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Abstract

This paper empirically investigates the effects of social perceptions ‘warmth’ and ‘competence’ on passengers’
satisfaction and airline’s image. Based on the theoretical and practical background we also introduce “green
initiatives” of airlines to our model as a moderator, in order to investigate if it strengthens the relationship between
passengers’ warmth and competence perceptions on satisfaction and image. Partial least square structural equation
modeling was employed to test the research hypotheses, and the results indicate that perceived warmth and competence
have a significant impact on both passengers’ satisfaction and airlines’ organizational image, where satisfaction itself
also influences airlines image. Moreover, the findings show that green initiatives moderate the relationship among
perceived warmth and passengers’ satisfaction, as well as the relationship between perceived warmth and airlines’
image. The results suggest that managers should be aware of perceived warmth, perceived competence and green
initiatives as key variables contributing to enhancement of customer satisfaction and shaping their airline’s image.
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Introduction

The intense competition among airlines, caused by the rapid growth in travel and tourism market,
have forced them to continuously find ways to differentiate themselves from rivals. A significant
differentiating effort that gives a competitive edge to airlines’ businesses is the creation and maintenance
of a positive organizational image (Liou and Chuang, 2009). As previous studies (e.g. Melewar,
Karaosmanoglu, and Paterson, 2005; Atakan & Eker, 2007; He & Balmer, 2013; and Koll & Wallpach,
2009) indicated, a positive image generates competitive advantage for a business and serves as a key factor
in the long-term success of that business or organization. In a more detailed view, the most prominent
benefits that a positive image brings to organizations includes attracting and retaining customers while
charging price premium on them, attracting higher-quality and larger amounts of investments from the stock
market, and maintaining a high spirit among the company’s staff (Barnett, Jermier, and Lafferty, 2006;
Fombrun & Shanley, 1990; Van Riel, 1995).

Stated by Bernstein (1984), an organization’s image is determined by the shared outcome of
stakeholders’ perceptions, judgments, experiences, and knowledge about the organization. Those
perceptions can be created through reciprocal actions between stakeholders and the organization or they
can be created by media or the organization’s marketing activities (Cornelissen, 2000). In this study,
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airlines’ image denotes the organizational image of airlines, that is derived from the personal experiences
of passengers during their encounter with the airlines.

Passengers’ service-related experiences and the satisfaction derived from those servicesare two
main contributing factors to an airline’s image, and one area that significantly influences the experience of
passengers is their service encounter, where passengers interact with the front-line staff of airlines. As
emphasized by Brady and Cronin (2001), front-line employees, by interacting directly with customers, play
an important role in influencing customers’ perceptions of service quality, their satisfaction, and their future
behaviour. According to Arthur and Bennett (1995), front-line employees must be competent in listening
to customers, expressing themselves clearly, understanding customers’ needs, and explaining ideas and
issues relevant to various service contexts.

In order to evaluate passengers’ experience and satisfaction during their service encounter as well
as the subsequent effect of those experiences on airlines’ image, most of the existing studies (e.g. Park,
2007; Pakdil & Aydin, 2007; Geraldine, O., 2013; Han, Hyun, and Kim, 2014; and Han & Hwang, 2017)
have adopted/adapted the SERVQUAL model, which mainly consists of five following dimensions:
tangible aspects, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy.

Although, the SERVQUAL model has been proposed as a valid and reliable model in studying
airlines’ service quality (e.g. Gilbert and Wong, 2003; Park, Robertson, and Wu, 2004), there are still other
aspects of a service encounter which are overlooked by SERVQUAL model. One aspect is the flight-crews’
competence in delivering the services. As previous studies (e.g. Wu, Tsai, Hsiung, and Chen, 2015;
Rainsbury, Hodges, Burchell, and Lay, 2002; Boshoff and Allen, 2000) suggest an excellent job
performance in delivering a service requires technical and human/interpersonal competencies. However, in
many cases, factors, such as work overload and emotional burnout, lead to poor performance of front-line
staff or to their indifference towards customers concerns, and this negatively affects passengers’ experience
with service of the airlines(Cho, Choi, Lee, Jin, 2014; Mohr & Puck, 2007; Piko, 2006).

