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Abstract
Independent restaurant owners face challenges of slim profit margins and postpandemic
labor shortages without the benefit of additional support their franchised counterparts
receive. Independent restaurant owners are concerned about these external pressures
making them more vulnerable to closure during economic downturns. Previous
researchers have not explored how to use organizational knowledge, skills, and abilities
(KSAs) to achieve success within an independent restaurant. Grounded in resource-based
view theory, the purpose of this qualitative multiple-case study was to explore strategies
that independent restaurant owners use to acquire, manage, and retain KSAs and sustain
their business beyond five years. The participants were three independent restaurant
owners operating their restaurants for more than five years. Data were collected using
semi structured interviews, observations, and archival record review. Five themes
emerged from thematic analysis: use the owner’s prior success, set clear expectations,
build upon employee competencies, know the needed KSAs for success, and know the
required personality/attitude for the culture. Key recommendations for business owners
include networking and building KSAs that help mitigate external pressures; knowing,
leveraging, and retaining employee expertise; establishing and maintaining a knowledge-
sharing culture; documenting organizational knowledge to mitigate the risk of loss; and
knowing and seeking complementary and missing KSAs and personality traits when
filling open positions. The implications for positive social change include the potential to
reduce poverty by employing and retaining local community members and reducing food

waste through more effective knowledge-sharing that manages resource consumption.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study

Small businesses accounted for between 91% to 95% of private companies and
employed 36.8% to 59.4% of all employees across the 14 congressional districts in
Pennsylvania (U.S. Small Business Administration Office of Advocacy, 2020a).
According to the U.S. Small Business Administration Office of Advocacy (2020b), small
business openings exceeded small business closures from 2010 to 2019. Small
businesses’ survival depends on small business owners’ (SBOs) ability to manage human
capital and its associated knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) (Amankwah-Amoabh,
2018). Some of the unique characteristic of small businesses include owners who remain
closer to daily operations and consumers and a lack of resources, often due to the owner’s
lack of experience and knowledge during start-up; as a result, they likely learned on the
job through trial and error (Eggers, 2020; Markowska & Wiklund, 2020; Zahra, 2021).
This unique operational model made small businesses vulnerable to crises (Song et al.,
2021), and their failure led to lost jobs and impoverished communities. Because the small
independent restaurant industry lacks barriers to entry, this industry epitomized this
phenomenon.

Background of the Problem

In 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the novel coronavirus
(COVID-19) a global pandemic, which led to the United States declaring a public health
emergency and restricting gatherings of people in public spaces (Sohrabi et al., 2020).
The restrictions led to a decline in businesses that rely on in-person consumer visits and

an increase in online interactions (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020). The small businesses that



suffered the most because of the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions were those in the
leisure and hospitality services, including the accommodation and restaurant sectors. In
May 2019, restaurants and drinking places accounted for 64% of the hospitality industry
(Wilmoth, 2020). By May 2020, restaurants and drinking places accounted for only 27%,
less than half of the previous year’s places of employment (Wilmoth, 2020). The
significant decline in employment opportunities also signaled the closure of small
independent restaurants. Independent restaurant owners (IROs) faced additional
challenges with fewer resources and operating with smaller margins (Alberca & Parte,
2018; Blose et al., 2019). These challenges made IROs more vulnerable to closures
during economic downturns like the one incurred due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Although many IROs needed ways to compete during the economic downturn,
Brizek et al. (2021) found that some owners embraced new ways of operating. Some
examples included opening food trucks, closing some locations, focusing more on
catering and take—out, reimagining the business, and finding other ways to remain
competitive. These examples stemmed from having sufficient knowledge, skills, and
abilities (KSAs) inherent in the industry. KSAs are attributed to the level of competency
an individual has from prior education and work experience (Sajjadiani et al., 2019).
IROs had their KSAs, but owners may have increased organizational knowledge by
identifying others with the needed KSAs, hiring them, and actively managing and

retaining them.



