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ABSTRACT: As competition for discretionary expenditures increases and
visitor expectations rise, service quality is likely to be a key to zoos
remaining viable. For most zoo visitors, the key determinant of quality
service is likely to be the tangible elements of the zoo, Thus, managers’
success in enhancing visitors’ quality of experience is likely to be dependent
upon their ability to manipulate and enhance the quality of a zoo’s tangible
elements. With this in mind, the study’s four objectives were to identify:
(1) the level of visitor expectations associated with service quality domains;
(2) the relative importance of service quality domains; (3) perceptions of
performance of service quality domains; and (4) the benefits sought by
visitors. Managerial implications were derived from the discrepancy scores
between performance and expectations.

Service quality is defined by expectancy-disconfirmation theory,
which states that a visitor’s expectancy level provides a baseline from which
confirmatory or disconfirmatory judgments are made about level of
performance. The expectations data were collected from adult respondents
before they entered the zoo. Data to measure the other constructs were
collected from a questionnaire which respondents mailed back after their
visit. The sample was comprised of 606 visitors, of whom 373 (62%)
returned the mail-back questionnaire. Seven service quality domains were
measured by 28 items. They were: wildlife, wildlife information, overall
cleanliness and accessibility, general information, staffing, comfort ameni-
ties, and education. Six benefits sought domains were measured by 27
items. They were: family togetherness, wildlife enjoyment, wildlife appre-
ciation and learning, companionship, escape, and introspection.

The most important service quality domains and those for which
visitors had the highest expectations were wildlife and wildlife information.
The results indicated that the zoo performed well on these key domains.
The education domain was rated lowest in performance and in importance,
and next to lowest in expectations. This creates a challenge for the zoo,
since education is a central element in its mission statement.

The most important benefits sought were family togetherness and
wildlife enjoyment. Substantially less important were wildlife appreciation
and companionship, while escape and introspection were relatively unim-
portant. The emphasis on family was reflected in the profile of visitor
groups, 80% of which contained children.

These types of studies enable organizations to benchmark their
performance against visitors’ expectations and what is important to them.
The benchmarking could be extended by replicating the study periodically
to monitor progress over time, and by implementing it at other zoos to
identify Fort Worth Zoo’s strengths and weaknesses compared to its peer
organizations.
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Introduction

A review of the mission statements from the American Zoo and
Aquarium Association and zoological parks in several different cities
revealed three common goals:  (1) to exhibit wildlife; (2) to educate visitors
about animals and their habitats; and (3) to enhance the care and survival
of wildlife through research and conservation. These goals reflect the
traditional perspective of zoos’ roles as “a collection of labeled animals to
be protected and studied while incidentally providing enlightenment and
enjoyment” (Alexander, 1979, p. 99). However, they provide an incom-
plete view of the contemporary perspective of most leading zoos, which is
more representatively identified by the mission statement of the Audubon
Zoo in New Orleans that includes three additional goals:  (1) to provide
opportunities for recreation in natural settings; (2) to provide a guest
experience of outstanding quality; and (3) to weave quality entertainment
through the guest experience.

These additional goals reflect an emerging recognition among zoo
managers regarding the importance of:  (1) quality of service offerings and
(2) identifying benefits that visitors seek beyond the traditional zoo’s roles
of conservation and education. Zoos not only are places to preserve the
genetic viability of wildlife and to house wildlife for the public to view, they
are also popular recreational destinations. Thus, they have an opportunity
to integrate quality entertainment and recreational opportunities with their
education and wildlife conservation missions.

In 1998, there were 134 million visits to North American zoos and
aquariums (American Zoo and Aquarium Association, 1999) and zoos
were visited by 13.6% of the adult U.S. population in that year (Statistical
Abstract of the United States, 2000). Despite these apparently large
visitation numbers, it has been noted that “their popularity has declined in
the past 20 years, partly as a result of the rise of competing attractions”
(Mason, 2000, p. 336). Empirical evidence from the United Kingdom
confirms this trend. In a periodic survey of zoos and other attractions, zoo
visits rose by only 4% during the 1976-1997 period, while visits to the other
attractions in the sample rose by 34%. To maintain or enhance existing
levels of visitation, zoo managers are increasingly recognizing the impor-
tance of providing high quality service. Their commitment to improving
quality is exemplified by the substantial capital investments they have made.
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Between 1992 and 1997, for example, $911 million was invested in zoos
(American Zoo and Aquarium Association, 1999). The desire to better
understand their visitors’ needs and responses to the existing zoo offering
in order to better serve them was the reason underlying Fort Worth Zoo’s
decision to support the study reported here.