Another aspect of a service encounter, overlooked by SERVQUAL model, is the emotional
perceptions formed in the minds of passengers, during a service encounter, towards the staff and the services
they deliver. This aspect is neglected because the model does not include any emotional judgement/response
of the passengers in a service environment. As Lemmink & Mattsson (2002) stated, emotions in a service
encounter have both long term and short term effects on customers’ perceptions and judgement about a
service provider. They mentioned that, in order to interpret experience, customers continuously need to
store and retrieve information; hence, short-term customer perception (e.g. their emotional perceptions in a
service encounter) impacts their long-term perceptions (e.g. the firms image). Their study concluded that
front-line employees behavior draw emotional responses (e.g. feelings of being treated warmly or in a
friendly way) in customers, which subsequently affects customers’ short-term perceptions (e.g. perceptions
of staff’s warmth during service delivery, service likability, satisfaction), and those short term perceptions
affect long-term perceptions (e.g. organization’s honesty, trust towards the organization, organization’s
image, and even perception of price fairness).

Despite their importance, these two facets of airlines’ service encounter has been highly overlooked
by scholars and many airliners. Therefore, to bring clarity on the role of these two often neglected facets of
airlines’ service encounters, we develop a conceptual framework by introducing the constructs “perceived
warmth” and “perceived competence”, and evaluate their relationships with passengers’ satisfaction and
airlines’ image. In this study, “perceived warmth” reflects passengers’ emotional perceptions of flight
crews’ behavior (i.e. friendliness, trustworthiness, being caring, etc.), as initially proposed by Lemmink &
Mattsson (2002), and the construct “perceived competence” reflects the interpersonal and technical
competencies of flight crew (i.e. skills, expertise, and usefulness in delivering services), as proposed by
Rainsbury et al. (2002).
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It is well documented in past literature that green initiatives of an organization affects the
organization’s image, as well as its long-term customer relationships because these initiatives induce the
public or customers to think that the organization acts responsibly toward the environment and the society
in general (e.g. Batruch, 2011; Klein & Dawar, 2004; Lii & Lee, 2012; Martinez and Bosque, 2013). Prior
research has shown that an organization’s reputation derived from its green activities strengthens the
positive attitudes of customers towards the organization, consequently influencing consumers’ judgments
about an organization (Bhattacharya & Sen 2003; Berens, Van Riel, & Van Bruggen 2005; Nikbin et al.,
2016; Luo & Bhattacharya 2006). For example, in hospitality industry, Gao & Mattila (2014), showed that
the level of customers’ perceptions about the services of green hotels’ warmth and competence were higher
compared to non-green hotels. In other words, customers perceived green hotels to be warmer and more
competent in delivering their services than those non-green hotels.

Despite its importance, there has been very limited research on air travelers’ perceptions and
behaviour in respect to airlines’ involvement in environmental concerns (e.g. Mayer, Ryley, and
Gillingwater, 2012; Hares, Dickinson, and Wilkes, 2010; Lynes and Dredge, 2006). Therefore, to bring
more understanding about passengers’ perceptions towards airlines’ environmental concerns and also to
expand the findings of Gao & Mattila (2014) to other service environments, particularly airlines, we
introduce “green initiatives” of airlines to our model as a moderating variable. Therefore, in addition to the
main objectives proposed earlier, this study aims at testing the moderating effect of airlines’ green
initiatives on the relationships between 1) perceived warmth and passengers’ satisfaction, 2) perceived
warmth and airline’s image, 3) perceived competence and satisfaction, and 4) perceived competence on
airline’s image.

The significance of this study is worthy of attention to both academics and professionals in air-
transportation industry. Firstly, the study helps the former by shedding light on the gap above, by proposing
perceived warmth and perceived competence as two dimensions of service encounter, and empirically
testing their effects on passenger’s satisfaction and airline’s image, a relationship that has only been viewed
gualitatively. Secondly, we introduce Green initiatives as voluntary actions of service firms and use it as
the moderator variable moderating the effects of warmth and competence on passengers’ satisfaction, as
well as on airline’s image, which can have important implications for the service industry. This study also
benefits managers and professionals in the industry who seek to offer quality services. The findings of this
study would be of value to managers by providing insights about the performance of their crew from the
perspectives of passengers. Findings can be used as a set of criteria for selection and recruitment of quality
front-line staff or crew, planning and implementation of training programs for empowering the crew, and
finally as a benchmark for monitoring the performance of the staff and crew.

