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Abstract 

Purpose –  The aim of this paper is to create an understanding of what types 

of initial contacts exist within the service encounter and their functions for the 

interaction.  

 

Design/methodology/approach – To study the initial contact between the 

employee and the customer, we have used a qualitative approach where 

observations were the data collecting method. The observations have been 

conducted in Karlstad at 22 different locations, which generated a total of 83 

observations. These observations were analyzed and generated concepts and 

categories, that were incorporated into themes.   

 

Findings – The research showed five types of initial contacts could be 

identified along with their functions. The types identified are the time effective, the 

improvised, the committed, the observant and the strategic positioning. 

 

Originality/value – By narrowing the interaction to the first moment, this 

paper contributes knowledge about the initial contact which will facilitate 

frontline employees work in the face-to-face interaction with customers.  

 

Research limitation/implications for future research – The study is 

conducted in Karlstad. Depending on which kind of industry examined and 

contextual factors, variations in the result may occur. The findings could differ 

if cultural perspectives were considered, which could be something to include 

in future research. Only the face-to-face interaction is examined. This creates 

opportunities for future research to extend this study by, for instance, 

investigate the initial contact over internet or phone.  

 

Keywords Service encounter, initial contact, interaction, frontline employee, 

verbal and nonverbal communication, improvisation, personalization 
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1. Introduction 
  

1.1 Problem discussion 

The meaning of a good first impression is more than just a short duration of 

success, since it can set the standard for the rest of the interaction. In a business 

context, this can be crucial when attracting customers. A lasting impression of 

others will be determined within the first few seconds of an interaction between 

individuals, based on what initially can be felt and observed (Kar & Kar 2017), 

that is, our perceptions of other people are drawn from facial appearance and a 

minimal amount of information and time (Willis & Todorov 2006). 

Improvisation, personalization and communication skills, verbal and nonverbal, 

both intentional and unconscious, within the very first moment of an interaction 

can be believed to have an impact on how we are interpreted and judged as a 

person. Hence, the first moment will determine how we experience the rest of 

the interaction with another person. Previous research has examined incidents 

and behaviors causing satisfactory and unsatisfactory service encounters (Bitner 

et al. 1990; Bitner et al. 1994). Except for customer opinions, insufficient 

attention has yet been focused on what really happens in the service encounter 

at micro-level (Echeverri & Salomonson 2017). Previous studies have focused 

on the complete interaction, and we argue studying the initial contact between 

the frontline employee and the customer will facilitate frontline employees in 

their everyday work and help them make a good first impression when having 

customer contact, since it will determine how the rest of the interaction will 

evolve. Like a 100-meter sprint, if you struggle in the beginning, you will most 

likely find it difficult to be successful during the rest of the race. Moreover, as 

Hsiao (2009) explains customers shopping opportunities have changed due to 

the possibility to shop online, alongside physical stores, we argue examining the 

first moment in a physical encounter will make the brick and mortar companies 

competitive.  

Echeverri and Skålén (2011) mention greeting as one of the practices identified 

in their study of provider-customer interactions within public transport services. 

They limit this phase of the interaction to the moment where the employee and 

the customer approach each other using verbal and nonverbal communication, 

which possibly could be seen as a first contact. Further, Echeverri and 

Salomonson (2017) have examined the interaction between the employee and 

the customer within mobility services for individuals with physical disabilities. 

They have divided the physical encounter into different sections by using turn-
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taking theory and exemplify the initial contact as when the employee encounters 

the customer and shows their presence asking for useful information, which in 

turn is responded to by the customer with a verbal or nonverbal reply. However, 

we argue the initial contact should be considered in its context and therefore is 

not fully covered by those explanations. Therefore, it is necessary to consider 

what an initial contact is and how they differ from each other within the service 

encounter. Given the importance of the first impression, neither Echeverri and 

Skålén (2011) nor Echeverri and Salomonson (2017) have investigated the initial 

contact on a deeper level. That is, previous research has yet not concluded what 

types of initial contacts exist within the physical service encounter and their 

significance for the interaction. Meaning, beyond judgments of photographs 

and vocal recordings, the first moment of a service encounter between the 

employee and the customer has not been studied in practice, in its natural 

environment.   

We have limited the initial contact within the interaction from the moment the 

frontline employee and the customer initiate a verbal or non-verbal (or a 

combination of them) face-to-face interaction where the frontline employee 

recognizes the customer, until the frontline employee starts to solve a problem 

or leaves the customer to continue their visit. For instance, in an interaction in 

a retail store, it can be the moment from when the customer says “Hi, how much 

does this cost?” and shows the wanted item, while the employee answers “I will 

look it up”, until the employee starts searching for the requested item. By 

searching for the item, the problem-solving phase starts and the initial contact 

ends. This definition can differ in content and time, depending on contextual 

and situational factors. In practice, the issue is to create an understanding of 

how frontline employees could initially interact with customers using different 

approaches, by considering the importance of the first impression within the 

service encounter. Moreover, because frontline employees are the ones with 

direct customer contact, it could make them the most valuable asset for 

companies in some sectors (Lai et al. 2014) and therefore knowledge about how 

to make a good first impression is important to them. 

The aim of this paper is to create an understanding of what types of initial 

contacts exist within the service encounter and their functions for the 

interaction. A theoretical motive for conducting this study is the notion of the 

importance of the service encounter in existing research, since the moment 

where the frontline employee and the customer interact is important when it 

comes to affect the customer’s perception of quality (Bitner et al. 1990; Brown 
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et al. 1994; Chandon et al. 1997; Nickson et al. 2005; Jain et al. 2009) creating 

an overall customer experience (Lloyd & Luk 2011) and is an evidence of the 

service for the customer (Bitner et al. 1994; Echeverri 2000). In addition, both 

the service firm and the customer have an interest in the service encounter 

(Chandon et al. 1997) and the employee may also be affected by service 

encounters as it can influence the employee’s job satisfaction, motivation and 

performance (Lewis & Entwistle 1990). The paper takes a business perspective 

since the initial contact affects the interaction and can, therefore, have an impact 

on sales and profitability. This paper adds to the service encounter literature by 

highlighting initial contacts, the time effective, the improvised, the committed, the observant 

and strategic positioning. Furthermore, this paper contributes practical 

understanding that can be used by managers to educate the frontline employees 

on how to initially interact with the customer. To bring clarity in what types of 

initial contacts exist within the service encounter and their functions, an 

empirical study based on hidden observations of human interaction within 

different industries is conducted.  

1.2 Limitations 

The service encounter can take place both face-to-face or without any physical 

contact at all (Bitner et al. 2000). However, in this study, we will focus entirely 

on the initial contact in the face-to-face encounter between the frontline 

employee and the customer without considering any environmental factors. To 

clarify, we suggest the interaction between the frontline employee and the 

customer can be divided into different parts, where we will concentrate on the 

first part of the interaction. The focus is on how the employee behaves and acts, 

since the knowledge contained herein is relevant for an employee. See section 

3.2 for a more detailed description of the studied phenomena. We have limited 

our data collection to interactions within three different industries (retailers, 

hospitality and transportation) in the Karlstad region. 

1.3 Structure 

The paper will be organized as follows. First, we present an overview of 

previous research, where we have defined and examined the service encounter, 

the first impression, verbal and nonverbal communication, improvisation and 

personalization. Secondly, we present a methodological part where we describe 

the papers design, our role as researchers, data collection, data analysis, the 

studies credibility and source criticism. Third, five types of initial contacts are 

presented along with their functions, which are the results of this study. Finally, 
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the results are discussed and analyzed and the key findings are highlighted. 