In pursuit of its goal of improving quality, the Fort Worth Zoo sought
to determine  what features zoo visitors deemed to be important; what
features were viewed as unimportant; the types of experiences visitors were
expecting; and how the zoo was perceived to perform as a recreational and
educational institution. When visitors feel they have received a high-quality
experience and received the benefits they were seeking from the experience,
they are likely to leave the zoo feeling satisfied with their visit, and will thus
be more inclined to visit the zoo again in the future. Thus, the four
objectives of this study were to identify:

(1) the level of visitor expectations associated with service quality domains;
(2) the relative importance of service quality domains;
(3) perceptions of performance of service quality domains; and
(4) the benefits sought by visitors.

Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry (1990) emphasized the importance
of empirically identifying the strengths and weaknesses of existing service
quality before initiating service improvement initiatives: “So much depends
on decision makers knowing what customers expect from a service, what
customers perceive a service to be, and what is getting in the way of the
organization meeting customers’ expectations. Without empirically based
answers to these questions, the likelihood of wrong decisions and wasted
resources is very great” (p. 144).

Review of Related Literature

It has been noted that zoos have received relatively little attention in
the leisure literature despite the large numbers of annual visitors (Turley,
2001). Mason (2000) concluded that zoos “appear remarkably under-
researched” (p. 335). To date, most studies of zoo visitors have been
confined to examining demographic profiles of visitors (Bixler & Lazor,
1995; Martin & O’Reilly, 1989; Scott, Bixler, & Novak, 1994); their
motivations (Andereck & Caldwell, 1994; Holzer, Scott, & Bixler, 1998;
Kellert, 1979; Milan & Wourms, 1992; Rajack & Waven, 1996; Rosenfeld
& Terkel, 1982); and visitors’ perceptions and attitudes toward wildlife
(Finlay, James, & Maple, 1988; Roper Starch, 1995). A few studies also
have investigated the orientation and physical design of exhibits, and
circulation patterns (Cook 1989; Screven, 1986; Wineman & Choi, 1991),
while others have assessed the effectiveness and utilization of particular
educational materials and programs, and of educational environments
within zoos (Gutierrez de White & Jacobson, 1994; Marshdoyle, Bowman,
& Mullins, 1995; Wineman, Piper, & Maple, 1996). These studies have
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provided valuable information about visitors, but relatively little work has
been reported relating to service quality and benefits sought.

For most zoo visitors, the key determinants of quality of service are
likely to be tangible elements that include the physical surroundings,
equipment and the appearance of personnel, because visitors are likely to
have little exposure to the other four widely accepted dimensions of service
quality:  responsiveness (willingness of staff to help users), reliability
(perform the promised service dependably and accurately), assurance
(caring, individualized attention by staff)  and empathy (courteous employ-
ees who convey trust and confidence) (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry,
1985). Thus, zoo managers’ success in enhancing visitors’ quality of
experience is likely to be dependent upon their ability to manipulate and
enhance the quality of a zoo’s tangible elements. Hence, the first part of the
literature review relates to tangibles. This is followed by a review of findings
pertaining to how visitors use zoos and the benefits they seek.

Tangible Elements of Service Quality
Bitner (1992) examined the impact of physical surroundings on the

behaviors of both visitors and employees. She noted, “Even before pur-
chase, consumers commonly look for cues about the firm’s capabilities and
quality. The physical environment is rich in such cues and may be very
influential in communicating the firm’s image and the purpose to its
customers. Research suggests that the physical setting may also influence
the customer’s ultimate satisfaction with the service” (p. 57). Bitner (1992)
used the term “servicescapes” to describe the built environment. She
suggested that each individual comes to a particular service facility with a
goal or purpose that may be aided or hindered by the setting. As a result,
these places should encourage approach behaviors and discourage avoid-
ance behaviors. Servicescapes influence the nature and quality of visitor
interactions, and can affect the nature of the interaction in terms of its
duration and the actual progression of events. Specifically,

Physical environments represent a subset of social rules, conven-
tions and expectations in force in a given behavior setting, serving
to define the nature of the social interaction. Recurring social
behavior patterns are associated with particular physical settings
and when people encounter typical settings, their social behaviors
can be predicted (p.61).

After reviewing other studies, Bitner concluded that behaviors such as
small group interaction, friendship formation and participation, aggres-
sion, withdrawal, and helping have all been shown to be influenced by the
physical setting. Thus, the first step in the purposeful design of the
servicescape is to identify desirable visitor behaviors and the strategic goals
that an organization hopes to advance through its physical facility.