Literature Review
Passenger Satisfaction and Airlines’ Image

Image was described as sum of terminologies such as credibility, reliability, cognition, belief,
message, attitude, reputation, perception, and communication and relationship, which are vital for survival
of every organization (Grunig & Dozier, 2003). A more precise and comprehensive view on image, by
Aaker (1996), defines image as “the net result of all the experiences, impressions, beliefs, feelings and
knowledge that people have about a company”. Image can be defined from different stakeholders’
perspective (e.g. customers, potential employees, investors, regulators, etc.). This study on the whole will
address the marketing image of airlines in terms of fulfilling the needs of passengers and in respect to how
customers view a particular airline brand compared to competitors.
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In abundance, studies have accentuated the significant roles that a positive image can play for an
organization by yielding a strong competitive advantage for the organization (e.g. Melewar, 2005; He &
Balmer, 2008; Atakan, 2007). Koll & Wallpach (2009) addressed a favorable organizational image as a key
success indicator of organizations. A positive image is also identified as a driver of customer satisfaction
(Barnett, 2006). Hence, building, managing, and maintaining a desired organizational image, however
challenging, are critical for an organization’s long term success.

According to Kennedy (1997), organizational image consists of both functional and emotional
facets. The functional facet comprise of measurable and tangible attributes of image; whereas, the emotional
facets encompass the psychological aspects such as the beliefs, emotions, and behaviors that are directed
towards an organization. The emotional dimensions of image are created by the knowledge a person holds
about an organization, that was obtained through the individual’s evaluation of the functional attributes of
an organization’s image within his/her interaction with the organization. In other words, the knowledge that
they obtained through their experience with the consumption of that company’s services or products.
Although diverse in conceptualization, the general consensus among researchers is to measure the overall
experience of consumption through assessment of individuals’ satisfaction (Johnson, Anderson, & Fornell,
1995; Oliver, Rust, and Varki, 1997). As if customers assess their overall consumption experiences
favorably, it is likely that their satisfaction levels and their willingness for consumption will increase (Jani
& Han, 2013). Therefore, in this study, we use the construct “satisfaction” in measuring passengers’
experience of airlines’ services.

In airline industry, abundant research has been done on both airlines’ image and satisfaction. For
example, the study of Chiou and Chen (2010) indicated that passengers’ service attribute perceptions played
significant role on satisfaction and the image of airlines, which eventually generated behavioral intentions
in those passengers. Mikulic and Prebezac (2011) developed a conceptual framework that demonstrated the
generation of airlines’ image through physical aspects (air conditioning, sanitary facilities, and cabin
design) and performance (cabin crew performances and in-flight meals) aspects of the services they
provided. Liou and Chuang (2010) emphasized on the safety record and the services quality of airlines as
critical indicators of airline's corporate image.

Similarly, many other studies in the field have examined the causal relationship between service
experience, satisfaction and airlines’ image. To the authors knowledge, most of the them have adopted, or
in cases adapted, SERQUAL model in carrying out their research. Others (e.g. Han, Hyun, and Kim, 2014;
Han & Hwang, 2017, etc) have developed and utilized other measurement scales; however, either the items
of those measurements already exist in the SERVQUAL model, or they measure and evaluate constructs
that, in nature, are similar to those of SERVQUAL. The commonly used SERVQUAL model evaluates 5
dimensions of services, which include tangible aspects, responsiveness, reliability, assurance, and empathy
of a service. The model has been proposed as a valid and reliable model in studying airline service quality
(e.g. Gilbert and Wong, 2003; Park et al., 2004); however, it neglects to profoundly measure other important
aspects of a service encounter; for example, passengers’ emotional perceptions (Lemmink & Mattsson,
2002) and their perceptions of the front-line employees’ competence (Wu et al, 2015; Rainsbury et al.,
2002; Brady and Cronin, 2001; Boshoff and Allen, 2000). Therefore, the main objective of this study is to
evaluate the effects of these two facets of airlines’ services on passengers’ satisfaction and airlines’ image.

Warmth and Competence in a Service Encounter

Perceptions of “warmth” and “competence” are identified as universal dimensions of social
perception (Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick, 2007). Warmth perception represents characteristics like being caring
or helpful (with positive intentions); while, competence perceptions represent characteristics like expertise
and usefulness (e.g. the ability of pursuing one’s intention). Initially, warmth and competence were
established in social psychology and, from there, they have been expanded to consumption contexts (e.g.,
Scott, Mende, & Bolton, 2013; Aaker, Vohs, and Mogilner, 2010).
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Warmth as has been studied in different contexts. In a service encounter, it has been found that
warmth judgments are developed involuntarily in the minds of customers, and they significantly influence
the customers’ subsequent behavior and attitudes (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick, 2008; Cuddy, Glick, and
Beninger, 2011). Studies have shown that perceived warmth can be a key factor affecting consumers’
satisfaction, intentions, loyalty behaviors, as well as their perceptions towards an organization’s service
quality (Rust & Zahorik, 1993; Lemmink & Mattsson, 2002; Grandey et al., 2005). Moreover, customers’
perception of warmth is of significant value in the services context as it reflects the employees’ friendliness
and attentiveness in customers’ minds (Stauss, 2002; Mittal & Lassar, 1996).