Problem and Purpose

The specific business problem was that some IROs lacked strategies to acquire,
manage, and retain organizational KSAs to sustain businesses beyond 5 years. Therefore,
the purpose of this qualitative multiple-case study was to explore the strategies that IROs
used to acquire, manage, and retain KSAs and sustain the businesses beyond 5 years.

Population and Sampling

Three purposively sampled IROs in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States
participated in the data collection. The data capture techniques included semistructured
interviews, observations, and customer reviews. The multilayered approach to data
collection captured the first-hand experiences of IROs and related activities in their
business.

Nature of the Study

I used a qualitative method for this study after equally considering qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed research methods. Researchers use qualitative inquiry to observe
and inquire about the study participants’ shared experiences and identify commonalities
(Toye et al., 2016). Quantitative investigation requires separation and distance from the
participants to gather and examine objective data for explaining comparisons, causes, and
descriptions of a phenomenon with limited bias (Mishra & Subudhi, 2019). Researchers
use the mixed method to account for any limitations in qualitative or quantitative designs,
but more often, the mixed-method techniques require a team of researchers who are
managed concurrently (Kankam, 2020). Therefore, neither quantitative nor mixed-

methods research methods were appropriate for this study. The qualitative method was



suitable for addressing the proposed study’s purpose to explore successful IROs KSA
acquisition, administration, and conservation strategies.

Within the qualitative approach, there are multiple research designs available to
study phenomena. The three research designs reviewed included organizational
ethnography, focus groups, and case studies. Organizational ethnography provides
collaboration between the researcher and the participants to better understand social
practices and processes (Ciuk et al., 2018); however, it does require a closer relationship
with participants, which could increase bias. In another approach, researchers use focus
groups to gather rich data, identify inconsistencies, and share the participants 'collective
experiences (Gill & Ballie, 2018). Collective experiences involve sharing information
during the data-gathering process. Those collective experiences may change participants ’
initial opinions or viewpoints, leading to researchers lacking the means to gather data and
objectively understand the individual experiences. Alternately, employing a multiple-case
study allows researchers to gain additional insights into the phenomenon by comparing or
contrasting findings to increase the study’s validity. Using a multiple-case study enabled
result comparisons to strengthen the findings’ validity while using the same approach
with different organizations (Yin, 2018). A multiple-case study was appropriate to
address and compare the experiences of various IROs. The study’s validity increased
through dealing with information from multiple case units.

Research Question
What strategies did IROs use to acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs

to sustain the business beyond 5 years?



Interview Questions

1. What strategies did you use to acquire, manage, and retain organizational
KSAs to successfully sustain the business beyond 5 years?

2. How did you measure the success of the strategies to acquire, manage, and
retain organizational KSAs to sustain the business beyond 5 years?

3. What strategies did you find that worked best to acquire, manage, and retain
organizational KSAs to sustain the business beyond 5 years successfully?

4. What were the key challenges to implementing the strategies to successfully
acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs to sustain the business
beyond 5 years?

5. How did you address the key challenges to implementing strategies to
successfully acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs to sustain the
business beyond 5 years?

6. What additional information can you share about your strategies to acquire,
manage, and retain organizational KSAs to successfully sustain the business
beyond 5 years?

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study was the resource-based view (RBV)
theory developed by Wernerfelt (1984), revised by Barney et al. (2011), and stemmed
from Penrose’s (1960) growth theory. RBV theory addresses internal resources to enable
firm growth and achieve competitive advantage (Wernerfelt, 1984). According to RBV

theory, firms maintain a competitive edge when resources are unique (Barney & Clark,



2007), and the firm’s leaders know how to retain, divest, and exploit resources
(Wernerfelt, 1995). Achieving and sustaining competitive advantage requires more than
just having resources. A firm’s owner and leaders must also plan how best to manage
resources (Burvill et al., 2018). Mupani and Chipunza (2019) proposed that RBV has
become one of the most salient theories in human resource management literature. KSA
management’s resource-based view bridges the gap between organizational strategy and
human resources (Wright et al., 2001), thus enabling leaders to use some of the most
critical firm resources, human and intellectual capital, to achieve a competitive
advantage. Applying RBV theory as the lens to observe, listen, and synthesize IRO’s
successful strategies for managing KSAs allowed me to identify, explore, and
comprehend how those strategies contributed to sustaining the businesses beyond 5 years.
Operational Definitions

Electronic word of mouth: Electronic word of mouth is a casual description of
consumer perceptions of their experiences shared via online platforms used by other
consumers to make buying decisions (Jalilvand et al., 2017; Litvin et al., 2018).