Expectation disconfirmation theory suggests that what a person ex-
pects to find in an environment also affects how an individual responds to
it (Oliver 1980). Thus, when expectations are negatively disconfirmed,
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people are likely to dislike a place, but when expectations are met or when
they are positively disconfirmed, i.e., the environment exceeds expecta-
tions, people are likely to have positive connotations about a place.
Dimensions of the tangible environment, including ambient conditions
such as temperature, noise, and scents; spatial layout and functionality; and
signs, symbols and artifacts, can be controlled by managers of a zoological
park to enhance or diminish visitor perceptions.

Carbone and Haeckel (1994) expanded on this idea with their concept
of engineering visitor experiences. They described an experience as “the
take away impression formed by people’s encounters with products,
services, and businesses, a perception produced when humans consolidate
sensory information” (p. 9). Carbone and Haeckel believed that a setting
could be engineered or manipulated in ways to help foster or create desired
experiences for visitors. This process begins with the deliberate setting of
a targeted visitor perception, and results in successful registration of that
perception in the visitor’s mind. Thus, systematically designing and orches-
trating the signals generated by facilities, services, and the environment is
the means to the end of influencing visitor perceptions (Carbone &
Haeckel, 1994).

While no research appears to have been reported on service quality, per
se, and its impact on visitor experiences in zoological settings, a small
number of studies have examined the manipulation of tangibles within a
zoo (Cook, 1989; Finlay et al., 1988; Martin & O’Reilly, 1989; Ogden,
Lindburg, & Maple, 1993; Screven, 1986; Wineman & Choi, 1991). These
studies do not address changes in perception of quality of service by visitors.
They are limited to identifying reasons for manipulating features and the
positive effects that may emerge from this manipulation. Nevertheless, they
provide insight into the potential utility of service quality work in zoological
park settings.

Finlay and colleagues (1988) pointed out that if zoos are not careful in
their presentation of exhibits and programs, they may teach or reinforce
inappropriate stereotypes of wild animals as pets, or as having human
characteristics. They argued that if zoos want to obtain and hold a visitor’s
attention, they must make the animals appear as unrestrained as possible,
and present them in naturalistic environments, free from frequent human
contact. Martin and O’Reilly (1989) expanded the literature on environ-
mental impact by focusing on the role of water elements in exhibits. They
reported that exhibits incorporating water elements into their design are
likely to be preferred by visitors over those that do not.

Visitor Utilization of Zoos
Milan and Wourms (1992) suggested people visit zoos primarily to

enjoy an experience rather than to gain specific knowledge. Zoo visitors
generally interact with exhibits in an unguided manner. They learn infor-
mally by reviewing exhibit content, noticing details, making comparisons,
reading explanatory text, following instructions, and engaging in other
ways that the exhibit encourages (Screven, 1986). Screven pointed out:
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“To encourage interest and a readiness for learning, experiences must
accompany positive experiences, not negative ones” (p. 111).

Screven (1986) observed visitors’ behavior as they moved through a
zoo.  Four general behavioral patterns appeared to be typical. Some moved
quickly through all the exhibits, covering everything, but seldom stopping
at any one exhibit for an extended period of time. It appears that the goal
of this group of visitors was to explore as much as possible as quickly as
possible. The second group wandered aimlessly through the zoo, but
tended to stop at exhibits that interested them. They may devote consid-
erable time and show substantial interest at a specific exhibit if they find it
stimulating. The third group of visitors pre-selected certain exhibits, or
topic areas possibly because of media attention, or personal interests. They
sought out these exhibits, but often became distracted by other exhibits.
The last group of visitors was comprised of a small group of scholars,
hobbyists, and students who had specific interests and goals. They tended
to go directly to particular areas of interest, and stay there. Unlike other
groups, they tended to have considerable background knowledge, and
tended not to be distracted easily.

Typically, visitors spend relatively little time at an exhibit before
moving on to the next area. According to Martin and O’Reilly (1989),
visitors, on average, spend approximately 90 seconds at each exhibit.  In
family groups, children often lead the group to an exhibit, and appear to
control the pattern of movement throughout the zoo, as well as the pace
of the visit (Martin & O’Reilly, 1989).

Wineman and colleagues (1996) suggested that zoos should provide
interactive experiences by making their exhibits more open and experimen-
tal. They concluded that visitors find these exhibits entertaining, and that
they also potentially provide a stimulus for learning as well as for interaction
within the group. Interactive and interpretive exhibits are indicative of ways
in which zoos are communicating and providing experiences for a broad,
non-scholarly public (Carpenter, 1992).

Interpretive materials that have been shown to have a large effect on the
overall enjoyment and learning experiences that visitors gain from exhibits
include labels, signs, and computer usage (Screven, 1986; Wineman et al.,
1996). They attract attention, because zoo visitors tend to be visually
oriented. Screven (1986) noted that visitors are more attracted to visual
elements, such as live animals, objects that move, or those that invite
sensory involvement such as touching or manipulation, than they are to
visual elements that are passive, such as two-dimensional panels or wall
exhibits.

