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Comparative Study of Services: An Ethnomethodological Study of a Restaurant in France
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Service is now recognized as an important part of the contemporary life but its cultural aspects are
not well understood. We conducted a field study at a classical restaurant in France. Specifically,
we videotaped the entire dinner scene of 12 groups (38 customers) and analyzed interactions
between customers and service providers, i.e., a sommelier and a maitre d’hotel.

The initial analysis on wine ordering and tasting reveals that when ordering and tasting wine,
customers present and negotiate who they are. They do not simply state what they want and then
appreciate the wine. How much they know about wine is a central concern in the interaction. For
instance, customers often take a long pause while the sommelier is waiting for their approval
and/or say something negative about the wine before approving it—effectively showing that
they can make their own judgement and, in many cases, know wines better than the one offered.

This analysis helps advance the theory of service. The existing theory of service tends to
maintain the modernist assumption of subject-object separation: A customer (subject) judges
the value of the service (object). However, service as a theoretically distinct activity rests on
the concept of value co-creation. That is to say, all parties, including customers, work together
to co-create value. If this is the case, the customer who judges the value of the service is in fact
judging the value of him or herself, who is implicated and inseparable in the service. Therefore,
who one is becomes central in service through which value is co-created.

In short, service involves negation of involved parties and their struggle to prove themselves,
and not merely customer satisfaction. This implies that services need to be design to be difficult,

not easy, for customers. This research therefore opens a new direction of service research.
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