting with employees of airline

3) Good service provided by flight attendants 

4)    Accurate information to the queries by airline officials 

Although a service quality based scale measuring satisfaction by Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner 
and Gremler (2002); and Park, Robertson and Wu (2006) derived from Oliver (1980) was reviewed, 
yet, the scale measuring satisfaction of airline passengers with regard to service quality of airline 
employees used by Zhang and Bloemer (2008) with 3 items was adapted for this research study. 
The items include: (i) Overall satisfied with the airline staff performance; (ii) Pleasant fight 
experiences all the time; and (iii) Always satisfied by the in-flight journey comfort with due care 
given by the airline employee

Martensen and Groenholdt (2004) measured trust using a 3 item scale and this scale was 
adapted which includes items:

(i) Airline’s trustworthiness;

(ii) Honest communication of the airline; and

(iii) Passenger’s willingness to depend on the airline. 

WOM was measured using a scale which was adapted by Zhang and Bloemer (2008) from 
Zeithaml et al. (1996) with the following items, when customers:

(i) Say positive things about the airline to other people;

(ii) Recommend the airline to people who seek advice; and

(iii) Encourage friends and relatives to fly with the airline

Following table shows the abstract of variables in this study.

Table 1: Summary of variables used in the study

Variables Source of variable No. of items Type of data collected
Reliability (Cronbach 

Alpha)

Employee-
Service-Quality

Pappachan & Koshy 
(2014) 4 Interval  (using five 

point scale) 0.836

(Continued...)
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Passenger  Trust
Martensen & 

Groenholdt (2004) 3 Interval  (using five 
point scale) 0.882

Service Quality  
Satisfaction

Zhang & Bloemer 
(2008) 3 Interval  (using five 

point scale) 0.816

Word-of-mouth Zeithaml et al. (1996) 3 Interval  (using five 
point scale) 0.891

Hypotheses
This research paper seeks to bring out the effects of antecedent variables causing word-of-

mouth by testing the following hypotheses:

H1: There is a significant and positive direct effect of employee-service quality (ESQ) on ESQ   
  based customer satisfaction

H2: There is a significant and positive direct effect of ESQ on passengers’ trust in the airline

H3: There is a significant and positive direct effect of ESQ based satisfaction on the word-of-  
  mouth (WOM) behavior of passengers

H4: There is a significant and positive direct effect of passengers’ trust on the WOM behavior   
  of passengers

H5: There is a significant and positive indirect effect of ESQ on WOM through passenger trust  
  in the airline

H6: There is a significant and positive indirect effect of ESQ on WOM through ESQ    
  satisfaction of passengers

H7: There is a significant and positive moderation effect due to travel context on the links   
  between ESQ and passengers’ word-of-mouth

Research Model
The model framework is shown in figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

The above mentioned conceptual frame work was developed by means of reviewing the 
marketing literature in the field of consumer behavior.  
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Results and Analysis

Reliability and Validity  
The reliability and validity of the measurement scales are verified using appropriate tests which 

includes Cronbach reliability that measure inter item correlations, convergent validity and at last 
discriminant validity.  The reliability and convergent validity of the constructs can be estimated by 
calculating composite reliability of the data and average variance extracted (see Table 2).

Table 2: Reliability & Convergent validity of the constructs

Variables
Reliability (Cronbach 

Alpha)
Composite 

Reliability (CR)
Average Variance 
Extracted (AVE)

CR - AVE

Employee Service Quality 0.836 0.891 0.671 0.220

Passenger  Trust 0.882 0.927 0.810 0.118

Service Quality  
Satisfaction

0.816 0.891 0.731 0.160

Word-of-mouth 0.891 0.932 0.821 0.111

The Cronbach alpha and composite reliability values (measurement models) were found 
greater than the recommended value of 0.70 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988).  The average variances extracted 
(AVE) were also found to be higher than the recommended value of 0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).
This means that more than half of the variations observed in the construct items are accounted by 
their hypothesized factors.  Since the differences between values of composite reliability and AVE 
are found to be positive, convergent validity of the constructs that are used in this study were 
assured.  