Suggestions for future research are also mentioned.  
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2. Literature review 

The reviewed literature enables us to execute the research and analyze the 

results. By recognizing these theories, it brings further understanding in how an 

initial contact within the service encounter could be interpreted. 

2.1 Service encounter 

In prior research, the service encounter is a well-studied phenomenon. The 

service encounter, also referred to as the moment of truth (Echeverri 2000), is 

described as ’role performances’, which is a way to guide the participants’ 

behavior in the interaction (Solomon et al. 1985). Echeverri (2000) states service 

encounter is different than a regular interaction due to its characteristics. In the 

same way, Solomon et al. (1985) explain the interaction characteristics of a 

service encounter as purposive and task oriented. This distinguishes it from a 

regular interaction, defined by The Oxford Dictionaries (2018) as 

“communication or direct involvement with someone or something”. 

Surprenant and Solomon (1987 p.87) define the service encounter as “the dyadic 

interaction between a customer and a service provider”. Lloyd and Luk (2011) 

take a similar approach when describing the term service encounter, where they 

declare in their research of which interaction behaviors lead to comfort in the 

service encounter that “the term service encounter is widely used to indicate the 

existence of a contact situation between the customer and the service provider” 

(ibid p.177). However, the service encounter does not necessarily mean solely 

face-to-face contact, since the interaction can also occur without physical 

contact (Bitner et al. 2000) and service personnel can use physical equipment to 

communicate (Echeverri 2000). 

It is believed the service encounter influences perceived service quality (Bitner 

et al. 1990; Brown et al. 1994; Chandon et al. 1997; Nickson et al. 2005; Jain et 

al. 2009). Seeing the encounter as one of the cornerstones of creating service 

quality, companies should be interested in highlighting the encounter education 

for employees. Chandon et al. (1997) have examined service encounter 

dimensions and their conclusion is that the customer values a competent, 

dedicated and attentive employee when evaluating encounter quality. In contrast 

to exploring service encounter dimensions, Bitner et al. (1990) have explored 

specific events and behaviors leading to satisfaction and dissatisfaction from the 

customer's point of view. They found three groups of employee-related 

behaviors to be the underpinning elements of satisfaction and dissatisfaction, 

which are employees’ response to service delivery system failures, employees’ response to 
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customer needs and requests and unprompted and unsolicited employee actions. Further, an 

extended study on satisfaction and dissatisfaction sources within the service 

encounter has been executed by Bitner et al. (1994) where they assessed the 

employee’s thoughts. Similar to the research by Bitner et al. (1990), they found 

the same three groups when asking employees, but could also add another 

group, problem customers. The service encounter has also been examined by 

identifying turn-taking patterns and activities to find mechanisms behind the 

value co-creation process (Echeverri & Salomonson 2017).  

Echeverri and Skålén (2011) have identified greeting as one practice when 

studying employee-customer interactions, which is the moment the employee 

and the customer interact verbally and nonverbally. Moreover, Echeverri and 

Salomonson (2017) have divided the interaction between the employee and the 

customer into different sections when investigating mobility services. Both 

studies could be interpreted as attempts to distinguish the initial contact from 

the rest of the interaction. Within these attempts, contextual factors should be 

considered since an interaction can differ from one situation to another.  

However, previous research regarding the service encounter have one thing in 

common, it has been executed without, or only slightly, focusing on the initial 

contact and how it functions. This raises issues regarding the importance of the 

initial moment of the interaction and how it functions and affects behaviors, 

since it is believed the first seconds create lasting impressions. Further, a mistake 

while interacting during the service encounter, even if just a small one, will affect 

the whole service experience (Echeverri & Salomonson 2017) and therefore 

having the knowledge about how quickly people judge and create an impression 

of others could be an important component for the frontline employee to 

consider when physically interacting with the customer. Nevertheless, Echeverri 

(2000) argues previous service encounter research has focused too much on 

general theoretical explanations, where the scope of many concepts is not 

narrow enough or elaborated how to execute them in practice. 

2.2 The first impression 

The first impression has been a well-examined topic in previous research when 

it comes to judging people by facial, physical and vocal appearance based on 

pictures and recordings, in attempts to clarify its importance. However, these 

studies have not focused on impressions within the actual service encounter, 

that is, in its natural environment. People use little information to draw a 

conclusion about another human being. In the service encounter, the first 



12 

impression could affect the employee-customer interaction. Kar and Kar (2017) 

mention the first seconds as crucial when interacting with someone because it 

is at that moment we make judgments about each other. These first seconds 

create an impression based on visible cues such as body language and what can 

be felt in the moment. However, it is important for the frontline employee to 

understand the impact of the first few seconds because when interacting with 

the customer it could make or break a deal or even determine whether the 

employee gets a chance to discuss a potential deal. In addition, other researchers 

take it even further and have studied the first impression more in detail, and 

describe the time we must make a good first impression, based on facial 

appearance, is much shorter than just a few seconds. That is, when being visually 

exposed to a face, people make judgments of personalities, and it is proved to 

be enough with 39 ms to create a lasting first impression (Bar et al. 2006). 

Similarly, this is confirmed by Willis and Todorov (2006) who also explain 

minimal information is enough to create a person impression, and declare a 

tenth of a second is enough to draw a conclusion about a person when being 

exposed to a face.  

In a recent study, Over and Cook (2018) state only a slight view of a person's 

face can make humans spontaneously attribute personality traits to strangers. 

Subsequently, these impressions will also influence how we behave and make 

choices. How well we can draw accurate inferences about other people’s 

tendencies, motivations and qualifications could affect our decisions in life, for 

instance as whom to marry (Olivola et al. 2014). However, since faces can 

provide a lot of information and therefore lead to judgments about a person, 

traits from a face can also make our choices biased (Olivola et al. 2014). 

Transferred to a business context, biased choices from facial traits could 

jeopardize business opportunities for the company. When the frontline 

employee and the customer physically interact, the employee's initial facial 

expressions could lead to a certain customer behavior that is undesirable from 

the company's perspective. 

Riggio and Friedman (1986) declare how judgments about others can be 

affected by physical appearance in some situations. Similarly, Naumann et al. 

(2009) have studied personality judgments based on physical appearance where 

observers examined full-body photographs, unlike previous research focusing 

entirely on facial appearances. They have concluded physical appearance is an 

important factor when it comes to judging the personality of another human. 

Rezlescu et al. (2015) have taken research about the first impression one step 
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further by not only investigating how people interpret faces, but also how the 

voice affects which kind of impression we get from another human and the 

interplay between the facial and the vocal impressions. They found information 

from the voice and the face could contribute to judgments about others. 

Consequently, the first impression seems to be a crucial point in time where 

lasting impressions are created. It should also be an important part of the service 

encounter because the frontline employee’s way to behave, communicate and 

express feelings within the first moment can affect the whole interaction. 

2.3 Verbal and Nonverbal Communication 

The interaction between the frontline employee and the customer contain a 

combination of verbal and nonverbal communication. There are several 

definitions of how verbal and nonverbal communication looks in practice. 

Echeverri (2000) mentions how the verbal communication is used in purpose 

of collecting and presenting information and the nonverbal communication 

refers to different types of behaviors besides spoken words, such as expressing 

attitudes. Sundaram and Webster (2000) argued the effects of nonverbal 

communication on customers’ perceptions of service employees were relatively 

unclear, which lead to their research of the role of nonverbal communication. 