The literature reviewed here provides evidence of positive effects that
emerge when a zoo’s features are manipulated (Carpenter 1992, Screven
1986, Wineman et al. 1996). It offers insights into what zoo visitors like and
how they maneuver through the zoo, and it demonstrates the managerial
applicability of better understanding visitors’ perceptions of tangible
attributes. However, when striving to facilitate satisfying visitor experi-
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ences, it is also important to understand what benefits visitors are seeking
from their zoo excursion so tangible elements may be manipulated to better
facilitate those benefits.

The primary benefit that emerges in all of the relatively few studies that
have been reported on the benefits people seek from zoos is family
interaction. Others that are cited include entertainment, reduction in
stress, and learning experiences (Andereck & Caldwell, 1994; Cheek, Field
& Burdge, 1976; Holzer et al., 1998; Kellert, 1979; Leisure Consultants,
1990; Martin & O’Reilly 1989; Milan & Wourms, 1992; Rajack & Warren,
1996; Rosenfeld & Terkel, 1982).

In an early study, Cheek and colleagues (1976) observed that many of
the activities in which visitors to zoos engaged were directly concerned with
companions, such as “sharing experiences with others” and “getting to
know my children better.” They concluded their data suggested that
“going to a zoo involves being oriented not only to the exhibits, but also
to other humans” (p. 56).  Milan and Wourms (1992) conducted a study
of visitors to the World of Birds exhibit at the Bronx Zoo. Since 93% of
those sampled went to the zoo in groups, they suggested that visiting the
zoo provides opportunities for social exchange. They noted that a majority
of groups were family groups containing children, and concluded that
parents view the zoo as an important medium for broadening young
children’s experiences. Hence, they observed that a necessary condition for
a successful family outing is children’s enjoyment. These findings con-
firmed those reported earlier by Cheek and colleagues (1976). Milan and
Wourms (1992) also suggested that a main reason people visit zoos is to
learn something new (seeking a sense of novelty) and to increase their
knowledge about wildlife.

Rosenfeld and Terkel (1982) reported similar results from their study
of visitors to a mini-zoo in Berkeley, California. They suggested that
parents often use animals to promote social interactions between them-
selves and their children. The main benefits sought by the zoo visitors were
recreation, learning, interaction, and comfort. However, it was most
important for the family to have a good time and to gain knowledge. Again,
they pointed out that children’s enjoyment was key.  While not central to
their study, Rosenfeld and Terkel made two statements that alluded to the
importance of providing quality services and creating positive experiences
for visitors. They stated, “The inherent nature of an institution, to a certain
degree, prescribes the experience; its most frequent visitors probably value
the qualities it provides” (p. 121); and later they added, “Most reasons
given for visiting the zoo suggest that people come with more of a desire
to enjoy an experience than to achieve specific goals” (p. 130). Similarly,
Marcellini and Jenssen (1988) concluded that “the exhibits and animals are
apparently used by the visitor as background for the social event” (p. 337).

The top three benefits sought by a sample of visitors to Edinburgh Zoo
in Scotland were visit with friends, have fun, and entertainment. Only 4%
of this sample reported they visited to be educated (Rajack & Warren,
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1996). Similarly, in another United Kingdom study, Leisure Consultants
(1990) noted the two most common reasons for visiting a zoo were its
interest for children and a chance to have fun.

Andereck and Caldwell’s (1994) study of visitors at North Carolina
Zoological Park identified four benefits underlying visitation:  going for
recreation and novelty; going for the general education of others; going for
specific educational reasons; and going for photography purposes. They
concluded that the primary benefits sought when visiting the zoo appeared
to be recreational and educational. Holzer and colleagues’ (1998) study of
adult visitors to Cleveland Metroparks Zoo identified five principal benefits
which were similar to those reported by Andereck and Caldwell: family
togetherness, novelty seeking, enjoyment, education, and escape. Consis-
tent with Cheek and colleagues (1976), Milan and Wourms (1992), and
Rosenfeld and Terkel (1982), Holzer and colleagues (1998) also reported
that most visits were primarily family outings, and that visitors drawn to the
zoo sought enjoyment and the novelty of wildlife.

Methods

The study was conducted at the Fort Worth Zoo, which displays over
5,000 native and exotic animals representing 761 species. This is one of the
largest animal collections in the Western Hemisphere, and the zoo is
nationally ranked. Rivers and waterfalls separate the simulated natural
habitat exhibits from visitors, and large windows provide excellent viewing
of many of the animals. The Fort Worth Zoo is one of fewer than a dozen
zoos in the nation to house koalas, and one of only five locations in the
world with black, white, and Asian rhinos.