Independent restaurant: An independent restaurant is not part of a chain or
franchise (Parsa et al., 2020).

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations

The researcher-dependent nature of qualitative inquiry allows for the uncovering
of participants’ perceptions and experiences, leading to the collection of meaningful data
(McGrath et al., 2019). The personal nature of the data collection, however, requires a

reckoning and mitigation strategy of any assumptions on the part of the researcher,



limitations in the research design, and so the investigation is sufficiently bound in a way
that makes the topic clear.
Assumptions

Assumptions in research provide insight into the researcher’s worldview, potential
biases, and data collection challenges (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). The primary premise
of this study was that participants would answer interview questions honestly and
thoroughly. Another assumption was that the participants had sufficient knowledge to
answer the interview questions and would have adequate time to provide detailed
responses. A final assumption was that participants would be willing to share secondary
data that supports the interview data.
Limitations

A study’s limitations are identified as potential weaknesses in the research design
that may affect outcomes (Ross & Zaidi, 2019). The study’s primary limitations that may
affect results included participants 'willingness to be honest and detailed in their
responses, their knowledge regarding the topic, and the time commitment to the
interview, leading to insufficient responses. Finally, the availability and willingness of
the participant to provide secondary data could have confirmed or weakened the study’s
results.
Delimitations

Delimitations are the research’s boundaries or scope as set by the researcher
(Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). This study’s scope was limited to independently owned

restaurants within the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Specifically, the sample



population included owners of independent restaurants that have remained in business for
more than 5 years. Owners not in business beyond 5 years were excluded because they
may not have demonstrated successful strategies to stay in business.
Significance of the Study

Outcomes from this study addressed identifying effective strategies for acquiring,
managing, and retaining KSAs to sustain a business beyond 5 years. IROs may use these
strategies to identify opportunities to recover from the economic crisis caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. With more effective strategies, owners may gain or maintain a
favorable competitive position.
Contribution to Business Practice

Because of the restaurant industry’s economic distress as caused by the COVID—
19 pandemic, struggling IROs may benefit from implementing strategies to revitalize
their postpandemic business model. IRO’s limited financial and human resources may
benefit from applying the KSAs of their employees towards increased productivity and
operational efficiency. Both productivity and operational efficiency positively influence
business performance, improving competitive positions.
Implications for Social Change

Small business owners influence their community by providing jobs, products,
services, and meeting places. IROs’ influence offers an opportunity for positive social
change by promoting informal yet positive social practices, such as CSR within the

community (Morsing & Spence, 2019). IROs surviving beyond 5 years could continue



providing their communities with jobs, funding for charities, and demonstrate other
socially responsible community-based business practices.
A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

This qualitative multiple-case study explored IROs’ strategies to acquire, manage,
and retain KSAs and ultimately sustain the businesses beyond 5 years. IROs face more
significant challenges than their larger competitors because of lower entry barriers,
resource constraints (Chou et al., 2020), and the number of restaurants within the same
geographic area (Matti, 2020; Mhlanga, 2018a). Researchers have noted numerous ways
IROs can succeed (C. Lee et al., 2016, 2019; Mhlanga, 2018b; Najib et al., 2020).
However, additional research is needed on using organizational KSAs as a lever to
achieve success. This study explored how organizational KSAs provide another resource
for IRO survival.

The reviewed literature included influential resource-based theories, restaurant
classifications and evaluation methods, operational characteristics, and challenges facing
IROs that organizational KSAs influence. To identify relevant literature, I used Google
Scholar and the Walden Library, through which I accessed Business Source Complete,
ProQuest, ScienceDirect, Sage Journals, and Emerald Insight databases. Additionally, I
used peer-reviewed journals and governmental reports to increase the relevancy of the
literature review. The keywords and phrases used for the search included: resource-based
view, resource-based theory, knowledge-based view, human capital theory, independent
restaurant, family-owned, KSA, small business restaurant, competitive advantage, food

service, knowledge, skills, abilities, competencies, capabilities, small business, and SME.
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The literature review includes 197 sources, with 90% from peer-reviewed journals and
257 citations, and 86% published from 2018 to 2022 within 5 years from the expected
study completion.