Campell and Fiske (1959) brought in the idea of discriminant validity as part of evaluating test 
validity. If a test of a construct is not much highly correlated with other tests intended to measure 
constructs which are theoretically different, then it confirms discriminant validity.  However the 
Heterotrait – Monotrait (HTMT) ratio method is found to be more reliable to measure discriminant 
validity which is based on a criterion that, if the value of HTMT is greater than the threshold in 
such cases there is poor discriminant validity.  The threshold level set by Clark and Watson (1995) 
and Kline (2011) as 0.85, whereas Gold, Malhotra and Segars (2001) put it as 0.90. This is generally 
represented as HTMT.85 and HTMT.90 respectively.  For example, HTMT values greater than 0.90, 
reveals that the two constructs under estimation are correlated very much and they are possibly 
measuring the same idea / meaning.

Table 3:  Discriminant validity of measurement constructs

Variables Employee Service Quality Passenger  Trust Service Quality  Satisfaction

Passenger  Trust 0.71

Service Quality  Satisfaction 0.77 0.85

Word-of-mouth 0.62 0.83 0.79

Source: Analysis result based on Heterotrait - Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) method.

The discriminant validity of all the variables used in this study was guaranteed (See Table 3). 
Values obtained for each construct was below 0.90 (Gold et. al., 2001) which shows discriminant 
validity.
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The multi co-linearity issues were tested using co linearity statistic namely variance inflation 
factor (VIF) and ensured that no multi co-linearity exists between constructs under study. 

        Table 4: Co linearity statistic (inter VIF values) of measurement constructs

Variables Passenger  Trust Service Quality  Satisfaction Word-of-mouth

Employee Service Quality 1.000 1.000

Passenger  Trust 2.114

Service Quality  Satisfaction 2.114

All VIF values found to be less than the threshold value of 3.00 which indicate that the 
multi co-linearity among factor items is not seen (see Table 4). Since the VIF values are below 
5.00 (Kutner, Nachtsheim & Neter, 2004), there cannot be multi co-linearity among factor items. 
Moreover it was found in this study that all the outer VIF values are within the range of 3.00. 

Testing of Hypotheses and Mediation/ Moderation Analysis
Structured equation modeling (SEM) was applied for testing the theoretical model and all the 

hypotheses were tested with the maximum likelihood method using AMOS software. Mediation 
analysis was done using bootstrapping technique applied in AMOS. The moderation effect due 
to passengers’ travel contexts was tested using AMOS.  Regression weights and critical ratios for 
group differences were compared using excel statistics.

Descriptive Statistics
 Descriptive statistics based on passengers’ travel contexts were taken for analysis and 

compared the mean values.  It was seen that there is no significant difference in the mean values 
of variables with regard to travel contexts of the passengers.  Descriptive statistics of the data and 
comparison of mean values are provided in Table 5 and 6 respectively. 

Table 5: Descriptive statistics of the variables with respect to travel context

Variable Travel context N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

ESQ
Business 236 3.595 .738 .048

Leisure 116 3.620 .808 .075

SAT
Business 236 3.423 .797 .051

Leisure 116 3.497 .795 .073

TRUST
Business 236 3.593 .821 .053

Leisure 116 3.646 .789 .073

WOM
Business 236 3.634 .928 .060

Leisure 116 3.724 .853 .079

As per descriptive statistics output, leisure passengers seem to be better perceived in all facets 
when compared to business passengers.  In order to test the level of variation in the mean values 
of the variables for both category, independent sample‘t’ test was performed.  
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Table 6:  Comparison of leisure and business passengers’ perception about employee 
service quality, satisfaction, trust and word-of-mouth

Variable

Levene’s Test for 
Equality of Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.             

(2-tailed)
Mean 

Difference
Std. Error 
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference

Lower Upper

ESQ 1.142 .286 -.269 350 .788 -.023 .086 -.193 .146

SAT .097 .756 -.812 350 .417 -.073 .090 -.251 .104

TRUST .017 .897 -.580 350 .562 -.053 .091 -.234 .127

WOM .757 .385 -.877 350 .381 -.089 .102 -.291 .111

The mean values pertaining to the variables with respect to passengers travel context are not 
significantly different (P values are above 0.05, see Table 6).