In addition to warmth, perceived competence reflects customers’ beliefs in the employees’
effectiveness, intelligence, capability, skills, and competitiveness in delivering a service (Grandey et al.,
2005). Previous studies including the ones of Coulter and Coulter (2002) and Wirtz and Mattila (2004)
showed that perceived competence strengthens customers’ trust and their relationships with service
providers, while reducing the possibility of stability attributions in case of service failure. Wu et al. (2015)
developed a scale specifically for measuring front-line employees’ competence, which included both
interpersonal competencies and technical competencies. Further, by empirically testing their scale, they
found that both type competencies influenced perception of service quality in customers.

Despite the significant role that perceived warmth and perceived competence of flight crew can
play on the experience of passengers during their service encounters (Gao & Mattila, 2014), they have
received scant attention by scholars.

Airlines’ Green Initiatives

During the last 15 years, there have been notable studies on consumers’ attitudes and behaviour
towards the environment and ecological sustainability. Consumers have reshaped their purchasing
behaviour in favour of environmentally friendly products, and companies have reacted to this trend by
addressing these ‘‘environmental needs’’ (Do Paco, Raposo, and Leal Filho, 2009). Companies
progressively have been putting effort in transforming their offerings into green and environment-friendly
product/services. This movement was started in food and beverage industry (e.g. Organic) and, now, many
of huge organizations in different fields are providing their offerings as green or environmentally friendly
in an attempt to demonstrate their concerns about the environment and the whole community (Myers &
Lumbers, 2008); Schreiber, Zapp, and Kuckshinrichs, 2009). The airline industry is also affected by this
trend. Due to their destructive effects on the environment (Becken, 2007; Choueke, 2006; Stern, 2007);
airlines are forced to put particular efforts in becoming more environment friendly.

Existing literature suggests that green initiatives of an organization affects the organization’s
image, as well as its long-term customer relationships because these initiatives make the public or customers
to think that the organization acts responsibly toward the environment and the society in general (e.g.
Batruch, 2011; Klein et al., 2004; Lii & Lee, 2012; Martinez and Bosque, 2013). Prior research has shown
that an organization’s reputation derived from its green activities strengthens the positive attitudes of
customers towards the organization, consequently influencing consumers’ judgments about an organization
(Bhattacharya & Sen 2003; Berens, Van Riel, and Van Bruggen 2005; Nikbin et al., 2015; Luo &
Bhattacharya 2006). For example, in hospitality industry, Gao & Mattila (2014), showed that the level of
customers’ perceptions about the services of green hotels’ warmth and competence were higher compared
to non-green hotels. In other words, customers perceived green hotels to be warmer and more competent in
delivering their services than those non-green hotels. In airline industry, Mayer et al. (2012), emphasized
that the green initiatives of airlines affect the airlines overall image in the minds of customers, and they can
possibly differentiate the airline from others.
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Despite their importance, air travelers’ behaviour and perceptions in respect to airlines’
environmental concerns have received very scant attention (e.g. Mayer et al., 2012; Hares et al., 2010;
Lynes and Dredge, 2006). Therefore, to bring more understanding about passengers’ perceptions towards
airlines’ environmental concerns and also to expand the findings of Gao & Mattila (2014) to other service
environments, particularly airlines, we introduce “green initiatives” of airlines to our model as a moderating
variable.

Proposed Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

To empirically test the primary objectives of this study we proposed the model shown in
Figure 1.

Our main interest was to provide greater clarity on the associations among perceived
warmth, perceived competence, satisfaction, and airlines’ image. A total of five hypotheses (H1 to
H5) were developed to evaluate the proposed model. In addition, we proposed that green initiatives
of airlines moderates the relationships between 1) perceived warmth and passengers’ satisfaction,
2) perceived warmth and airline’s image, 3) perceived competence and satisfaction, and 4)
perceived competence on airline’s image. Therefore, hypotheses Hla, H1b, H2a, and H2b were
formulated to test the effects of the moderating variable.