Development of Resource Based View Theories

The RBV theories have changed since the 20th century. As such, Penrose’s
(1960) and Wernerfelt's (1984) seminal works are foundational to contemporary
researchers’ use in developing RBV theories. Scholars and researchers use RBV to
establish strategies focusing on a firm’s resources (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984,
1995). As the RBV theories have developed, the interpretation of a resource has also
changed. An example from literature is the development that considers viewing a person
as a resource equivalent to tangible resources (Penrose, 1960). Authors like Penrose
suggested using intellectual resources to get the most out of tangible resources. Such
insights laid the foundation for modern resource-based theories.

The important decision-makers in any business are usually the owners, managers,
and executives. These key stakeholders’ decisions may determine a business’ survival or
failure. In 1960, Penrose tested the use of intellectual capital as a resource in the Hercules
Powder Company case study. In the case study, Penrose surmised that a firm'’s
management teams’ practical and flexible use of resources were the only limitations that
affected growth (1960). Although the theory focused on management’s intellectual
resources and omitted team members’ intellectual capital, it also highlighted the

importance of people as a viable resource to achieve business growth (1960).
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Rather than solely focusing on resource utilization, the literature also included
insights into the benefits of having limited resources. Wernerfelt (1984) discussed how to
leverage resources considering Porter’s (1980) five forces theory, suggesting that a firm’s
rare resources in the marketplace can lead to a competitive advantage and an additional
barrier to entry for other organizations. Wernerfelt’s insights demonstrated how a firm'’s
resources, those beyond products and services, are beneficial when not easily duplicable.
Their initial insights led to other theorists expanding further on the positive influence of
non-traditional resources in business.

Outperforming the competition is the most positive impact that any theory or
strategic use of resources can have. Barney (1991) further expanded the resource-based
view to the resource-based approach. Barney also pinpointed characteristics organizations
use to identify resources are more likely to lead to competitive advantage. Barney and
Clark (2007, p. 70) termed a competitively useful resource valuable, rare, imitable, and
exploitable by the organization (VRIO). Barney’s (1991) evolved theory emphasized
identifying and employing strategies that lead to a competitive advantage; VRIO is
representative of practical tenets. The evolved and collective insights of RBV theorists
can benefit key decision-makers when developing resources for differentiation in the
market.

Strategic Deployment of Resources

The choice and application of resources can positively or negatively affect the

organization’s competitive position and growth. Effective deployment of resources

includes the practical and deliberate application of all organizational resources for growth
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and survival, both tangible and intangible (Zahra, 2021). RBV theorists promoted the
practical application of resources through acquiring the appropriate number and level of
resources, through the internal development of resources, by purchasing resources using
mergers and acquisitions, and via the effective and efficient management of existing
resources (Wernerfelt, 1995). Identifying and working with organizationally controlled
resources lays the foundation for value creation and competitive positioning strategies.
Timing and uniqueness also affect how impactful a resource may be to an
organization’s competitive position. The most impactful resources provide attractive
products or services to consumers and are not easily imitated by competitors (Maijanen,
2020). A lack of available resources in the marketplace gives the owner of a rare or
valuable resource an exploitive market opportunity, placing them in a superior
competitive position. An exploitive competitive situation often occurs when an
organization is the first to move with a product or service (Porter, 1980). A first-mover
position may not always benefit a company if it lacks the resources to develop a new
product or service. Without first-mover status and limited resources, organizations may
find collaboration and integration within social networks that include competitors
beneficial for continued survival (Crick et al., 2023). When the economy no longer
supports an organization’s market dominance, however, the organization’s decision-
makers must seek different competitive methods. This strategy development approach
emphasizes how external forces compel business owners to think differently about

gaining and retaining resources to remain competitive.
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People as Valuable Resources