This implies that the variation that may arise in the word-of-mouth behavior of passengers 
with respect to travel context once all constructs are taken together in the structural model would 
not be exaggerated since the variation in the mean values are not significantly different when 
measuring each construct separately.

Structural relationship among constructs 
This research focused on discovering the associations among various constructs (employee 

service-quality, passenger trust in the airline, passenger satisfaction and positive word-of-
mouth) that are perceived by full service airline passengers.  Accordingly, a validity and 
reliability analysis was done on these constructs and a model was run to test the hypotheses.  
The measurement models and the structural models were evaluated with AMOS software with 
maximum likelihood method (Arbuckle, 2003).

Testing of hypotheses (direct links) -Structural model
Structural equation modeling was used for testing the interconnections between the constructs 

(see Figure 2). Prior to the structural model was evaluated, the overall fit of the model was estimated 
to ensure the adequateness of the model which corresponds to the whole set of causal associations.

   Source: SEM text output using AMOS

Figure 2. Structural Equation Modeling among variables
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Estimation of the structural model confirmed a good fit to the data. As seen from the fit 
indices, Chi-Square to degrees of freedom ratio obtained at 2.232, GFI is at 0.917, AGFI is equal to 
0.877, NFI stood at 0.933, CFI value is 0.962, RMR at 0.052, RMSEA is much lower at 0.042 and P 
CLOSE is obtained much higher at 0.993.Thus all of the latent constructs were sufficiently assessed 
with the observed variables.  Moreover, the Hoelter value at 0.01 and 0.05 were obtained as 372 
and 398 respectively.  This indicate that the sample taken for testing the model was adequate since 
both the values are above the threshold level of 200.

Table 7:  Regression weights of SEM model testing the interrelationships of constructs

Endogenous / dependent variable
path 

direction

Exogenous/ 
independent 

variable
Estimate S.E. C.R.

P             
(Sig. level #)

TRUST <--- ESQ 0.89 0.074 11.976 ***

SAT <--- ESQ 0.843 0.077 10.887 ***

WOM <--- TRUST 0.668 0.073 9.153 ***

WOM <--- SAT 0.443 0.082 5.394 ***

Source: SEM text output, # Sig. level *** indicate P value less than .01.

The structural model examines the hypotheses and found that all the proposed direct 
hypotheses were supported (see Table 7).  These results signify that employee service-quality is 
positively related to passenger satisfaction and passenger trust (H1 & H2).  Moreover, passenger 
satisfaction and trust have a significant effect on favorable word-of-mouth (H3 & H4).    

Mediation effect of passenger trust and satisfaction 
To test the indirect effect caused by the emotional reaction (mediating variables) - passenger 

satisfaction and trust in the airline, mediation test was conducted using bootstrapping method 
available in AMOS software.  2000 bootstrapped sample was employed through bias-corrected 
confidence interval level set at 95 % was taken for the analysis. 

Initially the direct effect without including mediating variable on the dependent variable was 
ascertained.  Further, the direct effect and indirect effect with mediating variable was assessed. 
Based on the variation in level of significance with and without direct effect, the type of mediation 
/ no mediation was determined.  

Table 8: Mediation effect of trust and satisfaction on the link between ESQ and WOM

Hypothesis
Direct value 
of beta with 
no mediator

Direct value of 
beta with the 

mediator
P value

Indirect 
value of 

beta
P value

Mediation type 
observed

Mediation as:  H5: ESQ - 
Trust – WOM

.63 *** 0.081 (n.s.) 0.293 0.554** 0.001 perfect mediation

Mediation as:  H6: ESQ - 
Satisfaction – WOM

.63 *** 0.039 (n.s.) 0.696 0.595** 0.001 perfect  mediation

** shows the significance level (P value < 0.01), 
*** shows the significance level (P value less than 0.001) and n.s.,point to no significance.

In accordance with the test results (Table 8), employee service quality does not directly affect 
word-of-mouth behavior of passengers, but it does so indirectly through the mediation of the 
emotional reaction variables such as passenger satisfaction and trust in the airline (see Table 8).
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Moderation effect due to travel context
The variation in the effect of antecedent variables on the dependent variable (Word-of-mouth) 

in terms of travel context was distinguished in the structural equation model which could be 
attributed to the moderation effect. Moderation effect on the links between employee service-
quality and emotional reactions variables on account of passengers’ travel context were tested 
using AMOS.  Passengers travel context were set as ‘business’ and ‘leisure’ travel perspectives and 
the relevant models were assessed separately for these categorical groups, compared with their 
respective regression weights and critical ratios for group differences (see Table 9) using excel 
statistics.  