They concluded nonverbal communication reduces psychological distance and 

reinforces verbal communication. Besides, they state employees must 

understand how to use nonverbal communication. This is interesting since the 

nonverbal expressions could possibly be the first thing a customer sees and 

interprets before something is verbally expressed. Further, research illustrates 

up to 70 percent of the communication in an interaction consists of nonverbal 

communication (Barnum & Wolniansky 1989). However, limiting the 

interaction to the very first moment, both the verbal and nonverbal expressions 

could also be to a disadvantage if not being able to control your own and read 

others’ behavior or intentions, when trying to manage the rest of the interaction, 

since first impressions are lasting. Besides, Riggio (2006) declares nonverbal 

skills can determine how well people can initiate and preserve interactions, 

develop relationships and handle impressions.  

Barnum and Wolniansky (1989) make a simplified explanation of nonverbal 

language by suggesting it refers to, for example, eye contact, body posture and 

gestures by using arms and hands. Buck and VanLear (2002) use another 

approach to describe the relationship between verbal and nonverbal 

communication in terms of interacting as a spontaneous and symbolic 
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interaction, meaning a combination of both intentional and unintentional 

communication. Later, Echeverri (2010) problematized the separation between 

verbal and nonverbal communication and takes previous definitions one step 

further by emphasizing the importance of interpreting verbal and nonverbal 

communication as something pertaining to more than words and body language. 

That is, there are things in an interaction we can see and hear but which are not 

associated with words or body language. For instance, nonverbal 

communication can refer to tempo of the speech or how to empathize words, 

which is not possible to describe by symbols or script systems, even if vocal 

sounds are believed as falling inside the frame of verbal communication 

(Echeverri 2010). Besides, in the opposite way, he declares verbal 

communication does not simply refer to the usage of words. In the same way, 

Gabbott and Hogg (2001) mean, for instance, loudness and intonation can refer 

to nonverbal communication, even if it is speech itself. Moreover, Echeverri 

(2010) mentions a special form of communicating through the usage of the body 

by touching and how interactions can create opportunities for physical human 

touch. This can be either directly directed towards the other person by, for 

instance, a handshake or by touching oneself by the face. 

Previous research has concluded people exposed to pictures of faces have 

expressed different types of emotions. Those emotions showed to be similar to 

them presented in the pictures, that is, facial expressions and emotions in a face-

to-face encounter could be contagious (Lundqvist 1995). By interpreting this as 

peoples’ emotions can be transferred to others by just being present, the 

frontline employee could have an impact on the customer’s mood and thereby 

affect the customer’s behavior in the service environment. To analyze the usage 

of verbal and nonverbal communication in practice within interactions, it is 

important to understand the difference in how verbal and nonverbal 

communication is expressed. Because the purpose of the paper is to study the 

initial contact of an interaction, the verbal and nonverbal communication 

behavior must be considered since it makes up an important part of the 

observable interaction. 

2.4 Improvisation 

When the frontline employee verbally or nonverbally interacts with the 

customer, situations may occur where planned or learned behavior is not 

enough or appropriate to exercise, and hence improvisation can be suitable. 

Improvisation can, therefore, affect how an interaction will look like. The 



15 

Cambridge Dictionary (2018) defines improvisation as “a performance that an 

actor, musician etc. has not practiced or planned”. In the opposite way of 

improvising, Solomon et al. (1985) mention how large parts of social interaction 

are assumed to be maintained by in advanced learned expectations of how the 

interaction should occur. However, in a business context, a standardized service 

is not beneficial in all situations (Lai et al. 2014). When having customer contact, 

it is important to have the ability to improvise (Echeverri 2000). The employee 

could face unexpected situations in the initial moment of an interaction, and 

therefore only have one opportunity to make a good first impression by 

improvising.  

John et al. (2006) have compared service performance with jazz performance 

and explain there are many situations within service consumption where the 

employees must improvise, due to the unique situations that can occur, since 

people have various needs and want. Further, they emphasize employees should 

be educated with the right improvisation skills. John et al. (2006) also mention 

improvisation is not always necessarily preferable and can be more suitable in 

some situations, for instance, where the service is less standardized and not 

predictable. However, regardless the amount of standardization, unexpected 

situations will always occur that require improvisation and Daly et al. (2009) 

urge improvisation can be needed although the service is heavy scripted and 

improvisation training can have positive outcomes. In addition, they state 

employees can have an impact on the customer’s service perceptions by 

adjusting their behavior and actions depending on the unique situation.   

2.5 Personalization 

Personalization is a way to create a unique feeling for the customer, and a 

method of affecting how the interaction will develop and take place and its 

outcome. Well perceived service can often be linked to more personalized 

service (Surprenant & Solomon 1987). Further, they state a service is 

personalized when behaviors are meant to create an individuation for the 

customer. According to Ball et al. (2006 p.391), the definition of service 

personalization can be interpreted as “any creation or adjustment of a service to 

fit the individual requirements of a customer”. Moreover, Mittal and Lassar 

(1996 p.96) use a similar approach by defining personalization as “the social 

content of interaction between service employees and their customers”. 

However, Fan and Poole (2006) suggest that a general definition of 

personalization is to understand it as different things to different people in 
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different areas. That is, the use of the term personalization depends on the 

context and situation, since a more personal service can differ from each 

individual case. When studying the role of personalization in service encounters, 

Mittal and Lassar (1996) concluded personalization influenced perceived service 

quality. On the contrary, Solomon et al. (1985) and Surprenant and Solomon 

(1987) declare personalization in all situations is not suitable and mean it must 

not always lead to higher levels of satisfaction, because unique needs in the 

moment must be considered. 

2.6 Literature reflections  

The reviewed literature of the service encounter explains who the actors are and 

how the interaction can take place. Further, we studied the first impression, 

which was applied in the face-to-face service encounter. This allowed us to 

narrow the service encounter to the initial contact. The reviewed literature of 

the verbal and nonverbal communication, improvisation and personalization 

mean we know what to look for when the employee interacts with the customer. 

Besides, these concepts make it possible to identify the characteristics of each 

initial contact and interpret how they can be separated from each other. 

 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical concepts and the studied initial contact 
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3. Method 

The aim of this paper is to create an understanding of what types of initial 

contacts exist within the service encounter and their functions for the 

interaction. By identifying different types of initial contacts and their functions, 

the paper adds to the service encounter literature and contributes practical 

understanding that can be used by managers to educate the frontline employees 

how to initially encounter the customer. 

3.1 Design 

Given our purpose, we will explore a phenomenon (the initial contact) more 

deeply by executing a qualitative study. This qualitative approach aims at 

creating an understanding of a phenomenon based on words rather than 

quantitative variables expressed by numbers (Bryman & Bell 2013). We have an 

interpretative approach, focusing on creating an understanding of how people 

behave in the social reality. In this study, the research design is of ethnographic 

nature where observations are the data-collecting method (Bryman & Bell 2013). 

Echeverri (2000) suggests an increased usage of observations as a tool to study 

phenomenons that falls within service because of the possibility to directly 

observe concrete happenings, and thereby create an understanding of human 

behavior in its natural environment. Similarly, Patel and Davidson (2011) 

describe how observations can be a suitable method when examining human 

behavior in natural situations, which means we do not have to rely upon how 

well participants can remember a situation, as in the case of interviews and 

surveys. 

Bryman and Bell (2013) declare it is possible to take two different approaches 

when using observation as a method for collecting data, which are, open or 

hidden observations. Hidden observations are beneficial since nobody is aware 

of the observers (Holme & Solvang 1997). We have chosen to take the hidden 

role as researchers to avoid the risk of affecting the interplay between people in 

the employee-customer interaction, described as the reactive effect (Bryman & 

Bell 2013), which consequently could affect the results. Further, as they state a 

hidden role can make it easier to get access to different environments, it is 

another reason for us to execute the observations while having a hidden role. 

