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Abstract

Online food delivery (OFD) is a recent boom in service delivery
that is gaining market dominance. In the event of a COVID-19
pandemic, many businesses were forced to close in order to
contain the spread of the virus. Movement of control and safety
precautions have made it impossible for consumers to dine out
and socialise with their friends and family members. As such,
many food service businesses have looked into alternative ways to
sustain their businesses by participating as a restaurant provider
in numerous OFD applications in Malaysia. OFD applications can
assist the restaurant and catering industries by allowing customers
to order food from the comfort of their own homes. Despite the
exponential growth of this industry, customer satisfaction towards
OFD was not well understood especially during the pandemic.
This paper aims to look into the key factors that influence
university student customer satisfaction in OFD. Importantly, this
conceptual paper will discuss some key satisfaction factors such
as food quality, perceived price, service quality and mobile

application user experience that contributes to
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customer satisfaction towards OFD in Malaysia through the
application of Social Exchange Theory (SET). The paper hopes
to provide insight into the growth of the OFD business in
Malaysia. Thus, the paper will examine the previous literature on
the factors and provide a research framework for future empirical

research.

Keywords: Online Food Delivery, Food Quality, Perceived Price,
Service Quality, Mobile Application User Experience, Social

Exchange Theory, Customer Satisfaction.

1. Introduction

New coronavirus (COVID-19) has emerged as a critical
global pandemic threat. Originating from Wuhan, China, the
COVID-19 virus spread has caused death all round the world,
leading to the declaration as a pandemic outbreak (World Health
Organisation (WHO), 2020). As a result, governments around the
world have enacted strict lockdown measures in an effort to
contain the spread of the virus. The lockdown has had a great
effect on the catering and restaurant industry, as well as other
businesses. Small restaurants and businesses are negatively
impacted by the Covid-19 outbreak and lockdown, both during
the outbreak and in the aftermath. As a result of COVID-19,
several small restaurants and businesses have been forced to close
for the time being. As such, food delivery services have been
acclaimed as a great alternative for many restaurants to continue
operating during this pandemic. According to Yusra (2019), there

are two types of OFD services, which is run by individual retailers
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and companies that act as intermediaries between restaurants and
customers. This study will focus on the intermediaries, also
known as OFD platforms such as Foodpanda, GrabFood,
Gemspot, AirAsia Food, EASI, GemSpot and many more, which

is available by state coverage.

The OFD service is a recent trend in Malaysia's food and
beverage industry. OFD had become the new eating out and not
just for takeaways. Although OFD was initially adopted by
businesses as an opportunity to grow their business, it is now seen
as a critical necessity by the restaurant and foodservice industries
in the midst of the pandemic. In the development of technology,
OFD services have emerged as one of the most critical
components of consumers’ daily lives. As such, restaurants and
food business owners have plenty of choices to participate as a
restaurant provider in varieties of OFD platforms available in
Malaysia. With the expansion of mobile technology and the
Internet, consumers are more willing to use OFD services due to
the sheer convenience of accessing them on their smartphones and
devices such as computers and tablets. Similar to online shopping,
the rise in OFD food orders is mainly due to its time- saving
benefit, which greatly encourages their daily consumption of
meals and snacks without much effort and ability to be delivered

as and when required (Yeo et al., 2017).

This is especially evident for students who are living by
themselves during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the
movement control order and social distancing protocols,

movements of the consumer are restricted thus increasing demand
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for food deliveries. Apart from that, restaurants that cannot meet
safety standards will be forced to close due to widespread social
restrictions. However, even though restaurants already follow the
proper social distance rules, wearing protective gear, proper
hygiene and contactless payment (The Star, 2020), employees or
takeout patrons can still be infected. For reasons of safety and
hygiene, contactless delivery is a good solution to minimize the
spread of the virus. The OFD appears to be the best bet for the
consumers as they can now enjoy their food at home, likewise for

restaurant business owners to stay resilient during tough times.

OFD are the most efficient way to lure their primary target
audiences, which are students and young bachelors. These target
markets are considered the most profitable target for food
businesses (See-Kwong et al., 2017). The pandemic has also
caused a shift in the consumption habits of consumers. Due to
work from home (WFH) and learn from home (LFH) activities,
many people turn to OFD services for quick and convenient meals
after a long exhausting day at home. OFD services alleviate the
burden of planning meals and time spent, regardless they are
preparing them themselves or purchasing take-outs from the
restaurants. According to Statista Market Forecast (2020), it is
estimated that Malaysia's OFD market is worth US$192 million.