Table 9: Path wise moderation effect - group differences

Hypotheses H7(a) – H7(d)
Business 

passenger  group 1
Leisure passenger 

group 2

‘z’ value 
*  at 10%   
sig. level

Structural path & direction Estimate P Estimate P z- score

H7 (a) WOM <--- TRUST 0.634 0.000 0.756 0.000 0.710

H7 (b) WOM <--- SAT 0.506 0.000 0.292 0.042 -1.211

H7 (c) TRUST <--- ESQ 1.008 0.000 0.734 0.000 -1.889*

H7 (d) SAT <--- ESQ 0.870 0.000 0.818 0.000 -0.340

* shows the level of significance i.e. P Value< 0.1, Z- score at 10% sig. level is 1.645, (based on Excel statistics for group differences, James Gaskin, 
2012)

Source: Correspondence analysis output using SPSS

Figure 3.  Passengers perceived level of importance of service quality based on travel context
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Moderation effect due to the variation in travel context was tested on all the relevant structural 
paths and was found significant at 0.1 level (z score greater than 1.645) on a particular path 
between ESQ and Trust (see Table 9).  This shows that passengers’ trust in the airline was formed 
through providing better quality of services by airline employees getting amplified due to the 
variation in passengers’ travel context.  It was also seen that utilitarian travel context (business 
trips) emanate more emotional reactions particularly in forming trust in the airline compared to 
hedonic type (leisure) of travel situations.       

The above results were further compared using data with regard to passengers perceived 
level of importance specified for service-quality in terms of their travel context. Correspondence 
analysis output illustrates the relative distance between each category group and the 
corresponding rank (levels ranging from highly important to least important).  The analysis results 
revealed that business passengers are more prone to service quality as they have given an overall 
high rank while leisure segment ranked moderately. Figure 3 provides a pictorial representation of 
the above information.

Discussion
This study intended to know airline passengers’ word-of-mouth behavior with a role of the 

emotional reactions of passengers based on performance of airline employee-service-quality. The 
conceptual model framework formed based on the literature review was empirically validated.  
The mediation effect of emotional-reaction variables was found to be statistically valid in this 
study. The mediating effect of these emotional reactions in forming a favorable word-of-mouth 
and the moderating role of travel context were tested and confirmed using structural equation 
modeling.  

It was evident from this study that emotional factors namely ‘satisfaction’ and ‘trust’ 
expound perfect mediation route between the link, employee-service-quality and word-of-mouth.   
Theodorakis, Howat, Ko and Avourdiadou (2014) examined three different competing models 
depicting service-quality, value, satisfaction and customer loyalty in a leisure context (sports 
and fitness centre) and found that the satisfaction model supported the mediating link between 
service-quality and loyalty intentions. This is in agreement with the findings of this research as 
satisfaction yields better output in the leisure context than in the utilitarian context. It was seen 
in this study that  significant difference in values were found with regard to effecting trust in 
passenger caused by employee-service-quality when the model run separately between two travel 
contexts (see Table 9).The critical ratio for path differences shows the relationship between these 
two variables is high compared to other paths values (see table 7). The results of this research were 
consistent with those of earlier studies with regard to the effect of satisfaction on word-of-mouth 
(Brown, Barry, Dacin & Gunst, 2005; and Heiitmann, Lehmann & Herrmann, 2007) and the effect 
of trust on word-of-mouth (Dick & Basu, 1994; and Wangenheim, 2005), though all these studies 
were conducted in different service situations. Hence this study further argues that the perception 
of passengers with regard to airline employee-service-quality would definitely have an effect on 
word-of-mouth behavior and that too was moderated by the travel situations of the passengers.