Bryman and Bell (2013) mention it can be hard to take field notes while having 

a hidden role. However, we argue the advantages of having a hidden role make 

it the most suitable method given our purpose. We will use a role where we are 
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interpreted as customers just “looking around”. This type of observation role is 

by Bryman and Bell (2013) defined as a complete observer. 

3.2 Interaction limitation  

To clarify which exact moment that is observed in the service encounter, we 

have conducted pre-observations, because an initial contact in an interaction 

can be interpreted differently. After performing pre-observations, we have 

limited the initial contact within the interaction from the moment the frontline 

employee and the customer initiate a verbal or non-verbal (or a combination of 

them) face-to-face interaction where the frontline employee recognizes the 

customer, until the frontline employee starts to solve a problem or leaves the 

customer to continue their visit. This definition can differ in content, time and 

what is verbally and nonverbally expressed and depends on contextual and 

situational factors. The observations will be based on our definition of what 

constitutes the initial contact. Two examples are provided below in figure 2 and 

3, where the figures show how the initial contact is distinguished from the rest 

of the interaction in this study. The examples below differ in content depending 

on the unique situation. 

 

 
Figure 2. Example of an initial contact 

In figure 2, what can be interpreted as a simple greeting is within the frame of 

what we have defined as an initial contact. That is, the greeting can be the initial 

phase where the employee recognizes the customer by taking contact. All types 

of greetings are of interest given our purpose, since it is a sign of showing 

presence. In this example, the initial contact is short and simple to the content 

in purpose to show presence.   

 

 
Figure 3. Example of an initial contact 
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In figure 3, the initial contact is characterized by improvisation, where the 

employee needs to act in the moment without being able to adapt to any script 

or learned behavior pattern. The initial contact distinguishes from the other 

example, since it demands greater effort from the employee and the initial 

contact proceeds during a longer period. Further, the ones interacting 

intentionally stop by each other in purpose to discuss a certain topic.  

3.3 Pre-understanding and the researchers’ role 

Thurén (2007) declares our pre-understanding is unconscious and affects how 

we interpret what we see, hear, think, believe and experience. Therefore, in this 

study, it is important for us to be aware of the pre-understanding and the role 

we have that can affect what we see, hear and experience. Consequently, this 

could affect the results. We both have been employees with direct face-to-face 

contact with customers, which have created a pre-understanding of how an 

interaction takes form. To get a visual impression and revise our pre-

understanding of the initial contact, we conducted pre-observations. The pre-

observations improved our pre-understanding of this phenomenon. It gave us 

an opportunity to be well prepared and better interpret the employee-customer 

interaction. The observations are based on our own interpretations of the face-

to-face interaction, meaning, the researchers function as a valuable tool when 

collecting data. We are aware that the unconscious cannot be completely avoid 

when observing. However, we argue previous experience within this area, pre-

observations and studied theory can revise our pre-understanding, and 

therefore, we have captured a fair picture of the studied phenomenon.  

3.4 Sample and data collection  

We have chosen to observe interactions in different industries, which includes 

retailers, hospitality and transportation. Within the examined industries, an 

employee-customer interaction is frequently occurring, which makes it 

appropriate given our purpose. In addition to limiting the interaction to the 

initial moment, pre-observations have been performed at retail stores in 

Karlstad to discover if observations are possible given our purpose and detect 

difficulties. Besides, pre-observations have also provided us with information 

about how to act and strategically put ourselves in different angles in relation to 

those observed. We can benefit from the fact we both study the same 

interaction from different perspectives to observe as much as possible from 

each case. In short, the pre-observations have assisted us in how to practically 

execute this method, and thereby created a sense of consensus among us as 
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researchers. After the pre-observations, we could conclude Karlstad is a 

preferable region to conduct observations, which meant it was possible to reach 

a satisfying amount of data.  

Observations have been conducted until we could not find any new relevant 

data where a feeling of experiencing the same things repeatedly occurred, also 

defined as theoretical saturation (Bryman & Bell 2013). Data was collected 

during a period of six days in Karlstad at 22 different locations, which includes 

retailers, buses and cafes. Because of the hidden role as observers, we could 

strategically position us in different angles and observe the employee-customer 

interaction without the risk of being interpreted as something else than regular 

customers. We placed ourselves at a distance where we could both see and hear 

what happened, pretending to use our mobile phones or being interested in a 

specific product in the store. One of us focused more on the verbal events and 

the other focused more on nonverbal events, which meant we both could 

capture more from each initial contact. However, we need to declare that this 

does not mean we neglected the part we were not responsible for, since it is 

important both can capture the whole interaction to be able to discuss it 

afterwards.   

As Bryman and Bell (2013) describe field notes should be taken directly after 

the observations to be able to remember and more detailed notes should be 

written down before the day ends, we took field notes on our mobile phones 

shortly after one observation had been carried out. Later, we wrote down more 

detailed notes the same day. This gave us an opportunity to remember what 

happened in the employee-customer interaction more fairly. Besides, when 

using mobile phones as devices to take field notes, we could easily be seen as 

part of the crowd of customers without raising any awareness of being there 

observing people since the usage of mobile phones occurs everywhere. The field 

notes were first written down in Swedish, but translated into English when 

writing the detailed field notes. After being in a store for a while, it happened 

the employees approached us and asked if we needed help, which we politely 

rejected and answered we were just looking. This to avoid any suspicions of 

being there as researchers. However, spending time in a store for too long, even 

if being passive customers, could make the visit suspicious and therefore we 

moved to the next store if we felt there were any risk of causing suspicions. In 

total, 83 observations were conducted and written down to be analyzed. 
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3.5 Data analysis  

To analyze the data, we conducted open coding, which is a tool in grounded 

theory where collected data is broken down into smaller parts to create concepts 

and categories with characteristics (Bryman & Bell 2013). First, we structured 

all our 83 detailed field notes into a table in a separate document, which made 

it possible to go through the notes and create concepts based on key events and 

behaviors within each observed initial contact. Second, from our concepts 

created, we compared and gathered them to create categories, which consists of 

one or a cluster of concepts with similar characteristics. According to Bryman 

and Bell (2013), the categories are on a higher abstraction level than the 

concepts. In the third stage, we compared and analyzed the categories. Further, 

those categories we believed to be interrelated we incorporated into five larger 

groups (themes) we chose to identify as different types of initial contacts. The 

work process is shown in figure 4.  

 

 
Figure 4. Demonstration of the work process 

The work process is demonstrated in six steps. In the first step, the field notes 

from the verbal expressions are shown. Next step shows the detailed field notes 

written down the same day after the observations had been conducted. From 

those notes, in the first two steps, we created concepts, which lead to categories, 

themes and functions.  
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We chose to identify those types of initial contacts as the time effective, the improvised, 

the committed, the observant and the strategic positioning. To clarify the functions of the 

types of initial contacts, we compared the field notes, concepts and categories 

within each type of initial contact. In each group of initial contacts, it was 

possible to see similarities and patterns between the field notes, concepts and 

categories, from which we could draw conclusions and present different 

functions for each group. For a detailed chart, see figure 5, and more examples 

of observations from which the analysis have been based on, see appendix.  

