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Chinese Predisposition to Service: A Hierarchy of Motives 
 

Abstract 
 

It is widely accepted that the service encounter brings important benefits to the firm. 
Staff’s predisposition or their underlying motives towards service delivery facilitate 
encounter effectiveness. 

Western and Chinese cultures are recognized as distant and in the former the notion of 
customer first arguably underlies staff predisposition to service. However there has been little 
research into the service predisposition of staff, particularly in non-Western contexts. 
Therefore, the objective of this study is to understand the service predisposition in the 
Chinese context. Encounters are evaluated by customer through dimension of service quality 
as desirable goals. Evaluations of service quality reflect certain staff behaviors enable the 
goals. The service predisposition is understood via knowing the underlying motives for 
service employees to fulfil these goals. 

In this exploratory study an inductive three-phase research design was employed that 
focused on medium-contact service settings (i.e., high-end restaurants). The first phase 
identified consumer defined service quality dimensions. Six focus groups sampled customers 
from diverse backgrounds. Data coding reveals six service quality dimensions: chin-chieh, 
active service, professionalism, sincerity, comfortableness, and respect.  

The purpose of phase two was to identify service behaviors that enables the service 
goals. These customers-defined goals were incorporated into an open-ended questionnaire. A 
total of 151 high end restaurant customers were sampled. Following a grounded theory 
approach data was coded to an initial 3,521 codes. Further analysis identified 378 behavioral 
cues consumers' associated with encounter outcomes. A total 30 behaviors that enable goals 
were identified via iterative analytical process.  

Phase three focuses on identifying staff motives to service behaviors. We adopted 
means-end chain technique to form an open-ended questionnaire. The results of this study 
provide practical insights in terms of designing person to person driven customer centric 
encounters in a Chinese cultural setting. 

 

Keywords: service predisposition, service encounter, motivation, goal, Chinese service 
quality 
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Chinese Predisposition to Service: A Hierarchy of Motives 
 

摘要 
 

在過去研究中，服務人員與顧客的互動，即服務接觸（service encounter）對於

服務品質與滿意度的影響備受重視，服務人員的服務動力是有助於提升服務傳遞的效

能。西方與華人文化的差異，也展現在員工的服務動力上。 
華人員工服務動力的相關研究仍不足，尤其是在西方社會以外的環境，更是鮮

少研究針對此主題加以探討。因此，本研究特別聚焦於探索華人情境下的服務動力。

在服務接觸中，服務品質為重要的顧客目標。透過服務行為，顧客得以滿足顧客的目

標。本研究即是透過了解服務人員對於這些服務行為的潛在動機，進而了解服務人員

的服務動力來源。 
本研究採用三個階段的探索性研究設計，並以中等接觸的服務環境為研究主體。

第一階段的目的在於找出顧客知覺的服務品質構面，針對背景多樣的受訪者舉行了六

場焦點團體討論，於資料分析後提出六個服務品質目標的構面，包含了親切、主動、

專業、誠意、自在與尊重。 
第二階段則是以第一階段的六個服務品質構面為基礎，從顧客的角度藉由開放

式的問卷探討與服務品質構面有關的行為指標。本研究共收集151位來自高級餐廳的顧

客樣本，採用扎根理論的分析方法，從全部3,521個填答編碼中，透過反覆的分析過程

與挑選，提出代表6個服務品質目標的30個關建服務行為指標， 
本研究於第三階段採用方法－目的鍊編制開放式問卷以了解員工對服務行為的

動機。本研究的研究結果將提供實務界參酌，利於設計在華人情境下以顧客為中心的

服務動力模式。 

 

關鍵詞：服務動力、服務接觸、動機、目標、華人服務品質、 
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Chinese Predisposition to Service: A Hierarchy of Motives 
 

I. Introduction 

Self systems theory is significant in explaining two critical perspectives on the 
self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991a). The independent self reveals through expressions of 
autonomy and emphasis on unique personal attributes. The interdependent self strives for 
inclusion to in-groups, a sense of interconnectedness with others and displays of socially 
appropriate behaviours. The interdependent self particularly characterizes those from East 
Asian contexts. These distinct self expressions of self found on the norms and assumptions 
defined through culture (Markus & Kitayama, 1991b). Numerous other approaches 
characterize the self in society (For a useful summary see: Yang, 2003). However, the 
independent-interdependent approach is useful in emphasizing the psychological orientation 
of individual interpersonal relations.  