As observed in this study, travel situations moderated the emotional reactions particularly 
‘trust’ in the airline particularly while passengers encountered with the airline employees.  This 
is in conformity with the contention of Havlena and Holbrook, under the belief that in addition to 
social world, many products as well as usage situations produce emotional reactions in consumers 
(Havlena & Holbrook, 1986).  Philippe and Gilles (2010) supported the argument that ‘trust’ 
directly influences service practice and appears to be very much significant for service relationship 
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advancement and thereby company profits.  

Trust, as a predictor of word-of-mouth and a consequent of service quality particularly with 
regard to business (utilitarian) type of air travel situation, is recognized in this study. Since travel 
context specifically moderates the link between employee-service-quality and passengers’ ‘trust’ 
in the airline, it is relevant to differentiate the preferences of airline passengers who undergo 
utilitarian type of travel situations (also see Figure 3).

Managerial Implications
The findings of this research provide airline industry managers a meaningful picture for a 

better understanding about their passengers and thereby help in developing suitable strategies for 
efficient airline operations. Since business travel context is found to be more emotionally sensitive 
than hedonic travel situations, airlines can focus more on their loyalty programme strategies 
emphasizing on building up more trust among the passengers, particularly in the business travel 
context.  

Passengers travelling in hedonic situations are more prone to simply satisfying their travel 
specific needs such as convenience, timely schedule, easy booking etc.  Any change in the 
employee service-quality attribute-level performances that can induce passengers trust in the 
airline need to be given more attention. It is implied from this study that the services of both 
category of first line employees–‘customer service agents’ (CSA) as well as cabin crew members 
are vital in enhancing word-of-mouth behavior of frequent passengers particularly for those 
frequent passengers who travel for business purposes. It is evident from this study that employee-
service-quality of the airline is very critical in affecting trust in the passenger during business 
travel than in a hedonic travel situation. So it is disguised that any negative deviation in the 
quality of employee-service may cause larger effect in emotional reactions of business passengers 
which may in turn affect adversely in the word-of-mouth behavior.  Simply providing services as 
promised will not turn into favorable results, rather attention should be given for eliciting positive 
emotional reactions in the minds of passengers.  It will be more creditable when passengers 
travel for business purposes are treated well by cabin crew, which would undeniably surge 
more positive emotional reactions and thereby positive word-of mouth behavior.   It was seen 
from the model pertaining to business and leisure passengers when analyzed separately that the 
promptness in  services of airline is more imperative attribute for leisure passengers while efficient 
and good services of cabin crew is the more important service attribute  perceived by business 
passengers.

Limitations
Since the organization of this study was done in a cross-sectional research design, the 

temporal effect on the variables could not be gathered and analyzed.  It was not plausible for the 
researchers to gather data from the same sample of passengers at different intervals owing to 
aviation security concerns. This study was conducted using responses obtained from passengers 
travelling mainly in and around south Indian region, generalization of the findings can be 
established only after cross verifying responses from all perspectives. 

Scope for Future Research
Further research on this area can set on a temporal research design which would provide 

more precision on the differences in emotional reactions with a temporal effect.  Any change in the 
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effect of moderation due to change in time while passenger’s progress with more travel experience 
with the airline can be investigated.  Future research in the same area can take responses from 
passengers with different statuses in loyalty programme and can be cross verified separately with 
the findings of this study. Though this study postulates that all the hypothesized relationships in 
the theoretical model are linear, it may not be linear in all the probable situations. Hence the SEM 
output obtained in this study can be further compared by using advanced techniques like neural 
networks when the model is adapted by future researchers.

Conclusion
To assert with the research issue presented in this study, an empirical analysis of the proposed 

theoretical model was conducted and appraised the inter link among the variables –employee 
service-quality, passenger satisfaction, trust and word-of-mouth. This study accomplished that 
there are significant variations in the word-of-mouth of passengers as a consequence of airline 
employee-service quality rooted through passenger trust in the airline services and also with 
respect to their travel situations. An airline passenger’s trust is by and large enthused when s/
he undergoes a utilitarian type of travel situations when compared with hedonic type of travel 
situations. It can be concluded that in an air travel segment people prefer for or recommend 
service brands that are predisposed by their travel context and are influenced by their previous 
customer service experiences received from airline employees.  Passengers’ trust is a determinant 
factor in business travel and mere satisfaction is a factor in leisure travel, in creating a favorable 
word-of-mouth behavior.
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