There has been extensive debate in the literature on the relative merits
of using perception minus expectation, which is a discrepancy measure,
rather than a direct performance measure to assess visitors’ perceptions of
service quality. The issue is reviewed and discussed in depth in Crompton
and Love (1995), Childress and Crompton (1997) and Baker and Crompton
(2000). These reviews conclude that performance-based measures gener-
ally have stronger predictive ability, but the discrepancy measures are
conceptually richer. A decision was made to use a discrepancy measure in
this study.

The quality attributes included in the study were primarily selected by
the authors from sources provided in the literature review in consultation
with the zoo’s managers. Guidance was  gleaned from other studies which
had investigated service quality in other recreation settings (Childress &
Crompton, 1997; Crompton & Love, 1995; Hamilton, Crompton, &
More, 1991; Cole, Crompton & Willson, 2001). Some of these items were
modified to fit the specific context of the Fort Worth Zoo. Six domains of
attributes were then created: overall cleanliness and accessibility, education,
staffing, comfort amenities, information/signs, and wildlife. These do-
mains were operationalized by 39 attributes with each domain containing
at least six attributes. The attributes were brought before a panel of eight
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experts comprised of four professionals and four academicians. After
reviewing their independent evaluations, the list was reduced to 28 service
quality attributes, which were placed on the final questionnaire.

Nine benefit domains were created: family togetherness, similar people,
learning, nature (wildlife) enjoyment, escape, teaching/leading others,
new people, introspection, and nostalgia. These domains were
operationalized with 39 items. These items were brought before the same
panel of eight experts. After their independent evaluations, the list was
reduced to 27 items that were included on the final questionnaire and the
nostalgia domain was dropped since they considered it was likely to be
irrelevant in this context.

Potential respondents were approached while waiting in line to gain
admission to the zoo. A modified convenience sample was selected that
utilized a systematic sampling plan where every nth adult individual
(determined by traffic flow and number of interviewers) who approached
the entrance gate was asked to participate. Only adult visitors, aged 18 and
over, were invited. After discussion with Fort Worth Zoo managers, it was
decided to survey visitors on two Wednesdays, a Saturday, and a Sunday
over two weeks in the summer. Typically, these  days have the highest
attendance, due to half-priced admission on Wednesdays and weekend
family outings. Resource restraints confined the data collection to this
limited period. A total of 606 visitors were sampled. Respondents were
predominantly white (87%), female (68%), relatively affluent (66% with
household income over $40,000), with at least some college education
(77%). A large majority of the groups (80%) contained children.

One member from each party was invited to complete a one-page
instrument that measured their expectations about the 28 service quality
attributes at the zoo. In return for agreeing to participate in the survey, each
respondent was given a complimentary admission, which saved him or her
$7.00. The rubric at the head of the set of attributes on the expectations
instrument stated:  “The following set of statements relate to various
features of the Fort Worth Zoo. Based on your previous experiences at the
Fort Worth Zoo, at other zoos, and/or information you have acquired,
please tell us what your EXPECTATIONS are regarding each of these
features.”  Responses were made on a seven-point symmetrical Likert-type
scale, ranging from 1 (extremely poor) to 7 (extremely good).

After completing the expectations instrument, respondents were given
a questionnaire to complete and mail back in a pre-paid envelope after they
returned home. The remaining data were collected by this instrument.
Respondents received a post-card reminder and one follow-up mailing
which resulted in a 62% response rate (n = 373).

The importance of specific service quality attributes was measured by
using the same list of 28 attributes and a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1
(not at all important) to 7 (extremely important). The rubric stated:
“Below are a number of different features of the Fort Worth Zoo. We would
like to know the RELATIVE IMPORTANCE of each of them to the
quality of your overall experience at the zoo.”
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The zoo’s performance on each of the attributes was similarly measured
on the mail-back questionnaire with a Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(extremely poor) to 7 (extremely good). The scale heading stated:  “Listed
below are the same features you just rated in terms of their importance.
Now we want you to rate how well FORT WORTH ZOO PERFORMED
ON EACH OF THESE FEATURES.”

The scale measuring benefits sought by zoo visitors was adapted from
that developed by Holzer and his colleagues (1998) in their study of visitors
to the Cleveland Metroparks Zoo. After consultation with zoo managers,
additional items were included from Driver’s Recreation Experience Pref-
erence scales (Manfredo, Driver, & Tarrant, 1996). The items were
measured by a seven-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (not at all
important) to 7 (extremely important). The rubric stated:  “Listed below
are different benefits that people may obtain when visiting the Fort Worth
Zoo. Please indicate HOW IMPORTANT each benefit was to you and
members of your group/family.”