The followings are the proposed hypotheses of this study:

HI: There is a positive relationship between perceived warmth and passengers’
satisfaction.

H2: There is a positive relationship between perceived competence and passengers’
satisfaction.

H3: There is a positive relationship between perceived warmth and airlines’ image.
H4: There is a positive relationship between perceived competence and airlines’ image.
H5: There is a positive relationship between passengers’ satisfaction and airlines’ image.

H6a: Airline’s Green Initiatives moderate the relationship between perceived warmth and
passengers’ satisfaction.

H6y.: Airline’s Green Initiatives moderate the relationship between perceived competence
and passengers’ satisfaction.

H6¢: Airline’s Green Initiatives moderate the relationship between perceived warmth and
airlines’ image.

H64: Airline’s Green Initiatives moderate the relationship between perceived competence
and airlines’ image.
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Figure 1: Proposed Conceptual Model

Methodology

Survey design and data collection

In order to empirically test the conceptual framework of this study, we used judgmental sampling
method, which is proposed suitable for exploratory studies. This method is also of value in this case because
implementing random sampling is not possible, due to difficulty in identifying population size. Hence,
based on the judgments of two service quality experts, we tested out hypotheses from the data collected as
follow. In order to assure the recency of passengers’ perceptions about the flight experience, the required
data was collected, through a set of survey questionnaire, in arrival hall of Kuala Lumpur International
Aiport (KLIA), Malaysia. The high volume of passenger traffic, from a diverse cultural/nationality
backgrounds, was the reason for choosing KLIA for collecting the data required for this study. According
to Malaysia Airports Bhd Annual Report, in 2016, KLIA handled 52 million passengers from all over the
world for both domestic and international flights, and the number has been growing rapidly ever since.

The survey was conducted from January 8" to January 1212019 at different times of the day in
order to get the responses of a wider range of respondents. Passengers were approached, based on
convenience, and after obtaining their consents, they were given the questionnaire to answers based on their
last flight’s experience. The initial projected sample size was 200 responses, according to Barclay, Higgins,
and Thompson’s (1995) rule of thumb for the analysis in SmartPLS, that suggested 10 multiply by the
number of items used in the questionnaire. However, after statistical data cleaning, a total of 190 responses
were used for the final analysis.

The questionnaire collected demographic data of the passengers as well as general information
related to their air travel behavior, using single choice questions and open end questions. Further, to
empirically test the constructs in the proposed model, respondents were requested to select their answers
on 7-point measurement scales developed and validated by previous studies, which include: 4 items used
for perceived warmth adapted from Gao and Mattila (2014), 7 items for perceived competence adopted
from Wu et al. (2015), 3 items for measuring airlines’ green initiatives adapted from Mayer, Ryley, and
Gillingwater (2012), 4 items related to organizational image adapted from Tarus and Rabach (2013), and
finally 3 items for passengers’ satisfaction adopted from Han et al. (2014). The final questionnaire was
reviewed and commented on by three faculty members of Universiti Sains Malaysia, who possessed
expertise in the field of services marketing.
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Analysis Method

To analyze the relationship stated in this research, we used Partial Least Squares (PLS),
SmartPLS 3.0. This approach was used because of the exploratory nature of the research (Hair et
al., 2011). Another reason for using Smart PLS software is due to its high efficiency in parameter
estimation, or in other words, higher statistical power in drawing model evaluations from smaller
sample sizes. Like all other studies, which use this method, we have employed the two-step
approach recommended by Henseler et al. (2009) for data analysis. The first step requires the
analysis of the measurement model (i.e. composite reliability and convergent and discriminant
validity of the measurement instrument), and the second step evaluates the structural relationships
between the latent constructs by using non-parametric bootstrapping model.

Results
Profile of Respondents

Table 1 presents the demographic profile of the respondents. The final sample consisted of 190
respondents who were grouped based on their age, gender, race, nationality, and the frequency of their air
travel. There were 71 (37.4%) respondents aged between 18 and 25 years old, 48 (25.3%) respondents
between 26 and 35 years old, 38 (20%) respondents between 36 and 45 years old, and 33 (17.4%) aged
above 45. The number of male respondents was 86 (45.3%) and the number of female respondents was 104
(54.7%). The greater number of the respondents, 158 (83.16%), were citizens of Malaysia, whereas the
other 32 (16.84%) had nationalities other than Malaysian. Majority of the respondents, 110 (57.9%) were
Malays, followed by Chinese 36 (18.9%). There were also 8 (4.2%) Indian respondents and 36 (18.9%)
from other races. Out of the 190 respondents, 143 (75.3%) claimed to take flights more than 2 times a year,
26 (13.7%) took two flights a year, and 21 (11.1%) took only one flight a year.