 

 
Figure 5. Illustration of the data analysis  

3.6 Reliability, validity and ethics  

How well researchers can present the credibility of their study can determine 

the value of scientific research (LeCompte & Goetz 1982). To argue for this 

study's credibility, the reliability and validity will be discussed. LeCompte and 

Goetz (1982) declare reliability is about how well a study can be replicated and 

can be divided into external reliability and internal reliability. The external 

reliability refers to if other researchers would generate the same findings in 

similar settings (LeCompte & Goetz 1982). Given the same settings, we argue 

this study has high external reliability since it can be conducted the same way 

and generate similar findings by other researchers. The method and way of 
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executing the observations have been extensively described by illustrating which 

exact moment we have been studying and how the analysis has been conducted 

step-by-step. Besides, it is possible to access similar environments since 

accessibility is not required. The internal reliability refers to which extent the 

observers agree upon what has been studied and how the phenomena have been 

interpreted (LeCompte & Goetz 1982). In this study, we argue there is 

conformity between us as researchers, since the field notes have been evaluated 

and discussed one by one directly after each observation to clarify we have 

interpreted the phenomena in the same way. Further, all steps in the analysis 

have been carefully discussed and performed together by us as researchers to 

secure we agree upon generated theory. Therefore, we argue the internal 

reliability to be high.   

In contrast to reliability, validity is about how accurate the findings are and can 

be divided into internal validity and external validity (LeCompte & Goetz 1982). 

The internal validity in this study, which implies how well observations and 

developed theory represents the reality, can be argued to be on a satisfying level 

because of the well-documented observations where both researchers after each 

observation discussed how well they could capture and interpret the interaction. 

Observations where both had captured a fair vision of the employee-customer 

interaction, were in detail written down and used for the analysis in order to 

develop theory representing the reality. Moreover, since we had a hidden role 

when observing, the interactions could not be affected by our presence, which 

make the interactions natural. We argue the observations used in the analysis 

can represent the reality and therefore the study reaches a satisfying level of 

internal validity. The external validity refers to which extent the generated theory 

can be generalized to other groups (LeCompte & Goetz 1982). Unfortunately, 

qualitative research is limited to the degree it is difficult to generalize the results 

to other situations and environments (Bryman & Bell 2013). This study is not 

meant to generalize beyond the retail, hospitality and transportation industries, 

rather to investigate a specific phenomenon, which often is the purpose of 

executing qualitative research. However, although the purpose is not to 

generalize to a larger scale, the generated theory and ideas could possibly, in a 

theoretical way, be transferred to kindred situations and environments and the 

external validity can, therefore, be considered high.    

Bryman and Bell (2013) problematize the usage of observations by explaining it 

can create ethical issues since people are not able to give consent. However, as 

Patel and Davidson (2011) mention how we in our everyday lives use 
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observations to gather information, we argue this study is not unethically 

executed because observing others is something that occurs constantly in life. 

Instead, the question whether the study crosses ethical borders should rather be 

directed at how we are using the collected information. In this study, no one 

will be described or mentioned by name, which means it is impossible to identify 

a certain person. Consequently, the chosen method is both ethically concerned 

and a suitable tool to collect data. 

3.7 Source criticism  

To ensure the trustworthiness of the sources, peer-reviewed articles and 

literature from the library of Karlstad University and online dictionaries are 

used. Search engines we have used to search for relevant articles and books 

consists of google scholar and the webpage of Karlstad University, which can 

be argued to be reliable sources.  
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4. Findings  

The result from this study will be presented in this section. The aim of this paper 

was to create an understanding of what types of initial contacts exist within the 

service encounter and their functions for the interaction. Five main themes, also 

referred to as types of initial contacts have been identified, the time effective, the 

improvised, the committed, the observant and the strategic positioning. In the following 

section, each type of initial contact and its functions are described in more detail.  

4.1 The time effective   

This type of initial contact is characterized by the employee’s ability to be 

efficient from the moment where the contact is initialized between the employee 

and the customer until the problem-solving phase begins. No extra effort is 

given to increase the service for the customer because the job is getting done as 

quickly as possible, which means the initial contact is short and the time from 

greeting to problem-solving is to be minimized. The verbal expressions are often 

short and do not differ much from interaction to interaction. Patterns could be 

found of the employee being observant by verbally repeating and confirming 

the customer’s request. Like the verbal behavior, in this type of initial contact 

the nonverbal behavior is often repetitive through multiple interactions. This 

could, for instance, be smiles when greeting, eye contact or hand gestures to 

show the right direction. The time effective initial contact is also characterized 

by the frontline employee’s ability to multitask, which is a consequence of the 

effectiveness in the interaction. The ability of multitasking can be exemplified 

by the employee’s way of taking notes at the same time as the customer orders, 

which saves time to serve as many customers as possible. This type of initial 

contact often occurs when the product or service is of less risk (quick decisions) 

for the customer, for example, when buying a coffee at a coffee shop. For an 

example of this kind of initial contact, see figure 6. 

  
Figure 6. Example of the time effective initial contact 

The main function is to perform the task where the customers get what they 

pay for but nothing else beyond that in order to minimize the risk of wasting 

valuable time. By reducing the time from where the contact is initiated to where 
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the problem-solving phase begins and make it more effective, it enables the 

employee to serve more customers. 

4.2 The improvised  

The improvised type of initial contact is characterized by being creative. That is, 

act in the moment and leave the “comfort zone” or the standardized learned 

behavior in order to solve problems or take an initiative to do something 

unexpected by coming up with creative solutions. The improvised type also 

refers to the unexpected, which are events that the employee cannot be prepared 

for or expect. Those events can, for instance, lead to unplanned actions, such 

as using humor, apologies or irony within the first moment of the interaction. 

The verbal expressions are often improvised and can differ from interaction to 

interaction, since the unexpected cannot be predicted or in any way trained 

through scripts. An improvised behavior pattern is not only characterized by its 

verbal expressions, meaning, employees who face unexpected events tend to 

nonverbally adapt to the situation. For example, the employee positioning 

through an insecure body language by lowering the shoulders, because of facing 

a surprising situation. An example of this kind of initial contact is shown in 

figure 7. 

 

 
Figure 7. Example of the improvised initial contact 

The functions of the improvised type of initial contact aim at solving problems 

that cannot be prepared for or using creative behavior, which can influence the 

employee-customer interaction. When having an unexpected problem or facing 

a situation when being unprepared, creativity is an essential part when solving 

the situation.  

4.3 The committed  

The committed type of an initial contact is characterized by the employee’s 

ability to be patient and customer focused. That is, put the customer “first”, for 

instance, by using a respectful approach or taking the time needed for every 

specific interaction. The committed type of initial contact is the opposite from 

the “time effective”, since the employee prioritizes to put the customer in focus 
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rather than serving as many customers as possible. Both the verbal and 

nonverbal body language signal confidence, meaning, the verbal language is 

calm and understanding, the body language is used to show the customer a sense 

of dedication, which could be performed by using the hands to correct the 

glasses to look sharp and focused or scratching the back of the head to signal 

problem-solving thinking. For instance, the nonverbal behavior could be 

expressed by the employee’s way of lower the body to be at the same level as 

the customer, to give an impression of a more personalized service. An example 

is shown in figure 8 to illustrate how this type of initial contact can occur. 

 

 
Figure 8. Example of the committed initial contact 

The functions of using a committed type of an initial contact are, by being 

patient, gather the information needed to in the next phase offer the best 

personalized service or giving the customer an opportunity to take the time 

needed. By adding extra time to the customer, it also adds a value in the form 

of a unique service, which is omitted if the employee instead chooses to serve 

as many customers as possible in purpose to provide the customer with what 

they pay for but nothing else beyond that.  

