
The elusive formula: managing consumer expectations to meet budgets and 
guidelines 
 
Emeritus Professor Sandra Capra 
 
The aim of this paper is to explore the meaning of consumer 
expectation in the context of aged and community services and to 
relate expectation to economic theory and service delivery guidelines.  
The example used to develop the theory is the provision of 
foodservices.  Foodservice has been selected because in community 
services, it is often thought of as a “hotel” service rather than a critical 
component of health care.  The move toward a “user pay” system, 
expected to increase as the population ages also poses challenges in 
terms of providing appropriate food within budgetary constraints in a 
climate of increased consumer demand and awareness. 
 
The majority of recent service quality research has its foundations in expectancy-
disconfirmation theory, which defines perceived service quality as the difference between the 
actual service performance and expectations. This theory is somewhat limiting, not only 
because it does not classify expectations but because it is unable to definitely anticipate 
expectation, but relies on  detecting dissatisfaction and then trying to rectify this later.  
 
Food is a unique dimension, and research indicates it has a major influence over expectations 
and perceptions of quality within healthcare systems. A challenging issue is the differences 
between groups of clients according to context, for example publicly versus privately funded. 
 
In the future, foodservice is likely to move toward customisation, as this can deliver higher 
levels of satisfaction as well as improved health outcomes.  We know that older people tend 
to be happier with foodservices than younger people. This may be 
as a result of lower education levels or the provision of “socially 
desirable” responses, but is likely to change.  Those mature adults 
of today who will become the elders of tomorrow are not expected 
to hold these same views and so foodservice will have to change in 
response.  
 
So the elusive formula that we need to find is that balance between 
anticipating desired standards, anticipating expectations as to 
charges and fees and willingness to pay, and meeting quality guidelines for nutrition and food 
safety  in a dynamic and turbulent environment. It is not good enough to use “in house” 
evaluation tools that may not be valid, and it will not be acceptable to assess satisfaction by 
yes/no answers, as these have been shown to be inaccurate and unable to detect the nuances of 
satisfaction.  But it will also not be possible to remain using the expectancy-disconfirmation 
theory as this is reactive.  It measures a difference after the event rather than forecasting and 
predicting future events. Research by our group has led to the development of a valid tool 
using this theoretical base  but new research is underway to explore what our consumers mean 
by quality in foodservice, whether there are variations according to age and education, or 
location, what relatives of persons entering the community service system want and what 
these consumer groups are prepared to pay in order to have these needs met.  
 

 

 



We need to learn from economic theory to explore issues 
such as the price service nexus.  What will people pay for 
foodservice before it is deemed too expensive?  Will services 
be able to be reconceptualised as  a series of services where 
the basic service provides a minimum nutritional service but 
of plainer foods with fewer choices, while those prepared to 
pay more received additional value added extras? To reach 
this position, foodservice must move from its traditional 
position as a “cinderella” of  health research.  Foodservice 
companies must invest in research that not only has the 
potential to benefit their business but will contribute to our 
understanding of the issues.  Partnerships will be important 
to achieve common goals.  This then is the elusive formula: 
correctly differentiated markets based on demographic 
profiles delivering nutritious and safe food for which 
informed consumers pay their true cost. 
 
Emeritus Professor Sandra Capra AM PhD APD 
BSc (Hons), Dip Nutr&Diet, MSocSc, PhD 
Chairperson, Nutrition & Catering Institute 
s.capra@uq.edu.au 

 
 
References 
Appleton, J., Askew, D., Banks, M., Bauer, J., Capra, S., Ferguson, M., McNamara, J., Patterson, C. (1996).  
Best Practice in Nutrition and Dietetics Research, Brisbane, Australia: Centre for Public Health Research, QUT.  
 
Dube, L., Trudeau, E. & Belanger, M.C.  (1994). Determining the complexity of patient satisfaction with food 
services.  J Amer Diet Assoc.  94(4): 394-98. 
 
Johns, N. & Howard, A. (1998).  Customer expectations versus perceptions of service performance in the 
foodservice industry.  Internat J Service Industry Mgmt 9(3): 248-265. 
 
O’Hara, P.A, Harper, D.W, Kangas, M, Dubeau, J, Borsutzky, C, Lemire, N. (1997). Taste, temperature & 
presentation predict satisfaction with foodservices in a Canadian continuing-care hospital J Amer Diet Assoc, 97: 
401-405. 
 
Staniszewska, S. & Ahmed, L.  (1999).  The concepts of expectation and satisfaction: do they capture the way 
patients evaluate their care?  J Adv Nurs 29(2): 364-372. 
 
Shelton P. Measuring and Improving Patient Satisfaction Aspen Publishers Gaithersburg, Maryland 2000. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 

mailto:s.capra@uq.edu.au

	Emeritus Professor Sandra Capra