Table 1. Demographic Features

Demographic Features Frequency Percent  Valid Percentage Cumulative percent

Age
18-25 71 374 374 374
26-35 48 253 253 62.6
36-45 38 20 20 82.6
45< 33 174 174 100
Total 190 100 100

Gender
Male 86 45.3 453 453
Female 104 54.7 54.7 100
Total 190 100 100

Race
Chinese 36 18.9 18.9 18.9
Malay 110 57.9 57.9 76.8
Indian 8 42 4.2 81.1
Others 36 18.9 18.9 100
Total 190 100 100

Nationality
Malaysian 158 83.16 83.16 83.16
Others 32 16.84 16.84 100
Total 190 100 100

Number of flights
Once a year 21 111 111 111
Twice a year 26 13.7 13.7 24.7
More than two times a year 143 75.3 75.3 100
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Assessment of Measurement Model

For the analysis of the measurement model, it is required to assess the reliability and validity of the
reflective constructs. To achieve this purpose, it was required to assess both the composite reliability (CR)
and internal reliability of the construct. The results showed composite reliability of above 0.7 for all
variables, which satisfied the rule of thumb recommended by Hair et al. (2012). Furthermore, items loading
were assessed based on Hair et al. (2012), that suggested values of 0.6 and above. The results showed that
all the items have values greater than recommended value of 0.6. Therefore, the individual items reliability
was satisfied. Finally, to evaluate convergent validity, the average variance extracted (AVE) of the
constructs was assessed. Fornell & Larcker (1981) recommended a value of 0.5 and above for the AVE,
and in this study all AVE values were above 0.5, which satisfied the rule.

Table 2. Measurement Model Evaluation

Constructs Items Factor CR AVE
Loadings
Perceived My perception of this airline’s friendliness is 0.872 0.928 0.764
Warmth My perception of this airline’s warmth is 0.884
My perception of this airline’s trustworthiness is 0.857
My perception of this airline’s sincerity is 0.884
Perceived The flight crew possessed the ability to communicate effectively when 0.835 0.942 0.730
Competence dealing with passengers’ issues
The flight crew possessed the ability to understand passengers’ needs 0.865
The flight crew could apply professional abilities to handle passengers’ needs ~ 0.883
The flight crew possessed the expertise to analyze passengers’ needs 0.892
The flight crew retained technical skills to solve passengers’ problems in 0.870
efficient ways
The flight crew had the knowledge to help passengers better understand the 0.776
products and services
Green Initiatives  This airline has positive attitudes towards the environment 0.852 0.877 0.705
This airline offers “Carbon Offsetting” 0.867
This airline is testing bio-fuel 0.796
Airline’s Image My perception of the reputation of the airline 0.947 0.959 0.855
My perception of the airline’s prestige 0.950
My perception of the reputation of the airline’s products/services 0.894
My perception of the airline’s reputation, compared to competitors 0.908
Passengers’ Overall, | am satisfied with my experience when using this airline. 0.926 0.923 0.800
Satisfaction Overall, compared to other airlines, | am satisfied with this airline. 0.912
My decision to use this airline was a wise one. 0.844

Next, two approaches were used to assess the discriminant validity of the variables. Firstly,
indicator’s cross loadings were checked and found that no indicator loading was higher than an opposing
construct, and that satisfied the rule suggested by Hair et al. (2012). Secondly, we utilized the Fornell and

9



Journal of Arts & Social Sciences
Vol 4, Issue 1, 1-17 (2020)

Larcker (1981) criterion which suggested that the AVE of each construct should be higher than its squared
correlation with the remaining constructs (Table 3). These two analyses confirmed the discriminant validity
of the variables

Table 3. Discriminant Validity of Constructs

PW PC Gl PS Al
PW 0.874
PC 0.583 0.854
Gl 0.249 0.306 0.839
PS 0.692 0.485 0.260 0.924
Al 0.544 0.447 0.287 0.568 0.894