4.4 The observant  

The characteristics of the observant initial contact are based on the employee’s 

ability to read the situation, that is, being able to recognize the customer’s need 

for help and specific desires. The contact starts when the employee and the 

customer are in front of each other using verbal and nonverbal communication, 

which is a consequence of the observance from the employee’s side. For 

example, when the employee can recognize a customer in need of help by 

reading the customer’s behavior, such as signals from body positioning, body 

language, facial expressions and eye contact, the next step is to approach the 

customer. However, the customer is not always approached by the employee 

without trying to contact the employee, since the customer also can use the body 

positioning to signal a need for help by placing the body next to the employee 

to get noticed. That is, showing presence and can thereby get helped and 

recognized by the employee.  
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Further, by being observant, it is not only about having the ability to read the 

situation and recognize a customer in need of help, since it can also refer to the 

ability to read the situation and discover the customer’s unique needs even if the 

verbal and nonverbal contact already has started. This can, for example, be the 

ability to read the situation and understand the customer has unique needs. For 

instance, an employee asking if it is for takeaway when a customer order food 

based on the customer's way of behaving and clothes worn.  

The employee often uses a respectful approach by carefully walking up to and 

asking the customer if help is needed by not being too aggressive and instead 

using a calm and friendly voice and body language. In situations where the 

observant part is recognized in the already initialized interaction, the verbal and 

nonverbal behavior is often adapted to the specific situation. For an example of 

this type of initial contact, see figure 9.  
 

 
Figure 9. Example of the observant initial contact 

The functions that come with using an observant type of initial contact is the 

ability to identify the customer’s needs and make it possible to go from an initial 

contact to a problem-solving phase which could create sell opportunities. It can 

also function in another way, which is more about creating comfort for the 

customer and reducing the customer’s effort since the employee already has 

recognized the specific needs and therefore the customer can choose to exclude 

certain topics.  

4.5 The strategic positioning  

The strategic positioning type of initial contact is about showing presence in the 

service environment. This initial contact differs from the observant as the 

strategic positioning is characterized by making the customer aware of the 

employee’s presence by using verbal or nonverbal signs, instead of being 

observant by recognizing an actual need for help or treatment. It could, for 

instance, be done by using strategically placed help stations in a store, which the 

customer clearly can see and approach if help is needed. Another way of being 
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strategically positioned, is by using a standardized or similar behavior when 

approaching the customer, such as asking the customer “Is everything fine 

here?”, expressing a simple “hello” or just nodding the head in the passing with 

the customer in purpose to show presence. The nonverbal body language, such 

as using the hands or nodding the head, is sometimes complemented by short 

verbal expressions, often in form of questions and greetings. The employee can, 

for instance, ask “control” questions or drop standardized phrases. In figure 10, 

an example of this type of contact is illustrated.  

 

 
Figure 10. Example of the observant initial contact 

The strategic positioning is a preventive type of initial contact, where the 

function is to make the customer comfortable in the environment, by making 

them feel recognized. This recognition functions by creating a feeling of 

comfort and that problems can be solved if they occur. In short, it makes the 

customer relaxed and safe in the specific environment.  
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5. Discussion  

The first impression sets the standard for the rest of the interaction between the 

employee and the customer. Judgments about others are based on information 

from the voice and face (Rezlescu et al. 2015). From faces, these impressions 

can affect our choices (Olivola et al. 2014), which in a business situation can 

determine how well a company performs. This section consists of a discussion 

of how the research contributes to the understanding of a first impression 

within the service encounter. By recognizing initial contacts and their functions 

for the interaction, frontline employees are facilitated with knowledge that can 

be used in their work when having direct customer contact. This study 

differentiates from previous research of the employee-customer interaction 

since the paper takes a new perspective of the phenomenon by narrowing the 

interaction to the initial contact. The findings in the empirical study show that 

the initial contact can be divided into five groups with various functions. 

The time effective 

The time effective initial contact is characterized by performing the task without 

creating something extra for the customer, which is contrary to a personalized 

service. That is, without “any creation or adjustment of a service to fit the 

individual requirements of a customer” (Ball et al. 2006 p.391). Rather, this type 

of contact differentiates from what can be interpreted as a personalized service. 

The results show this type of contact serves in the opposite way by creating a 

sense of effectiveness and simplicity without any extra adjustments from the 

employee to enhance the service for the customer. This initial contact functions 

as a tool between the company's interest in serving as many as possible and the 

customer’s interests in having a problem solved quickly, which means 

effectiveness and simplicity are requested from both parts. By aiming at 

reducing the time and thereby minimizing the initial contacts duration, the 

personalized style of interacting with the customer is also reduced because of 

this strategy. However, it does not mean we define the time effective initial 

contact as rigid or dull. Further, Lundqvist (1995) explains facial expressions 

and emotions can be transferred to others. Building on Lundqvist (1995) 

statement, we argue, based on the observations, the nonverbal and verbal 

behavior such as politeness, eye-contact and smiles are important parts of the 

interaction to make it pleasant even if it is not personalized and the purpose is 

to be effective. As Lai et al. (2014) mention, it is not beneficial to use a 

standardized type of service in all situations, the time effective approach of an 
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initial contact is beneficial when used in its right context. The time effective 

initial contact is characterized by the scripted approach, that is, use a similar way 

of interacting with customers to keep the employee-customer interaction simple 

and effective. The customer gets what is desired but nothing beyond that. 

Solomon et al. (1985) describe social interactions are maintained by in advanced 

learned expectations. By taking this approach, the customer’s expectations of 

the interaction where this type of initial contact occurs could be interpreted as 

getting a job done without anything extra. If companies know their targeted 

customers, meaning, recognize the customers’ demand of getting the service 

delivered quickly, this type of initial contact is suitable, for instance, within the 

fast food industry. However, if the customer expects a more personalized 

service, where patience and time are required, the time effective approach could 

rather become a disadvantage. Companies need to have knowledge about the 

customer’s expectations of the service.  

The improvised 

Unlike the time effective initial contact, the improvised requires an ability to be 

creative and come up with solutions that cannot be learned through scripts or 

previously learned behavior patterns. The interaction between the employee and 

the customer can be referred to as ‘role performances’, which is a way to guide 

the behavior and how the interactions should take place (Solomon et al. 1985). 

Our findings show that the taken role sometimes must be corrected because of 

the unexpected and can therefore not always guide the behavior, which leads to 

improvisation. Further, our findings show the improvised initial contact was 

characterized by the employee's ability to be creative and improvising in the very 

moment. Like Echeverri (2000), we believe improvisation to be important when 

meeting customers, but from our findings, we can also recognize the importance 

of knowing how and when to use improvisation. Moreover, John et al (2006) 

explain how the employee in many cases, within the service consumption must 

improvise, but also mention it can be more suitable in some situations than 

others. However, based on our observations of the face-to-face interaction 

between the frontline employee and the customer, the need of improvisation 

has proved to be significant, meaning, our findings show that the employee must 

be able to act in the moment no matter what type of customer segment or 

industry it is. Methods as humor, irony and apologies were used even if the 

service itself seemed to be standardized or not. That is, the improvised type of 

initial contact must not be connected to a less scripted service. This confirms 

Daly et al. (2009) assertion, that even a heavy scripted service needs 
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improvisation sometimes. The employee must always be prepared to be creative 

even if the service is heavy scripted since unexpected situations can always 

occur. However, it is important to understand creativity can generate both good 

and bad feelings depending on how it is used in the specific context and 

situation. For instance, a bad or inappropriate usage of humor or irony in the 

wrong moment of the initial contact can affect the customer’s perceptions of 

the interaction in a negative way. The point is, companies should always 

advocate the importance of being able to improvise and how to do it as we can 

never anticipate a customer meeting, which strengthens John et al. (2006) 

assertion that frontline staff should be taught improvisation skills.   

The committed 

Taking a committed approach within the initial moment between the employee 

and the customer requires the employee to be patient and have a customer 

focus. In accordance with Surprenant and Solomon (1987), explaining 

personalized service by referring to which extent the behavior is meant to create 

a customer individuation, we argue this type of contact is more about creating 

the unique feeling for the customer, which is based on our findings. It shows 

the employee takes the time needed and tries to understand the customer and 

thereby can solve the problem in an individualized way that satisfies the 

customer. By being committed, the employee sets the standard for the rest of 

the interaction by gathering as much information as possible in the initial phase. 