It was reported that almost 6.2 million consumers have
been engaging with OFD during the pandemic (Statista Market
Forecast, 2020). Although the number appears promising and
overwhelming, some customers were reported tobe having bad

experiences in terms of food quality, long delivery time, wrong
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deliveries and even difficulties with purchasing through apps
(News Strait Times, 2020). Especially, the relevant factors that
shape the satisfaction of consumers toward OFD remain scant in
the existing literature. Suhartanto et al. (2019) found that there are
only a few studies that investigate the OFD satisfaction aspects.
Furthermore, there are only a few studies in Malaysia on OFD

services as reported by Chai and Yat (2019).

Hence, the objective of this conceptual paper is to create
a comprehensive model that examines the relationships between
multiple variables (food quality, perceived price, service quality
and mobile app user experience) and will be further analysed to
explain the customer satisfaction towards OFD among university
students in Klang Valley, Malaysia. For this purpose, the paper
concludes with the urgent need for an empirical study to
investigate how these variables influence the satisfaction towards

OFD.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Social Exchange Theory (SET)

The social exchange theory (SET) which emerged in late
1950s has helped to collectively merge sociological, economic,
and psychological perspectives, advancing research on human
behaviour. SET plays as a starting point for determining the
complexity of the social structure and in analysing human
behaviour (Homans, 1958). The theory was further analysed by

many researchers in different context such as consumer haviour,
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organizational support, human development and many more

(Blau, 1964; Homans, 1958).

Individuals are motivated to engage in social exchange by
the anticipated benefits they will receive from other parties (Blau,
1964). When people are in good relationships, they act in ways
that benefit their exchange partner such as their service provider
and gives back some benefit in return (Yoon & Lawler, 2005).
The benefits that are countered can form the basis of monetary

compensation or social benefits such as customer satisfaction.

In applying the SET to the current research, customers and
OFD service providers may be subjected to the same context.
Customers are more likely satisfied if they have a positive
experience from the service received from the OFD service

provider.

2.2 Food Quality

According to Suhartanto et al., (2019), the food quality in
restaurants is linked to the level of the food that meets the needs
of the customers. Similarly, it is also applicable for OFD as the
meals are directly delivered from the chosen restaurant. Customer
satisfaction can be achieved if the food served in restaurants is of
the highest quality (Rozekhi et al., 2016). Past studies have shown
that food quality has a significant impact on customer satisfaction

and purchase behaviours (Abdullah et al., 2018).

Various food quality qualities have been explored in past
research because of the importance of high-quality food in the

restaurant industry. Typically, food quality encompasses a wide
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range of indicators, such as the presentation, taste, variety,
nutritional value, food temperature and freshness of the food.
According to Liu and Hung (2017), food quality is also measured
by the choices of menu and the food portion. The online food
quality is also evaluated by these indicators together with the

packaging of the food item.

As more customers become food-savvy, the quality of food
served in restaurants has gained much importance (Cortese, 2003).
Especially, the taste is regarded as a critical component in
evaluating food experience, which influences customer
satisfaction (Kivela et al., 1999). Similarly, consumers’ concerns
about the healthiness of the food they ordered have a significant
impact on their expectations and their choice of a restaurant (Choi,
2010). This becomes increasingly apparent amid a pandemic.
Customers are more concerned about their health, and as a result,
the availability of nutritious food items has become increasingly
important as one of the essential requirements of meals

satisfaction (Sulek & Hensley, 2004).

It is crucial to have different food alternatives available in
order to provide a healthy nutritional value for a meal. According
to Mohalijah et al., (2014), varieties of food choices play an
important role in determining how satisfied and how satiated
customers are with their meals. It was also said that menu variety
1s an important attribute that customers search for when picking
restaurants (Namkung & Jang, 2007). In OFD, the presentation of
the food is closely related to the packaging of the food ordered.

Presentation is the art of arranging food on a plate so that the
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customer's perception of quality is fulfilled (Namkung & Jang,
2007). It was said that the presentation of food is an important
aspect in determining consumer satisfaction. As such, the
packaging of the food item should be presented in a manner where
it attracts the customer. According to Dainelli et al., (2008), the
implementation of active packaging can boost food quality
assurance among OFD consumers. Similarly, the freshness and
temperature of the food are linked with the delivery time. Even
though the food is prepared by the restaurant, the delivery quality

influences the freshness of the food ordered.

2.2 Perceived Price

Prices are typically defined as the amount paid or
compensated by the buyer to the seller in exchange for the transfer
of goods or the provision of services (Zeithaml, 1988). On the
other hand, according to Bolton (2003), perceived price is a
customer's perception of a transaction and its outcome being
unbiased, acceptable, and reasonable. Therefore, a customer's
perception of price fairness has a direct impact on his or her
perceived value and satisfaction. A positive perception of
perceived price fairness will lead to positive responses and
behavior, and vice versa for a negative perception (Mandira,

Suliyanto & Nawarini, 2018).