Assessment of the structural model

The structural model was assessed after getting satisfactory outcomes from the previous section,
assessment of the measurement model. In order to evaluate structural model’s predictive accuracy, portion
of variance explained “R?” is used. Findings in this section highlighted that the model is capable to explain
49.4% of the variance in satisfaction and 39.3% in airline’s image. To assess the relationships between
variables in the structural model, as suggested by Wetzels et al (2009) a non-parametric bootstrap with
replication of 500 was run. Figure 2. illustrates the summary of the analysis. As it is displayed, all the
hypotheses for the direct relationships were supported. As the findings illustrate perceived warmth
(B=0.630, p < 0.001) and perceived competence (f=0.117, p < 0.01) have a direct effect on satisfaction.
Moreover, as the results show, perceived warmth (=0.239, p <0.01) and perceived competence (B=0.132,
p <0.05) have a direct effect on airline’s image. In addition, it is found that there is a significant relationship
between satisfaction and airline’s image (=0.345, p < 0.001).

Perceived

Warmth H3=0.239* N

td ’1
H6,=1.796" »“  H1=0.630""

Satisfaction

Airline's Image

~
H6,=1.356 ~_  H2=0.117"

TA

Perceive

Competence H4=0.1327

4
H64=1.400

Figure 2. Results of The Structural Equation Modeling

To further examine whether the moderation role of airlines’ “Green Initiatives” (GI) is supported,
its moderating effects were studied. The moderating effect of GI was assessed using the interaction term
between the exogenous variable and the moderating variable. As shown in table 4, based on the PLS results
for the interaction effect, GI moderated the relationship between perceived warmth and satisfaction (f =
0.169, p < 0.05). Similarly, GI moderated the relationship between perceived warmth and airline’s image
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(B=0.112, p < 0.05). Figure 3 presents the interaction effect of perceived warmth and Gl on satisfaction
and Figure 4 shows the interaction effect of perceived warmth and GI on image. The findings show that a
good green reputation strengthens the positive effects of perceived warmth on satisfaction, as well as on
image. This means that when there is an increase in the level of perceived warmth, a strong green reputation
is more likely to improve satisfaction and enhance the airline’s image. As such, Hla and H1b are supported,
whereas H2a and H are not.
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Figure 3. Interaction Effect between Perceived Warmth and Satisfaction
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Figure 4. Interaction Effect Between Perceived Warmth and Image
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Table 4. Results of the Structural Equation Modeling

Relationships Path Coefficient Standard Error t-value Decision
H1l PW — PS 0.630 0.059 10.622*** Supported
H2 PC — PS 0.117 0.055 2.117** Supported
H3 PW — Al 0.239 0.079 2.396** Supported
H4 PC — Al 0.132 0.071 1.794* Supported
H5 PS — Al 0.345 0.094 3.667*** Supported
H6a PW*GI — PS 0.169 0.039 1.796* Supported
Hép, PC*GI— PS 0.111 0.081 1.356 Not Supported
H6c PW*GI — Al 0.156 0.086 1.883* Supported
H6d PC*GI — Al 0.131 0.093 1.400 Not Supported
Discussion

In the existing body of literature, majority of the studies on passengers’ satisfaction and
airlines’ image have been confined to considering only service quality dimensions of airlines. Most
of these studies, adopted SERVQUAL model, which measures 5 dimensions of a service including
tangible aspects, responsiveness, reliability, assurance, and empathy of a service. Despite being
used as a valid and reliable model in studying airline service quality, SERVQUAL model does not
effectively reflect two important service aspects, which are the emotional concerns of passengers
and their perceptions about the competence of the flight crew during their encounters with the
flight crew.

Both of these aspects have been identified as influential factors on customers’ experience
during service encounters and their further behavior and responses to those experiences (e.g. Rust
& Zahorik, 1993; Mittal & Lassar, 1996; Lemmink & Mattsson, 2002; Stauss, 2002; Wirtz &
Mattila, 2004; Wu et al., 2015). However, to date no research has studied these two facets in
airlines’ services environment, where the front-line employees (i.e flight crew) play critical roles
in influencing customers’ perceptions of service quality and satisfaction. Therefore, to bring clarity
on the role of these two often neglected aspects of airlines’ service encounters, this study proposed
an evaluation model that reflected the impacts of these two aspects on passengers’ satisfaction, as
well as airlines’ image. The model considered “perceived warmth” as an emotional perception of
passengers, and “perceived competence” as a sum of technical and interpersonal competencies of
flight crew in delivering their services.