That is, giving the customer the time needed will affect the quality of the service 

and thereby affect the customer’s response and behavior towards the service 

provider. Because personalization influences perceived service quality (Mittal & 

Lassar 1996), employees should in situations where the purchase is of great 

importance for the customer (e.g. car purchase) take the time needed and use 

this kind of committed approach to create customer satisfaction.  

The observant 

The ability to reading the service environment and paying attention to the 

customer’s need can be related to an observant type of initial contact. We argue 

the observant initial contact could be a combination of both improvisation and 

personalization. That is, a combination of adjusting behaviors to create 

individuation (Surprenant & Solomon 1987) and not planned or practiced 

behavior (The Cambridge Dictionary 2018). For instance, adapting the service 

when understanding the customer’s need by just a short look at the customers 

clothing and behavior. Moreover, the observant type of initial contact when 
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reading the service environment is often characterized by a nonverbal initiative. 

That is, the employee either approaches the customer by using a body language 

that expresses a sense of support, or the opposite way, the customer shows 

presence and the employee recognizes it. Further, we could find situations 

where the employee could read the customer’s need without it being verbally 

expressed. An interesting finding in our study is how something that is not 

expressed by words still can make people understand each other, which point 

to the importance of the nonverbal expressions. This could possibly be linked 

to the high percentage of what is nonverbally expressed (Barnum & Wolniansky 

1989) and that the nonverbal communication is used to express attitudes 

(Echeverri 2000).  

The strategic positioning 

Contrary to the observant initial contact, the strategic positioning is not about 

recognizing the customer’s need for help, rather to show presence. Further, 

Sundaram and Webster (2000) declare nonverbal behavior must be controlled 

to show the customer dedication and attention. By taking their argument into 

account, we argue the nonverbal behavior in this type of initial contact to be 

important. Our findings show the nonverbal communication has proven to be 

a significant part of the strategic positioning initial contact and the ability to 

know how to use nonverbal expressions will determine if the customer feels 

recognized or not. For the strategical positioning initial contact, this could point 

in the same direction as Barnum and Wolniansky (1989), meaning the nonverbal 

behavior constitute the larger part of an interaction. In this study, our findings 

show the nonverbal communication can sometimes be the only mean when the 

initial contact takes place. However, this does not mean every initial contact 

recognized in the group of strategic positioning as silent where nonverbal 

communication is used, since sometimes it is also a combination of both verbal 

and nonverbal behavior. To conclude, in the strategic positioning initial contact, 

the verbal and nonverbal communication are essential tools to fulfill this 

contact’s purpose, that is, making the customer feel recognized and comfortable 

in the service environment.  
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6. Conclusion 

The first impression is a crucial moment in this face-to-face encounter between 

the frontline employee and the customer. It is shown that the first few seconds, 

or even less, can have an impact on the rest of the interaction, since it is in that 

moment people draw a lasting conclusion about others. In a business context, 

understanding the first moment is important when trying to attract customers. 

Additionally, the service encounter is a cornerstone when it comes to perceived 

service quality and customer satisfaction. Given the importance of the first 

impression, we have taken a narrower perspective of the service encounter by 

aiming at creating an understanding of what types of initial contacts exist within 

the service encounter and their functions for the interaction.  

The paper addresses five different types of initial contacts and their functions. 

First, the time effective is when the employee is being effective and reducing the 

time to serve more customers. Second, the improvised, where the employee uses 

creativity to solve an unexpected problem or coming up with creative solutions 

when encountering the customer to have an impact on the interaction. Third, 

the committed, when the employee takes the time needed and gather useful 

information to be able to offer a personalized service. Fourth, the observant, which 

is about how the employee recognizes the customer’s needs in the service 

environment in order to create sell opportunities or comfort for the customer. 

Fifth, the strategic positioning, where the employee shows presence to make the 

customer feel recognized.  

Existing research has focused on the first impression based on photographs and 

vocal recordings. Besides, research of the service encounter has examined the 

complete face-to-face interaction. However, given the importance of the first 

impression, we argue the theories are lacking when it comes to studying the first 

moment within the employee-customer interaction. This study adds to the 

literature regarding the service encounter by focusing on the first moment in an 

interaction and provides a view of how the initial contact appears. By identifying 

initial contacts and their functions for the interaction, this study provides 

frontline employees with an insight in how the initial contact could take form 

and how it functions, which can facilitate them in their daily work when having 

customer contact. Therefore, based on our findings, we suggest managers 

educate their frontline employees in recognizing their customers’ needs. By 

doing so, frontline staff know how to initiate an interaction with the customer 

in an appropriate way. 
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Regardless which type of identified initial contact the employee uses, we argue 

the function of each initial contact will not perform its reasonable right if it is 

not used correctly. By referring to “correctly”, we mean all the identified initial 

contacts are only useful if they are used in its right context, towards the right 

market and oriented for the right customers.  
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7. Limitations and future research 

The paper provides a new perspective on the service encounter by narrowing 

the focus to the first moment in the face-to-face service encounter. However, 

we argue future research could take cultural considerations into account, 

meaning the face-to-face interaction can have different cultural meanings and 

interpretations of the first moment depending on which geographical location 

the study is performed. This study is based on employee-customer interactions 

in Karlstad, and therefore, variations in the results may occur depending on 

which industry examined and contextual factors. Moreover, since the research 

is limited to the face-to-face encounter, future research could extend this 

research by examining the phenomenon of the initial contact from other 

perspectives, such as over internet or phone.  
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Appendix  
 

Store number Field notes Detailed field 

notes 

Concepts Categories Theme 

2 Employee: 

Hello! 

 

Customer: Two 

waffles 

Employee: Do 

you want 

something to 

drink? 

Customer: No, 

it is fine 

 

Employee: 

Yes,…kr.  

Employee uses 

a friendly tone, 

effective and 

standardized 

behavior.  

Performing the 

task 

Effectiveness The time 

effective 

4 Employee: 

Hello! 

Customer: Hi, 

soccer shoes, 

where can I 

find it? 

When the 

customer 

initiated the 

interaction, the 

employee was 

busy helping 

another 

customer. The 

employee was 

having a 

friendly tone 

and seemed to 

be enthusiastic 

since he tried to 

help two 

customers at 

the same time. 

Employee busy 

with another 

task 

 

Ability to 

multitask 

 

Alert 

Effectiveness  

 

Occupied 

The time 

effective 

10 Employee: 

Number XX!  

 

Customer: Yes! 

Employee: Yes, 

hello, how can 

I help you? 

After the 

employee 

shouted out the 

next number in 

line the 

customer 

approached the 

employee by 

taking some 

quick steps and 

signaling with 

both the 

nonverbal and 

Standardized 

behavior 

 

Performing the 

task 

 

Wants to get 

the job done as 

quickly as 

possible 

 

 

Effectiveness The Time 

effective 
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verbal actions it 

was their turn 

to receive help. 

The employee 

smiled much, 

but did not 

noticeably look 

at the 

customer. 

Instead, the 

employee 

looked at the 

computer while 

having the 

hands on the 

desk. The 

customer 

seemed happy, 

which could be 

interpreted by 

using a positive 

voice and 

smiling. 

3 Employee: Can 

I help you with 

something? 

Customer: 

Now, I'm just 

looking. 

 

 

The employee 

saw a customer 

walking around 

and decided to 

ask if help were 

needed. The 

customer 

declined help. 