An emphasis on people as valuable resources is reoccurring in resource-based
literature regarding business performance. In 2001, Barney’s conceptual framework of the
resource-based theory made the theoretical ideas of the resource-based view more
actionable and galvanized people as a competitive resource (Wright et al., 2001).
According to Barney (1991), firms with a strategic focus on intangible assets outperform
those focusing on tangible assets. Barney grouped tangible and intangible assets as
resources that work together into physical, human, and organizational capital categories.
Like Penrose (1960), Barney asserted that managerial resources are the most valuable
because of their inimitability. However, when appropriately leveraged, a company’s
physical, organizational, and human resources can provide greater benefits. When
managerial resources apply their unique KSAs, one company can achieve an advantage
over another.

High turnover or attrition among managers can erode a company’s competitive
advantage if relied upon too heavily as a single resource point. Barney’s (2001)
evaluation of resource-based theories highlighted the importance of creating an enduring
competitive advantage. One enduring competitive advantage is a firm’s economic value
based on consumers’ continued business patronage (Barney & Clark, 2007). Continued
patronage relies on management and the workers who create and deliver the product or
service to consumers. Further, a business’s survival depends on intangible resources like
KSAs working with tangible resources. Berraies et al. (2021) found that environments

where leaders distribute authority see greater trust, which increases knowledge
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continuity. The more competent organization members become, the better the
organization adjusts to economic uncertainty and other external forces.
Evolution of Resources Based Theories

Since its inception, many aspects of resource-based theories have evolved,
including intangible and tangible resources such as finance, social welfare, technology,
and data (Burvill et al., 2018; Isson & Harriott, 2016; Lv et al., 2019; Rodriguez-Lopez et
al., 2020). Penrose’s (1960) and Wernerfelt's (1984, 1995) earlier resource-based theories
implied the importance of intangible resources but did not explicitly explain which
resources. The different resources, though finite, are expansive within the scope and
reach of a business. The expansiveness of resources within a company allows researchers
to continue uncovering positive ways resources that affect a business’s competitive
advantage and ultimate survival. Explicitly describing resources like the VRIO theory
presented by Barney (2001) and explaining how the resource affects the organization
adds to the body of resource-based research. The precise identification of how to evaluate
a resource that positively contributes to business survival or superior position improves
the applicability of the theory to solving business problems. Academic investigators use
theoretical foundations and reevaluate them based on current economic, social, and other
world conditions, making the theory more practical for solving business challenges
through tangible or intangible means to achieve a competitive advantage. Business
leaders can benefit from understanding how to maximize tangible and intangible

standards for survivability.
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External forces like the economy influence business owners’ and leaders’
organizational strategies. Alvarez et al. (2020) revisited firm ownership in the 21st
century to note the importance of intangible resources as “stakeholders beyond
shareholders” influencing firm ownership through ongoing efforts. The revisited theory
exemplifies how economic shifts change perceptions of the resources that meet the
conditions of VRIO. Another example was the shift to Industry 4.0, which emphasized
intellectual capital that enabled unique and inimitable resources, leading to a knowledge-
based economy (Sagiyeva et al., 2018). The knowledge-based economy focuses on
efficient management with the decline of tangible resources and increasingly emphasizes
resources like data, rapid learning, change, and knowledge (Bolisani & Bratianu, 2018).
As a result, competitive strategies emphasize intangible knowledge-based resources
(Nagano, 2020) given the shift in market norms.