According to Arlanda and Suroso (2018), consumers will
be satisfied as long as the food and drink are reasonably priced.
Similarly, many other concerns can be set aside as long as the
price is within their budget and the quality they require is being

met. Consumers constantly compare different brands before or
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after purchasing to make better judgments about perceived value
and posit their satisfaction level. Therefore, customers are more
likely to be satisfied when the price of the food is kept in line with
its quality.

As a rule, the higher the price, the more likely the
customer is to be satisfied with the product. Dastane and Fazlin
(2017) conducted research on Malaysian fast food and found that
customers are more likely to return to a business if its prices are
in line with the quality of its products. There are numerous
advantages of using an OFD service in terms of price, especially
the variety of payment options that offer cashback and discounts,
price off, free delivery and cashback and reward programs within

the food delivery platform.

Perceived price has been widely accepted as an important
determinant of customers' post-purchase behaviours, but little
empirical research has examined the impact of perceived price on
consumer behaviour in the service industry. Especially in the
wake of the pandemic, many consumers are badly affected by the
extended period of lockdowns causing them to be cautious with
their monetary resources. This 1is particularly evident for
university students who rely on their parents to support their day-

to-day expenses.

2.4  Service Quality
One of the important factors in determining customer
satisfaction during online food ordering is the reliability and

quality of the service providers. According to Parasuraman,
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Zeithaml and Berry (1994), customers' expectations of service
quality can be measured by contrasting their expectations with
actual experiences obtaining the service. The idea of service
quality can be measured from the perspective of a company's
image, the usefulnessof the service experience, and the technical

quality of the output (Groonroos, 1982).

Service quality model SERVQUAL was developed by
Parasuraman et al. (1988), where service quality has been
described using five dimensions namely tangibles, reliability,
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. However, not all
research that adopted SERVQUAL make use of the exact same
dimensions and have been modified by different authors. Yet,
some researchers opined that SERVQUAL is one of the most
effective and reliable methods for assessing service quality (Hui
and Zheng, 2010). In the study of OFD, dimensions such as
delivery fulfilment, customer service, promotion and payment
method are identified as the service offered by the food delivery
service provider. Consumer satisfaction is heavily influenced by

the quality of the service providers.

Service providers rely heavily on dedication in fulfilling
orders, which in turn increases the level of customer satisfaction.
Order fulfilment also refers to all the activities involved taken
from the moment an online purchase is made, dispatched, shipped,
and delivered to the address given by consumers (Lummus et al.,
2003). In OFD, delivery time has a significant impact on customer

satisfaction and retention (Kedah et al., 2015). Regardless of the
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weather or road conditions, customers will be dissatisfied if a
delivery is delayed than the stipulated time. Similarly, Dholakia
and Zhao (2010) discovered that time has a significant impact on
the relationship between customer satisfaction and the attributes
of an online store. Consequently, on-time delivery has a big
impact on customer satisfaction and loyalty in the OFD company

(Kedah et al., 2015).

Posselt and Gerstner (2005) propose that the sequence of
service encounters by consumers influences their customer
satisfaction. It was stated that customer commitment would
improve if the merchant responded quickly and effectively to
service problems, such as refunds and cancellations, in a manner
that was pleasant and courteous (Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2001).
According to Suleyman (2010), customer service quality has a
significant impact on overall customer satisfaction. Similarly,
customers might also be influenced by sales and discount
activities provided by the service provider to increase their
purchases, which leads to purchase intention. Past researchers had
found that promotions can keep customers loyal by increasing
their level of satisfaction, trust, and dedication (Bagla & Khan,

2017).

Promotional offers, unique discounts, free delivery and
cashback encourages customers who purchase with them
frequently and subsequently have a significant impact on
consumer satisfaction (Alipour et al., 2018). In terms of payment
convenience, customers should be able to pay for their food orders

using their preferred method. Ariff et al. (2014) mentioned
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that majority of consumers prefer an alternative method to make
payments such as cash on delivery and FPX transfers as an
alternative to credit cards and debit cards. A variety of payment
methods had emerged in recent times such as e-wallet payments,
which further improve payment convenience. To boost customer
satisfaction, it is crucial for online retailers to offer payment

process that is convenient for customers (Grace & Chia, 2009).