Initially, the 

employee 

started the 

verbal contact 

in Swedish, but 

had to switch 

to English 

because the 

customer 

answered in 

English. When 

the customer 

declined, the 

employee took 

a step back 

showing an 

understanding 

and respect for 

the customer. 

Read the 

situation 

Respected the 

customer’s 

privacy 

Improvisation, 

had to switch 

to English.  

 

 

Unexpected 

(Switch tactic) 

Show presence 

 

 

The 

improvised 

10 Employee: 

Hello, hello, 

excuse us for 

The employee 

uses a friendly 

tone and 

Apologizes  

Improvise 

Creative 

 

The 

improvised 
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the waiting 

time! 

Customer: It is 

fine. This one. 

Employee: Yes, 

let me check, I 

will be right 

back! 

exudes joy 

while giving an 

apology for the 

long wait. The 

customer seems 

to appreciate 

the friendly 

response and 

therefore it 

looks like the 

customer in a 

way forgets 

about the 

waiting time 

because of the 

nice tone of the 

employee.   

 

 

21 Employee: 

Good morning!  

The employee 

drives too far 

and could only 

stop a few 

meters past the 

bus stop 

because a 

customer was 

unfocused at 

the bus stop 

and almost 

missed the bus. 

After a few 

seconds, a 

signal was 

shown by the 

customer that 

this was the 

right bus to go 

with. The 

employee stops 

a little bit too 

late, but 

manage to stop 

the bus after all. 

When the 

customer 

approached the 

bus, the 

employee 

looked irritated 

and was not 

very polite 

when greeting 

the customer in 

an ironical way. 

It seemed like 

Uses irony 

 

Confused 

customer 

Irritated 

employee 

Improvises 

 

 

Unrespectful 

 

Unexpected 

Creative 

 

 

The 

improvised 
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the employee 

got irritated on 

the customer 

that was 

unfocused. The 

customer 

looked nervous 

and did not 

answer when 

being ironically 

greeted.  

2 Employee: Hi 

Customer: Hi 

Customer: I 

would like to 

order… 

 

 

The customer 

approached the 

desk to order 

while talking 

with someone 

over the phone. 

The customer 

and the 

employee gets 

eye contact, 

and the 

employee reads 

the situation by 

“agreeing” with 

the customer 

by verbal and 

nonverbal 

signals that the 

customer can 

finish the 

conversation 

over the phone 

before it is 

possible to 

order. The 

employee did 

not use any 

signals of 

happiness such 

as smiles or 

laughter, but 

looked serious 

and had an 

understanding 

face. 

The employee 

shows patience 

Understanding  

The employee 

can read the 

situation 

 

 

Understanding 

 

 

The committed 

7 Customer: Hi! I 

have a package 

I would like to 

collect  

Employee: Yes, 

absolutely. 

The customer 

initiated the 

contact by 

verbally 

explaining there 

was a package 

to collect. The 

Respectful 

Expressing 

patience and 

willingness to 

help by using 

the hands and 

body language 

Commitment 

 

Understanding  

 

The committed  
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employee 

listened 

carefully and 

pressed the 

hands together 

in front of the 

body while 

patiently 

looking at the 

customer’s 

phone, waiting 

for useful 

information. 

The employee 

was engaged 

and showed an 

understanding 

of the issue. 

Takes the time 

needed 

 

 

8 Customer: 

Excuse me, 

when you're 

standing here, 

can I ask you? 

 

Employee: Yes, 

what are you 

thinking about? 

 

 

The customer 

approaches the 

employee in a 

friendly manner 

by cautiously 

asking for help 

when the 

employee still 

was nearby. 

The employee 

responds by 

expressing 

happily both by 

gestures and 

verbally the 

willingness to 

support the 

customer. An 

interesting 

detail is the 

observation of 

the employee’s 

way of using 

the body 

language by 

lowering to the 

customer’s 

height to clearly 

show that I am 

here to support 

and solve your 

problems. 

Using body 

language to 

show presence  

Willingness to 

help 

 

Take the time 

needed  

 

Personalizing 

the 

conversation by 

using body 

language 

 

Commitment 

 

Understanding 

 

The committed 

2 Employee: Hi, 

hi! 

The customer 

walked to the 

desk and 

Positive voice, 

but without 

smiling 

Observant  

 

 

The observant 
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Customer: Hi! 

one pasta 

Employee: 

okay, do you 

want us to pack 

it then, for 

takeaway? 

Customer: Yes, 

sure 

ordered food, 

with a neutral 

voice. The 

employee 

seemed positive 

and glad, based 

on what could 

be heard, but 

without 

smiling. The 

employee 

talked and 

turned the head 

down at the 

same time, to 

take order 

notes. 

Performing the 

task 

Ability to read 

the situation 

and the 

customer 

 

 

5 Customer: 

Hello! 

Employee: Hi! 

Customer: Do 

you have these 

ones in size 43? 

Employee: Yes, 

let me check, 

I’m going to 

see if we have 

those in stock 

 

 

The customer 

is looking 

closely at a pair 

of shoes, the 

employee 

recognizes this 

and approaches 

the customer 

and show 

presence. This 

causes the 

customer to 

initiate a verbal 

contact, the 

customer 

answers with a 

friendly tone 

and acts 

quickly. 

Read the 

situation 

Initiates contact 

by nonverbal 

behavior 

 

 

Observant  

 

 

The observant 

17 Employee: 

Does 

everything 

going smoothly 

guys, can I help 

you with 

something?  

Customer: Yes, 

this jacket and 

its size.  

 

 

The employee 

could notice 

that customers 

needed help by 

just watching 

them, which 

lead to that the 

employee 

approached the 

customers and 

asked them if 

they needed 

help. The 

employee had 

the ability to 

correctly notice 

that the 

Read the 

situation 

Adapted the 

voice after the 

situation 

Self-confident  

 

 

Observant 

 

 

 

The observant 
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customers 

needed help. 

When asking 

the customers, 

the employee 

changed the 

voice to adapt 

to the situation. 

It could be 

interpreted as 

the way of 

talking was 

changed to a 

more helpful 

and confident 

style, which 

seemed as if the 

employee 

almost felt 

sorry for the 

confused 

customers. 

5 Employee: Do 

they fit you 

well? 

Customer: Yes, 

they are okay, 

but not really 

the ones I am 

looking for 

 

 

The employee 

seeks contact 

with a customer 

trying a product 

by asking a 

question. When 

in front of the 

customer, the 

employee leans 

forward and 

grabs a similar 

product. Also, 

the employee 

looks at the 

customer 

without 

smiling, but 

seems willing to 

help. 

 

Read the 

situation 

 

Shows presence The strategic 

positioning 

5 Employee: Are 

you thinking of 

something 

special? 

Customer: No, 

we are just 

looking, but I 

will let you 

know if we 

need help 

The employee 

read the 

situation and 

shows that help 

can be given, 

but the 

customer is 

satisfied and 

express no 

desire for help 

in the moment. 

The employee 

Read the 

situation 

 

Shows presence 

 

The strategic 

positioning 
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Employee: 

Okay, super! 

used a clear 

voice. 

19 Employee: 

Hello, Hello! 

Do you guys 

need some 

help?  

Customer: Hi! 

No, it is fine, 

we are just 

looking around 

 

 

The employee 

carefully 

approaches the 

customers to 

show presence 

and offer some 

help in form of 

knowledge of 

the products. 

The employee 

uses a relaxed 

body language 

and a friendly 

tone, which 

could be 

perceived as a 

positive thing 

from the 

customer's 

point of view. 

 

 

Respectful 

approach  

Clear body 

language  

Reading the 

situation 

 

 

Shows presence 

 

The strategic 

positioning 
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