Motivation reflects energization and direction of behaviour. Individuals are 
understood to focus energy on meeting needs and directing activity towards satisfying 
internal and external stimuli (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Most significant work explains motivation 
in logics defined by the independent self (Yang, 2003; A. B. Yu & Yang, 1994). This 
perspective has strong roots and dominates the extant literature. This develops assumptions of 
generalizability that are hard to challenge (Kuhn, 1996). This is not surprising as self 
perspectives form at such a deep level we are unaware of their influence or consequence 
(Triandis, 1982). This a-cultural view of psychology is increasingly critiqued as inadequate, 
particularly in its explanation of interdependent self (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991c).  

Significant research interest in motivation derives from the ability of theories 
to explain, predict and guide management of behaviours, particularly in the work place. 
Employees’ behaviours are critical in that they enable the firm to create the benefits that 
customers seek (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This reflects the understanding of motivation as an 
approach to quality control for management of services (Hays & Hill, 2001). Minimal 
research addresses explanations of motivation for service staff even in contexts where the 
independent self dominates (Schneider, 1980; Schneider, Ehrhart, Mayer, Saltz, & Niles-Jolly, 
2005). Where the interdependent self dominates we face a stark lack of broad understanding 
of motivational mechanisms (Yang, 2003; A. B. Yu & Yang, 1994). 

This paper concerns the interdependent self within the Chinese cultural 
context. The Chinese are found across the broad geography of Taiwan, China, Hong Kong, 
Singapore and Korea and account for fifth of the world’s population (Bond & K.-kuo Hwang, 
1986). This context defines actors through interdependencies to their in-group where 
engagement with goals involves subjugation to group, over individual norms, priorities and 
behaviors. Developing connection involves deepening interpersonal understanding, 
developing closeness and reciprocating appropriately (Bond & K.-K. Hwang, 1986; K.-K. 
Hwang, 1987a; Joy, 2001; Yang, 1995a). This integration of the self with others is significant 
in establishing one’s social status and self-concept (Yang, 1995b). Consequently, individuals 
are motivated towards the goal of an interdependent self. Understanding of motivation in this 



Chinese Predisposition to Service: A Hierarchy of Motives by Stanworth and Hsu 
The 7th Chinese Psychologist Conference (July 1st, 2011) 

distinct context must respond to this unique culturally construed context (Yang, 1999). The 
Chinese are of rising global economic, political and social significance. Taken together, there 
is a powerful and pragmatic case for deepening understanding of motivation in this poorly 
understood context. 

In this work we set out to define and explain employees’ motivation towards 
customer defined service behaviours in the Chinese context. This develops significant 
theoretical insight and so expands the literature in domain of management psychology. We 
develop an explanation of motivation in the little understood but significant context of the 
Chinese. This builds on the work in the domain of indigenous Chinese psychology (Bond & 
K.-kuo Hwang, 1986; K. K. Hwang, 2000; Yang, 1999). It is also provides an empirical 
perspective on the self-determination debate (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 
1991b, 1991c; Ryan & Deci, 2006). 

II. Theoretical context 

Motivation represents the investment and direction of energy towards goals 
(e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985). It is a subject of significant and sustained research interest (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985, 2008; Herzberg, Mausner, & Snyderman, 1993; Maslow, 1943; Vroom, 1964). 
Theoretical explanations of motivation are involve the pragmatic in explaining behaviour and 
the abstract in its relationship to the nature of ‘being’.  

Significant work on motivation draws on the perspective of instrumentalism 
(Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 2000). This perspective takes limited account of the emergent 
realities individuals develop towards their action as they determine their (in)appropriateness 
(Haig, 2005). Consequently, researchers argue psychological interpretations of motivation 
should ground in emergent and complex personal realities (Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 2000). The 
perspective of an ontology as (re)created through social context is significant to the Chinese 
context (K. Hwang, 2000). The Chinese philosophical context understands reality as a 
process that is active and changeable. Concepts, objects and people are understood as fluid 
and consequently attributes and properties of not of great significance to understanding and 
response (Tu, 1994). Few researchers address motivation in the Chinese context as emergent 
and contingent to the social context (Yang, 2003; A. B. Yu & Yang, 1994).  