When the economy no longer supports an organization’s favorable competitive
position, the organization must modify strategies for sustainability. Just like economic
changes affect the strategy used for an excellent competitive position, economic changes
also force changes in theories (Alvarez et al., 2020). Researchers use theoretical and
conceptual frameworks to examine and explore economic changes affecting business
performance. As researchers apply theories to business problems, the approach evolves
and could close existing research gaps. Simply, the expansiveness of resources within a
business creates an opportunity for new researchers to continue uncovering positive ways

resources affect a business’s competitive advantage and ultimate survival.
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Filling Gaps in Resource Based Theories

Additional research is needed regarding resource-based theories in a knowledge
economy. Specifically, researchers exploring resource-based approaches in a knowledge
economy identify additional organizational attributes that use resources to achieve a
competitive advantage. In an updated perspective of resource-based theories, Barney et
al. (2011) promoted the resource-based theory as the most prominent theory to describe,
explain, and predict organizational relationships. As researchers tested the hypothesis and
found positive and negative results, they found gaps that needed further exploration.
Further testing of the theory led to other studies highlighting the importance of how an
organization manages its resources, referred to as organizational capabilities (Carraresi et
al., 2016; Chatzoglou et al., 2018; Dossena et al., 2020; Grant, 1991). Expanding on how
managing resources creates opportunity, other researchers explored organizational
capacity, or the steps owners and leaders take to improve a competitive position (Liu,
2016; Mustapa & Malak, 2017). Understanding how to position and invest in resources
can help establish a strategy for the business’s survival.

Business survivability in a knowledge-based economy may depend on the
organizational capacity to leverage knowledge-based workers. Organizational capabilities
and the ability to achieve and maintain a competitive advantage are possible through
individuals applying their KSAs and attitudes to develop internal organizational strengths
(Assensoh-Kodua, 2019; Salman et al., 2020). An organization that utilizes the collective
KSA resources of competent individuals has a better chance of gaining a competitive

advantage (Cho et al., 2021; Jogaratnam., 2017a). This strategy requires effective talent
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management practices to identify people with needed KSAs and place them in the right
roles to positively affect business performance.

Research involving KSAs for knowledge-based workers has expanded to address
resource challenges in a knowledge-based economy. In response to organizations
acquiring a competitive advantage through knowledge, the research community
developed and tested resource-based theories to capture the needed KSAs through hiring,
staff development, and strategic alliances (Ferreira et al., 2018). Because earlier resource-
based theorists like Wernerfelt (1984, 1995) and Barney (1991) focused on people as
valuable resources that drive a firm’s growth and the economy, Grant (1996) and other
researchers developed theories that offer actionable ways organizations can leverage
people resources for the most competitive impact. People remain a focal point in
developing resource-based approaches in the former and latter cases. As the economy,
technology, and scientific understanding change, the opportunity persists for researchers
to identify other resources that lead to a competitive advantage.

Supporters and challengers of resource-based theories require clear definitions for
varying types of resources. These researchers filled theoretical and conceptual gaps,
leading to more targeted theories and conceptual frameworks than general resource-based
views. For example, Hart (1995) identified the need for more consideration of how the
natural environment creates a competitive advantage because of its unique attributes, the
evolving worldview on the finite resources available, the emphasis on global warming,

and the need for renewable energy. The care and realization of the social impact of
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managing resources demonstrated the broader usage of RBV that previous seminal
researchers rarely considered.

Resource-based theories benefit from overlapping components. Even though
Barney (2001) provided a conceptual framework for resource-based theories, the
knowledge-based view (KBV) theoretical perspective regarding RBV needed a single
framework for practical use (Grant, 1991). Although an advocate for RBV as a theory,
Wernerfelt (1984) disagreed with Grant’s iteration, instead recognizing RBV theory as a
predictor or tool to determine how an organization obtains and leverages resources as a
competitive advantage. This assertion by Wernerfelt reinforced the usefulness of RBV in
solving a wide variety of business problems that limit a firm’s competitive advantage.
Although Wernerfelt and Barney refined RBV foundationally, researchers such as Grant,
Hart (1995), and Becker (1962, 2002) contributed unique aspects to RBV and how
organizations may benefit from leveraging resources. IROs may also benefit from
understanding the diverse components.