Results

Since the set of items was assembled from a variety of sources,
exploratory factor analysis was used. An oblique rotation was used because
previous studies have suggested the attributes are likely to be intercorrelated.
Factor analyses were undertaken on all three service quality attribute scales:
expectations, importance, and quality of performance to check the reliabil-
ity of the domains. The quality of performance domains were chosen as the
preferred  solution and were used in the analyses of the other two sets of
service quality attributes (expectations and importance) in order that the
scales be directly comparable. The performance scale was deemed suitable
for a factor analysis, based on Bartlett’s test of sphericity and Kaiser’s
measure of sampling adequacy (MSA). The significance level of the
Bartlett’s test was very low (p<.001), indicating that the population matrix
did not appear to be an identity matrix. With all 28 variables, the overall
MSA was .893, which is highly acceptable. Based on eigenvalues greater
than one, analysis of the performance items suggested a seven-factor
solution (Table 1). Five of the initial six domains were retained: overall
cleanliness and accessability, education, staffing, comfort amenities, and
wildlife. The analyses suggested that the sixth domain of information/signs
should be divided into two domains, which were re-titled wildlife informa-
tion and general information. The correlations among the service quality
factors are presented in Table 2.

The appropriateness of assigning items from the expectations and
importance scales into the same dimensions as those emerging from the
factor analysis of items on the performance scale, was confirmed by the
Cronbach alphas reported in Table 3. With only one exception (overall
cleanliness and accessibility on the importance scale) the alphas met the
acceptable minimum criterion.
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Table 1
Results of Factor Analysis with Oblique Rotation of
28 Service Attributes on the Performance Measure

Table 2
Factor Correlation Matrix of the Service Quality Dimensions

Table 3 reports means and standard deviations, as well as the Cronbach
alpha coefficients, of the service quality domains measuring expectations,
importance, and performance. Expectations were highest for wildlife
(M=6.15), wildlife information (M=6.14), overall cleanliness and accessi-
bility (M=6.10) and general information (M=6.06). The first three of these
domains were also identified as being the most important (Table 3), and as
those on which the zoo performed best.
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Table 3
The Means, Standard Deviations and Cronbach’s Alphas of Service

Quality Domains Measuring Expectations, Importance, and Performance*

A series of paired t-tests were undertaken to ascertain whether the mean
score differences between expectations and performance, and importance
and performance were statistically significant. Table 4 shows that in six of
the seven domains, expectations were significantly higher than perfor-
mance (p ’ <.001 level). The only domain in which performance approxi-
mately matched expectations was overall cleanliness and accessibility. The
paired t-tests identified differences in importance and performance mean
scores in five of the seven domains (Table 4), but the direction of the
differences was not consistent. Performance exceeded importance on the
education, general information, and overall cleanliness and accessibility
domains, but performance failed to match importance on the wildlife and
comfort amenities domains.

Table 4
Results of Paired T-tests Seeking Differences Among Service Quality

Expectations, Importance, and Performance at Fort Worth Zoo
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To examine the suitability of the benefits sought items for a factor
analysis, Bartlett’s test of sphericity (p ’ < .001) and Kaiser’s measure of
sampling adequacy (.885) were examined and found to be acceptable. A
factor analysis with oblique rotation was performed on the benefits sought
items and the items loaded on the six domains shown in Table 5. Three of
the initial eight domains were retained:  family togetherness, escape, and
wildlife enjoyment. The factor analyses suggested that the initial domain of
new people, should be split.  Some items were assigned to the domain of
similar people which suggested this domain should be re-titled companion-
ship. Other items from the original new people domain were redistributed
to the introspection domain where they loaded more saliently, so this was
renamed introspection/new people. Similarly, based on results of the factor
analyses, the two initial domains of learning and teaching/leading others
were merged into a single domain that was termed wildlife appreciation and
learning.

Table 6 shows the rank order of the six benefits visitors sought while
at the Fort Worth Zoo. There were considerable differences in the
importance visitors attached to the six domains. Family togetherness
(M=6.00) ranked as the most important benefit, followed by wildlife
enjoyment (M=5.69), wildlife appreciation and learning (M=5.06). Intro-
spection/New People (M=3.49) ranked as the least important benefit
visitors sought while at the zoo.

Table 5
Results of Factor Analysis with Oblique Rotation of Benefits Sought Items
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Table 6
Rank Order of the Importance of the Benefits Sought Domains*

Discussion

This section first reviews the findings from the analyses of the impor-
tance, expectations and performance items. It then seeks additional insights
that emerge when these findings are interrelated by the use of matrices.
Finally, implications of the social group composition and the paper’s
contribution to the literature are suggested.