An approach to understanding motivation is through the use of schema. 
Schemas are interpretations that are frequently adopted and well organized (Clark & Beck, 
1999). Consequently, they represent the building blocks of meaning (Clark & Beck, 1999). In 
this manner schema represent the connection between a stimulus and behavioural response 
(Casson, 1999). In this study schemas are significant: 

“The existence of these [Chinese] meaning structure of schemas represents an 
enduring characteristic of individuals results in specific tendencies or predispositions 
[my italics] to interpret  experience in certain ways” (Clark & Beck, 1999 p. 60)  

Defining, understanding and interpreting schemas provides the opportunity to understand 
motivation in a context where meaning is emergent and contingent on social context. 
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Understanding of motivation as relates to independent and interdependent 
selves raises significant controversy. One perspective argues autonomy critical to 
psychological well-being in enabling individuals to achievement of their own goals (Ryan & 
Deci, 2006). This position with its deeply entrenched view founds on cultural assumptions of 
independent individual actors and precludes other perspectives as tenable: “[that] vast 
numbers of people in collectivist nations do not need autonomy, [is] a stance that is 
politically regressive and disempowering” (Ryan & Deci, 2006 p. 1579). Researchers argue 
we should move beyond a science of psychology that interprets the independent self-view as 
universal (Kennedy, Scheirer, & Rogers, 1984). This lends credibility to views founded on 
the logic of an interdependent self (K. Hwang, 2000). This view suggests that on “some 
occasions inner attributes cease to be primary unit of consciousness […] the relationship 
becomes the functional unit of conscious reflection” (Alan, 1985). The Chinese hold a 
philosophical world view that characterizes the interdependent self1 (Tu, 1994). We need 
empirical work that develops understanding of this perspective.  

III. Method and findings 

We set out to understand employees’ predisposition towards meeting customer 
defined goals and behaviours. The dirth of research in this area suggested a predominantly 
inductive and qualitative design. This followed the following three phases (Figure 1) that 
systematically develop from each other. 

 

Figure 1. Three-phase research design to explore the Chinese predisposition to serve 

Phase 1 

In phase one, we defined customers’ goals towards their service contact with 
employees. Such dimensions represent evaluations of process of contact with staff (Vargo & 
Lusch, 2004). Consequently, in the Chinese context they are an expression of social 
appropriate needs and expectations (Imrie, Cadogan, & McNaughton, 2002; Stanworth, 2009).  

Method 

We sample from the restaurant from the restaurant sector for its high degree of 
interactions between customers and employees (Lovelock, 1983). One researcher sampled 
personal contacts for those exposed to high-end restaurants, made arrangements for the 
interview and requested introduction to further contacts. This approach to snowball sampling 
is effective in Chinese culture as benefits from the prevalent relational orientation.  

                                                            
1 Typified by: 犧牲小我完成大我 

Phase one

•Customer's goals 
toward service contact

Phase two

•Significant behaviors 
that enable goals

Phase three

•Motives to serve to 
fulfill the goals
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Focus groups gave us the opportunity to examine the topic of interest in depth 
while drawing on the dynamics of group interaction. Our sampling resulted in six to eight 
informants in each of six focus groups. Informants, in the age range 24 to 41 and with an 
equal distribution across genders, were all familiar with one another as this increases 
participants’ willingness to openly share opinions (Fallon & Brown, 2002).  

The interview route was carefully designed through introductory, opening, 
transition, key and ending questions (Krueger & Casey, 2000) to facilitate participation 
around on evaluations of restaurant service experiences. Pilot testing helped improve the 
clarity of questions and transitions 

All the focus group interviews were conducted in Chinese language and then 
transcribed verbatim. The analysis followed the tradition of grounded theory (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998) and employed the software NVivo 8 to support the qualitative analysis. One of 
the researchers started the analysis by re-reading the transcripts and developing an initial set 
of open codes with in-vivo labels. By starting the data analysis process before data collection 
was complete it enabled the researchers to confirm and further explore issues of interest as 
well as deciding the need for further data collection (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Analysis of 
the fifth focus group revealed no new codes. While this represented theoretical saturation 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) analysis of a final focus group confirmed this. 