The findings of this study highlighted that both perceived warmth and competence play
critical roles on enhancing passengers’ satisfaction and on eliciting a positive organizational image
for airlines. The significant effects of perceived warmth on satisfaction is consistent with the
findings of existing literature that found significant correlations between perceived warmth and
customers’ satisfaction during a service encounter (Rust & Zahorik, 1993; Lemmink & Mattsson,
2002; Grandey et al., 2005; Gao & Mattila, 2014). In addition, the significant effect of perceived
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warmth on airlines’ image is also consistent with the existing literature. As Lemmink & Mattsson
(2002) stated, customers’ short term emotions during a service encounter can influence and shape
their judgement about the image of an organization as a whole. Furthermore, the effect of perceived
competence on passengers’ satisfaction was also consistent with the findings of the past literature,
that states the competencies of front line employees significantly influence the satisfaction of
customers (e.g. Brady and Cronin, 2001; Gao & Mattila, 2014; Wu et al., 2015). In addition, this
study found that passengers’ perception of flight crews competence influences the image of that
airline in the minds of passengers.

Moreover, it was hypothesized that passengers’ satisfaction affect airlines’ image.
Consistent with previous studies (e.g. Kim et al., 2008; Park et al., 2004; and Hu et al., 2009), the
results of this study confirmed the relationship between passengers’ satisfaction during service
encounter and airlines’ image.

Finally, this study proposed to investigate the moderating effect of airlines’ green
initiatives on the relationships among the constructs of proposed conceptual model. In this regard,
the results of this study indicated that green initiatives of airlines moderate the relationships
between perceived warmth and passengers’ satisfaction. This confirms the findings of previous
studies, which have supported the positive impact of green movements on consumer satisfaction
(e.g. Eisingerich et al., 2011; Lee and Heo, 2009; Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006). The results also
showed that airlines’ green initiatives moderate the relationship between warmth and airline’s
image. This result also is congruent with the prior research that has shown the role of an
organization’s green activities on strengthening the positive attitudes of customers towards the
organization, consequently influencing consumers’ judgments about the organization
(Bhattacharya & Sen 2003; Berens, Van Riel, & Van Bruggen 2005; Luo & Bhattacharya 2006;
Nikbin et al., 2015). In contrast to our expectations, the findings of this study did not support the
moderating effects of airline’s green initiatives on the relationships between perceived competence
and satisfaction, and neither on the relationship between perceived competence and image.

Managerial Implications

The results of this study help airline managers to have a better insight about their service
encounters with passengers, specifically from passenger’s perspective. The findings of this study
indicate that both perceived warmth and competence are critical for eliciting consumer satisfaction
and creating a positive organizational image. Hence, warmth and competence should be one of the
considerations of airline managers when selecting and recruiting their crew, planing and providing
the training programs, and monitoring the crew’s performance.

Managers should also arrange and allocate the workload of the staff in a way that the crew
can deliver their optimum performance. As stated by previous studies (e.g. Cho, Choi, Lee, Jin,
2014; Mohr & Puck, 2007; Piko, 2006), in many cases, factors, such as work overload and
emotional burnout, lead to poor performance of front-line staff or their indifference towards
customers concerns, even though the staff are aware of their responsibilities and customers’
expectations towards passengers.

The results of this study also suggest that managers of airlines should not only focus on
service excellence, but they should also invest in programs and activities that show their concerns
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for the environment. They also should educate the passengers and the public about their airline’s
green programs and how those initiatives contribute to the environment. The most effective
approach to be environmentally friendly is to use newer aircraft, which benefits airlines by
reducing their costs of fuel as well as improving airlines’ green image. Airlines also should address
their environmental movements to the public through their public relations and marketing
strategies, in order to create a positive image. However, the messages need to be based on real
environmental benefits of the brand, to avoid ‘greenwashing’. According to Ottman (2011),
airlines need to convince passengers that their efforts are genuine and the motive behind those
efforts are concerns for the environment and not the benefit of the organization.

Limitations and Future Research

The main constraint to this study is related to the small sample size. To strengthen and
confirm the results of the current study we suggest the future studies to consider larger number of
observations. Furthermore, this study only considered “warmth” as the emotional perception of
passengers. However, during their service encounters, passengers experience different kinds of
emotions such as anxiety, emotional fairness, etc. Hence, future studies should identify more
dimensions to emotional perceptions of passengers during their service experience. Further, future
studies should also take into account the possible effects of travelers’ characteristics such as their
educational background, annual income, and lifestyle. As suggested by Cuddy et al. (2008) those
may increase the possibility of bias in the answers of travelers.
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