The data in Table 3 show that visitors felt wildlife and wildlife
information were the most important domains, while education was rated
as being relatively low in importance. This suggests that while the main
reason visitors came to the zoo was to see the animals; they did not perceive
an educational experience to be a primary concern. The two most important
individual service quality attributes identified by visitors were health of the
animals and access to viewing the animals, both of which were in the wildlife
domain. The latter item emphasizes the importance of large viewing areas
and of being able to easily see animals in natural-like habitats when they are
on exhibition.

The two lowest ranking individual service quality attributes in terms of
importance were the Texas Discovery Show and the quality of the docent
stations, both of which were in the education domain. These low ratings
may suggest that visitors viewed these attributes as structured formal
educational media, while they were seeking an educational and learning
experience that was informal and self-directed. However, these low ratings
could also reflect an unawareness of the show or where the docent stations
were located. If visitors were unaware of these attributes, it is unlikely that
they would rate them as important.

Visitors had the highest expectations for the domains of wildlife and
wildlife information, which were the same domains identified as being most
important. This consistency is intuitively logical because if these features are
considered most important by visitors, their decision to visit the zoo
presumably means they expect these features to be high in quality. Visitors
had the lowest expectations for the domain of comfort amenities, but it was
rated moderately high in terms of importance. This indication that comfort
amenities were important to visitors, but they expected the zoo to perform
poorly in this area, could reflect past experiences at other service facilities
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because public restroom facilities often are not as clean as visitors would like
them to be. These expectations may not necessarily be based on past
experience with the Fort Worth Zoo or zoos in general, but could be based
on previous experiences with all public restrooms.

Visitors rated the domains of overall cleanliness and accessibility, and
wildlife information as performing at the highest level of quality. The
perceived high quality of the overall cleanliness and accessibility domain
meant that visitors felt the zoo was quite clean, visually appealing, and easily
accessible. The domain of wildlife information consisted of signs describing
animals and information about the animals.

Visitors rated the education domain lowest in quality of performance,
which was consistent with its ratings as lowest in importance and next to
lowest in expectations. A restructuring of the education program may
involve reviewing the role and effectiveness of the docent program. Visitors
rated the quality of docent stations (which were an attribute in the
education domain) poorly in terms of importance, expectations, and
performance. Docents provide an opportunity to enhance the experiences
of visitors, as well as to spread positive word of mouth about the zoo
throughout the community. Based on the ratings by visitors, it appears that
the full potential of the docent program is not being fulfilled. The Fort
Worth Zoo might consider such changes as increasing the number of
docents throughout the zoo, moving the docent stations to more heavily
trafficked areas, and increasing docent training. By doing so, the zoo may
improve the experiences of visitors and increase positive word of mouth,
not only among visitors, but also within the community as docents become
stronger advocates for the zoo and its mission.

The matrices in Figures 1A and 1B plot expectations-performance and
importance-performance mean scores showing the domains of service
quality on which the zoo performs well; those which should be improved
on; those to which the zoo may devote too much attention (attributes on
which the visitors felt the zoo performed well, but were of relatively little
importance to them); and those that are relatively low priority items (rated
low in performance, expectations, and importance).

On the expectations-performance matrix (Figure 1A), four domains
fell into the category of “Keep Up The Good Work”: wildlife, wildlife
information, general information, and overall cleanliness and accessibility.
This suggests that visitors had high expectations for these service quality
items and the zoo’s performance was reasonably close to matching those
expectations. These domains represent the core elements of the zoo:  a
variety of healthy animals, information about the animals, and a clean,
pleasant, and easily accessible environment in which people can enjoy the
experience. Fort Worth Zoo is performing relatively well in these critical
core areas. The matrix suggests that while six of the seven domains were
statistically negatively disconfirmed (Table 4), the discrepancy between the
scores may not be sufficiently great to lead to dissatisfaction because no
domains fell into the “Concentrate Efforts Here” quadrant.
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Figure 1A
Expectations-Performance Grid

PERFORMANCE

PERFORMANCE

Figure 1B
Importance-Performance Grid

The matrix in Figure 1A suggests that future efforts could usefully
focus on comfort amenities and education. Although they are shown as
being in the “Low Priority Item” quadrant, they are somewhat arbitrary
categories and in the absence of any items in the “Concentrate Efforts
Here” quadrant, comfort amenities and education may yield most return
for effort invested.    These are features of the zoo that may not contribute
directly to the benefits that visitors seek to derive from their zoo visit, but
could greatly add to their total enjoyment. Even though visitors expect the
quality of service to be low in these domains, it doesn’t mean that it should
be. Visitors’ low expectations for these features may be based on other
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service encounters, because performance on these items has frequently
been poor. Thus, it may not mean that visitors are accepting of low quality
in these areas, even though it is what they expect. If the Fort Worth Zoo
strived to improve performance on these features, then visitors are likely to
be impressed. It may enable their expectations to be positively disconfirmed,
which may help to increase visitors’ perceptions of overall service quality.