Coding is improved through a process of interrater analysis (Butterfield, 
Borgen, Amundson, & Maglio, 2005). Therefore, two other researchers fitted the data to the 
26 codes, derived from open coding. Discussion between the researchers led to refinement of 
category labels and reallocation of data to codes resulted in an overall interrater agreement 
of .91. This provides a satisfactory level of validity. 

Results 

Our results reveal six specific goals for interaction with service employees: 
comfortableness, chih-chieh, active service, respect, sense of sincerity, and professionalism.  

Comfortableness ( 自 在 ) translates as the status of being one’s self. 
Consequently, we consider comfortableness as an individualistic need in a collectivist context. 
Individuals face extreme pressure to conform to social and group norms; it is a defining 
characteristic of the collectivist (K.-K. Hwang, 1987b). Within the social network Chinese 
sacrifice their individuality (Yau, 1988) to effectively function in life by splitting their self-
systems into two: the public and the private (Ladhari, 2008; Yang, 1999; S.-D. Yu, 1995). 
This allows the separation of public action and private thought, so “the things they say and do 
are socially appropriate, even if they are diametrically opposed to their private thoughts, 
opinions, and feelings. As long as a Chinese person is socially appropriate, he or she will not 
be considered dishonest or lacking integrity” (Yang, 1995b p. 37). Achieving such socially 
desirable public responses is not pressurizing per se but requires effort. Evaluations of 
comfortableness focus on reducing this effort through assessment of behaviors to create 
proper physical distance and a lack of close observations, avoiding interruptions and a feeling 
of space that reduces the stress arising from social attention. 
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Chin-chieh ( 親切 ) concerns efforts to develop or sustain the personal 
relationship by creating an illusion of familiarityi and a feeling of a close connection. Social 
norms dictate displays of appropriate (X.-P. Chen & C. C. Chen, 2004) and positive (Yau, 
1988) emotions and for chin-chieh this concerns sincere and warm behaviors. Chin-chieh 
reduce the discomfort of interacting with strangers (unknown customers) (Stanworth, 2009) 
and closely involve the intricacies of developing connection (guanxi) (X.-P. Chen & C. C. 
Chen, 2004; Tong & Yong, 1998).  

Active service(主動) focus on customers’ goals for managing social status and 
face (D. Y. Ho 1976; Hu 1944) and concerns with harmony. Active service involves 
attentiveness to anticipate needs (Imrie et al., 2002) and to offer unsolicited assistance 
(Stanworth, 2009). This allows customers to avoid making requests i.e., an expression of 
opinion that can generate negative evaluation (loss of face)if it is inappropriate or reveals a 
lack of knowledge. This process of nderstanding of non-verbal and implicit cues reflects the 
high context nature of Chinese communication (Hall, 1992) and helps avoid the risk of social 
embarrassments.  

Respect(尊重) makes customers feel they are significant (Feinberg, Ruyter, 
Trappey, & Lee, 1995). This socially defined goal expresses goal expectations of being 
shown an appropriate form of symmetry in the relationship. Imrie et al. (2002) argues that 
Chinese customers expect a master-servant relationship. This may fit those with a high social 
status but those of different standing expect alternative treatment. This appropriate deference 
to social status demonstrates respect. . 

Sense of sincerity (誠意) concerns customers focus on positive intentions and 
actions. Chinese sincerity (cheng) reveals personal integrity to the wider self that translates 
into actions with positive social consequences (An, 2004). Customers seek personal integrity 
in interaction with employees. 

Professionalism ( 專 業 ) address expectation of professional image, 
knowledgeability and clear communication skills. Exposure to knowledgeable employees 
allows customers’ to exploit their preferences for learning new things and in the process to 
being or reinforce their connection with others (L. S. Chen & Stanworth, 2010). 