2.5 Mobile App User Experience

Customer satisfaction is directly correlated to the quality
of an application's user experience. Companies must stand strong
in learning about the needs of their clients and put their full effort
into exceeding those needs. As such, maintaining a quality app is
essential for the service provider’s long-term viability and growth.
In the context of OFD, a consumers’ user experience can be
evaluated through factors such as information quality,

functionality, location accuracy and security.

DeLone & McLean (2014) define information quality as
e-commerce content licensing. Customers and suppliers who
make online purchases need content that is tailored to their
specific needs, complete, consistent, easy to understand, safe, and
responsive to the needs of the official community. Information
quality is crucial in an online food ordering system as it develops
a positive impact on consumer engagement (Tarute et al., 2017).
It was also supported by Kennedy-Eden and Gretzel (2012) citing
that utilization of mobile applications is made possible to a big
extent due to the availability of current and accurate information

about a company's products and services. Customers will be
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satisfied and make better purchasing decisions when they have
access to more detailed information about the product (Park &
Kim, 2003). Location accuracy, augmented reality and real-time
mobile commerce are among the most important aspects of
mobile app usability (Nickerson et al., 2009). Trust satisfaction,
and trustworthiness of the system are all influenced by cultural
and design aspects including information design, navigation
design, and visual design (Cyr, 2008). Similarly, location
accuracy plays an important role in customer satisfaction. As
customers gain access to the restaurant providers using location-
based services, it is crucial that the exact location can be detected

for restaurant selection and delivery.

In the past, many studies are done to explore the
importance of protecting security and privacy (Poon, 2008). In
fact, mobile commerce has been plagued by concerns over the
privacy of user data. According to Dai and Chen (2015),
situational privacy issues are also raised among consumers as
smartphones are enabled to acquire and store personal data from
users even when the customer is not on the app. Christian and
France (2005) had found that security has a strong influence on

customer online satisfaction.

2.6 Customer Satisfaction

One of the most important factors in the long-term success
of businesses is the ability to keep the customer satisfied
(Zeithaml et al., 1996). According to Brunero and Lamont (2009),
satisfaction can be defined as meeting the customer's needs and

expectations and a measure of how satisfied customers are with
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the products and services they receive. An individual's subjective
experience of satisfaction or dissatisfaction results from their own

unique perception and emotional response.

Similarly, Zhong and Moon (2020) opined that the
likelihood of retaining an existing customer increase in direct
proportion to how satisfied they are with the goods or services
they received. Satisfied customers are more likely to repurchase
the same product or service, and become long-term customers,
and actively recommend them to others (Bennett & Rundle
Thiele, 2004). As a result, a company's competitive edge and

profitability are both dependent on satisfied customers.

Past researchers have indicated that customer satisfaction
towards OFD is greatly influenced by a wide range of factors,
including food quality, customer service, information quality,
payment method, and price (Kedah et al., 2015). Similarly, even
though mobile commerce has been around for some time, the
research into customer satisfaction with mobile commerce is still

very limited (Dinesh, 2019).

3 Proposed Conceptual Framework

Based on the above discussion, factors such as food
quality, perceived price, service quality and mobile app user
experience have an influence on OFD customer satisfaction. By
underpinning the SET theory, it is established that these variables
play an important role in influencing consumer satisfaction

(Figure 1).
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H1

Food Quality
Perceived Price |12
| Customer Satisfaction
Service Quality 13 towards OFD

Mobile App User |H4
Experience

Figure 1: Proposed conceptual framework

4. Conclusion and Future Research Direction

This conceptual analysis on OFD service shows that
factors such as food quality, perceived price, service quality and
mobile app user experience have an influence on-OFD customer
satisfaction. Hence, a proposed study among how the satisfaction
among university students during the COVID-19 pandemic will
be interesting and useful. Empirical research using quantitative
analysis 1s proposed for primary data collection through
questionnaire from a pool of university students in Klang Valley

Malaysia.

The findings will also contribute to the body of literature
by providing insight into the key factors of OFD consumer
satisfaction during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as food quality,
perceived price, service quality deduced from SERVQUAL
dimensions, and mobile app user experience. The proposed
research will also obtain a greater understanding of OFD during

pandemic and the changing trends in consumer behaviour.
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The findings of this study will be useful to OFD
companies and restaurant owners in developing countries who are
looking for strategies to generate sales and gain long-term
business growth in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. In light
of the pandemic, it can be seen that consumer behaviour trends
are shifting, and OFD is no longer an option, instead, it is a
feasible source for consumption that will lead to long-term

business success.

Furthermore, the findings of the study may serve as
guideline for new businesses looking to expand their reach
through OFD platforms. An empirical study is required to fully
comprehend the key factors of OFD consumer satisfaction during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings could help researchers
learn more about the factors that influence OFD consumer

satisfaction during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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