The matrix shown in Figure 1B, which plots importance and perfor-
mance scores, reinforces the suggestion that efforts should be made to
improve the comfort amenities since it is the only domain located in the
“Concentrate Efforts Here” quadrant. The attributes that comprise this
domain are availability of drinking fountains, availability of restrooms,
cleanliness of restrooms and places to rest. Visitors rated these features as
being high in importance to them, but rated the zoos’ performance on these
features as being relatively low. While these features do not directly
influence the benefits sought from a zoo experience, they can detract from
the overall experience if they are poor quality.  These features also have the
ability to make the zoo distinctive by providing high-quality amenities
which are frequently poor quality at other recreational contexts.

Although the performance score on education is relatively low, visitors
regard it as being substantially less important than the other domains, so
from their perspective it emerges as a low priority item. This creates a
conundrum for the Fort Worth Zoo since its mission statement includes the
following phrase:  “[It] will pursue excellence by providing education and
conservation programs designed to foster an appreciation of and respect for
the dignity and intrinsic value of the world’s biodiversity.”  Clearly, there
is a disconnect between the zoo’s mission and the priorities of the visitors
whom it attracts. The challenge for the zoo would appear to be to develop
new, additional techniques for conveying educational material to visitors
that are entertaining and that facilitate the benefits of family togetherness
and wildlife enjoyment that are the most important benefits that visitors
seek (Table 6).

This study found that 80% of visitors came to the zoo in groups
containing children, which is consistent with findings reported by others
(Cheek et al., 1976; Holzer et al., 1998; Martin & O’Reilly, 1989; Milan
& Wourms, 1992;  Rosenfeld & Terkel, 1982; Turley, 2001). This likely
accounts for family togetherness being seen by visitors as the most
important benefit domain and the challenge for zoo managers is to provide
opportunities to facilitate social interaction and family bonding. Cheek et
al. (1976), Rosenfeld and Terkel (1982), Holzer et al. (1998), Turley
(2001) and Morgan and Hodgkinson (1999) all suggested that parents
often use animals to promote social interactions between themselves and
their children, so the zoo should be prominently positioned to facilitate
such interaction.

Visitors are visiting in family groups, seeking bonding time, and an
enjoyable experience involving learning about and watching the animals, so
the challenge for the zoo’s managers is to create an atmosphere and
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environment that fosters realization of these benefits for visitors. People are
generally not coming to the zoo for escape, introspection or to meet new
people (Table 6). They are coming for social interaction and an enjoyable
experience interacting with wildlife.

Zoos are facing increased competition from private sector animal
theme parks such as Walt Disney’s Wild Animal Kingdom and Busch
Gardens, which stress entertainment as their primary focus. One of the
limitations of this study was that entertainment was not included among the
benefits sought domains, so no measure of its importance relative to the
other domains is available. The entertainment emphasis of commercial
theme parks that incorporate animals may be a threat to zoos, whose
missions place their primary focus on conservation and education rather
than recreation and entertainment.  In order for zoos to thrive, more
emphasis is likely to be needed on integrating the education role into the
task of entertaining and captivating visitors, and facilitating socialization
among them. This point is made by Turley (2001) who states the challenge
is to fuse fun and education and that zoos “are increasingly attempting to
make education fun, utilizing interactive methods to encourage participa-
tion, investigation, and knowledge gain. This, in light of the demands of
today’s expectant visitors, is necessary in order to avoid the otherwise
passive experience that zoos offer” (p. 14).

To the best of our knowledge this study is the first to have reported
measures of service quality in the context of a zoological park. A key role
of these types of studies is that they provide organizations with a basis
against which to benchmark their performance. This benchmarking can
take three forms. First, it measures the zoo’s performance against what
visitors expect and what is important to them. This offers guidance for
managerial actions to be taken to strengthen the quality of the offering and,
hence, visitor satisfaction. Second, if similar studies were replicated at other
zoos, it would provide an external source of benchmarking enabling the
Fort Worth Zoo to compare its strengths and weaknesses against peer
organizations. Third, periodic replication of this type of study using
probability samples would enable the impact of managerial actions on
service quality to be monitored over time.
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