Overall, the specification of these six aspects reflects the goals of an 
interdependent self in service interactions. They reveal concern with facework (Ho, 1976), 
empathy and harmony (Yang, 1995b): all integral and central to the functioning of 
individuals in Chinese culture. These broad goals are interpreted through specific behaviours.  

Phase 2 

In this phase we identified significant behaviours that enable the goals defined in 
phase 1. Such behaviours enable the process of service delivery to customers. More 
significantly, though, they act as signals towards the interdependent connection. Defining 
significant behaviours becomes a base for understanding employees’ motives in the next 
phase. 
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Method 

Data collection followed Winsted (Winsted, 1997, 2000) in that open 
questions invited respondents to identify behaviours associated with each of the six goals 
defined in phase 1 (e.g., “What would a service employee do to make you feel respected?”). 
Pilot testing improved face validity and ease of instrument completion.  

Respondents were sampled for experience of high end restaurants from 
executive education programs in three national universities. Of the total 162 questionnaires 
distributed in face to face contacts 11 were removed since they referred to non-restaurant 
contexts. The final sample consisted of 151 questionnaires that each provided an average of 
23 behaviours from respondents with a mean age of 37.1 years and of which 50.3% were 
male. 

Results 

A total of 3,521 responses were typed in Chinese language and imported to 
NVivo 8 for analysis. One researcher extracted a third of the questionnaires (i.e., c. 50 
responses) to form an initial framework of 378 codes. A second researcher analyzed another 
third of the responses. Iterative discussions focused on improving the initial coding 
framework. Analysis of the final third required no changes to category codes; confirming 
completeness of the categories. Reduction of codes was needed and achieved by setting a 
threshold of three mentions to eliminate codes with low explanatory power to derive 28 to 40 
indicators for each goal (Table 1). Further reduction was achieved by selecting behaviours 
that discretely associated with each goal to arrive at a total 36 critical behaviours. 
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Table 1 Dominant or representative behavioural cues  

Chin‐chieh     
No facial expression  Stinky face ‘Whatever’ attitude 
Chat (civility)  Sincere smile Judgmental eye 
Special attention to the youth, elderly, pregnant or lovers
Use the language that customer familiar with Answer politely 

Active service     
Fill up the cup actively  Ask if seemed helpless Clean actively 
No request, no service  Clean slowly Deliver slowly 
The seat and tableware for kids  Ask actively if anything else
Change the appropriate or clean tableware React slowly
Answer request very slowly  Give menu actively Clean after customer call 
Assist billing   

Respect     
Pull the chair  Discrimination Clean rushed 
Polite words  No problem solving
Eager to ask you to pay for the bill  Ask how to improve 
Ask if agree  Arrange a good seat for me Distract by personal affair 
Serve without approved   

Comfortableness     
Stare at customers  Standing near tables Keep interrupting 
No interruption (often)  Leave after service Chat about customer 
No one cares  Remind me the time is almost running out for service times 
Pretend familiar with customer  Don’t show up unless I need

Professionalism     
Introduce the meals  Know nothing Dress neat and tidy 
Clear and detailed explain Talk about the special feature of restaurant
Know the table manner (and table ware display) Hide behind a fog or rhetoric 
Proficient modest  Deliver the dish to the right person (set)
Vivid introduction  Use the international language Deliver the wrong dish 
Deliver in the appropriate order (table)  Introduce the wine and dip 
Strange movement  Right pose while purring wine or fill up the water

Sincerity     
Free dishes  Discount Not fulfill the promise 
Take mistake as other’s responsibility  Coupon for next consumption 
Birthday present  Apology right away
Overtly agree but covertly oppose 
Dishonest or inconsistent between ad and reality React coldly

Notes: This table includes those cues mentioned by three or more respondents for each dimension. Italics = 
responses to questions asking positive of indicators; Bold = responses to questions asking negative of 
indicators; Underline = unique cues. 
 

 



Chinese Predisposition to Service: A Hierarchy of Motives by Stanworth and Hsu 
The 7th Chinese Psychologist Conference (July 1st, 2011) 

Phase 3 

In this phase we define employees’ motives towards service oriented 
behaviours, related to service goals defined by others i.e., customers. Employees’ motives 
represent as schema that explains tendencies or predispositions to interpret contexts and 
behave in certain ways (Clark & Beck, 1999). In this study, revealing schema provides a 
means of understanding the motivation towards service. 

Method 

We adopted Bagozzi and Leone’s (Bagozzi, Leone, & Bergami, 2003) 
framework for uncovering respondents’ context specific motives and the interconnections 
between them. This is a form of means-ends analysis and is used to explain goal setting 
(Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 1994; Bagozzi & Edwards, 1998), values (Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 
2000; van Rekom, van Riel, & Wierenga, 2006) and motives (Bagozzi et al., 2003) in work 
settings. A critical issue in instrument design is the reference point. Bagozzi and his 
colleagues studied relatively clearly defined actions (e.g., motives to recycle) as related to an 
independent (individual) person’s rational towards the action. However, in this study the 
issues were more complex. Our concern was with more nebulous service goals defined by 
others. The results of phase two provide a comparatively concrete representation of goals as 
groups of target behaviours.  

Behavioural goals were integrated into a collection instrument that followed 
Bagozzi et al. (Bagozzi et al., 2003). Respondents were asked to consider behavioural groups 
relevant to their work. Their rational for these behaviours was elicited as two reasons and two 
justifications for each reason (i.e., 2 x 3 matrix). We sampled frontline employees in the hotel 
and restaurant sector for a total of 81 valid surveys that yielded 779 free responses. Further 
data reduction was necessary for analysis (Bagozzi et al., 2003). The first stage of data 
reduction involved auto coding using the software programme NVivo. Three major categories 
were identified: the behaviours selected by respondent (i.e., the 36 behavioral cues identified 
in the phase two), the six service goals related to those behaviours and the linkage. This 
linkage, elicited from the mean-end chain related concrete reasons and abstract rationales (i.e., 
four linkages with three levels of response). This auto-coding process did not involve 
interpretation of the meaning but facilitated further analysis. These responses were then 
content analyzed to create smaller meaningful groupings. One of the authors and a masters 
student in human resource management coded the 81 protocols within categories. This 
process centred on categorizing the motives within groups whose boundaries were 
established to achieve maximum in-group similarity and between group dissimilarity. A total 
of 40 categories resulted. 

Results 

Principles from social network analysis were employed to analyze and 
represent the structure of motives. We first created an implication matrix to show the 
frequency with which one motive leads to another. Motives are then arranged in the table by 
the degree of abstractness. Abstractness is represented by the ration of in-degrees to the sum 
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others’ face. This represents uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1997) in the obsession to 
maintain social harmony (Yang, 1995b). 

Further analysis of the map (Figure 2) shows individuals’ motivation makes 
limited reference to individual needs (e.g., learning and improvement). This contrasts with 
studies where the independent self dominates. Bagozzi et al. (Bagozzi et al., 2003) finds 
references to self-esteem, economic independence, independence and personal experience as 
dominant motives for joining the army. The interdependent self, in contrast, makes the 
satisfaction of social norms central to motivation (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991c; Yang, 2003). That represents through this work. 

A final theme (Figure 2) concerns the presentation of self (Goffman, 1959). In 
the transition from the more concrete to the abstract (i.e., the movement from left to right in 
the map) reveals concerns with customers, colleagues and finally the family. In terms of the 
family, income and job security integrate strongly with notions of social status and the 
position of family within society (Yang, 1995b).  

Further work is needed to connect theoretical underpinnings of the work to 
robust findings. In particular we need to examine the complexity of the schema (Figure X) in 
terms of centrality (i.e., the comparative importance of a motive over others) and prestige (i.e., 
frequency a motive is a target of attention) (Faust & Wasserman, 1992). Concerns with 
centrality and prestige lead to an alternative presentation to the hierarchical value map that 
reveals the significant aspects of the schema (Gengler, Klenosky, & Mulvey, 1995).  
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i Strangers are part of the out‐group and this creates the perception of a barrier to interacting (e.g., Law & 
Jones 2009). For a practical example of this issue see: Paine and Crawford (1998; 2001). 