KBV is one example of a theory that focuses on a specific resource, although it
has limitations as a lone source framework. KBV theorists promote a firm’s attainment,
transfer, and retainment of knowledge as a cornerstone to successful strategic positioning
(Prompreing & Hu, 2021). Human capital theory (HCT) is an example of a
complementary framework that can improve KBV perspectives when considering
strategic tools. HCT theory reinforces the importance of managing and investing in
people resources for positive firm performance (Simic et al., 2020). The HCT theory

includes practical guidance on how investments in human resources create a valuable
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resource and lead to a return on investment for the business. KBV and HCT theories offer
insights into how an organization’s leaders share knowledge and invest in people with an
overall goal of performance improvement. These complementary theories may help
contextualize how IRO’s KSAs contribute to restaurants’ competitiveness and
survivability.
Resource-Based Theory and the Value of Knowledge

The research community develops new theories by studying specific elements of
the existing theory’s relationship with recent phenomena. For example, RBV’s
foundational theory was Penrose’s (1960) theory of the firm, which provided an in-depth
look at how firms create wealth through their internal and external resources (Bolisani &
Bratianu, 2018). Further exploration of Penrose’s theory identified that a firm’s essential
resource resides in employee knowledge and consumer opinion (Penrose, 1960). When
studying the specific element of knowledge, employee knowledge is necessary but
useless if managers fail to use it to benefit the organization. Ballesteros-Rodriguez et al.
(2020) shared that understanding requires both a teacher’s desire to teach and the
student’s learning. For an organization to benefit from the knowledge, management, and
employees must have a reciprocal relationship that allows for exchanging ideas and
information (Ogunmokun et al., 2020). Leaders must also know what to share with
employees to increase the firm’s intellectual capital. As the economy moves from
product-based to knowledge-based, foundational RBV researchers will continue to define

further RBV uses given ever-evolving contexts.
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While context matters, understanding resources for each context may be more
critical. In the firm’s KBV, Grant (1996) enhanced RBV by demonstrating how
knowledge benefits organizations. A central tenet of KBV theory is that knowledge
shows itself in organizational learning, technology management, and managerial
cognition (Grant, 1996). The theory’s benefits include the continuation and focus on
knowledge as a unique resource, the definition of the types of knowledge in a firm, and
the contribution to a firm’s competitive advantage. The defined types of expertise are
tacit and explicit, and both require active use and coordination to contribute to a firm’s
competitive advantage (Prompreing & Hu, 2021). In the KBV theory, effective
coordination of knowledge remains at the core of a manager’s ability to ensure the
transference of explicit and tacit knowledge (Lamont et al., 2019). As Penrose (1960),
Wernerfelt (1984), and Barney (1991) identified in their research, controlling a resource
is only the first step to competitive advantage. Organizations must apply those resources
to their best advantage to create and maintain a competitive edge.

How well an organization utilizes resources may determine its survivability. An
organization may become more competitive through knowledge. One way to exploit
knowledge resources is by hiring and retaining people who can apply and manage
innovation (Cho et al., 2020; Ode & Ayavoo, 2020). Making the most of innovation and
other performance-enriching activities requires effectively allocating resources
throughout the organization (Carraresi et al., 2016; Chatzoglou et al., 2018). While
innovation requires knowledgeable people, innovation only occurs when an organization

effectively uses internal capabilities to minimize external threats and seize opportunities.
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Small businesses typically operate with limited resources, and a knowledge-based
view may be out of the reach of some owners. Leveraging multiple resources allows
small business owners to identify the best resource type for a competitive advantage.
While knowledge presents a beneficial resource for an organization, harnessing those
benefits requires related and supportive capital resources (Ahmad et al., 2020). Exploring
how IROs might leverage all organizational KSAs requires a broad lens encompassing all
small business resources. Where KBV theory lacks a comprehensive view, there remain
theories that account for the human element in its totality.

Resource-Based Theory and the Value of Human Capital

HCT researchers focus on how businesses flourish or decline through investments
in their employees. The approach aligns with Penrose’s (1960) insights on maximizing all
resources for firm growth, and Barney’s (2001) focus on intellectual capital as a unique
resource that affects firm survival. Becker (1962) connected an organization’s
productivity and profits to its investment in employees’ specific KSAs, health, and well-
being. The theory emphasized the importance of education either through college degrees
and on-the-job or off-the-job training. Years of applying the theory in research uncovered
an increase in organizations and countries seeking improved performance through
investments in higher education for their citizens (Becker, 2002). The connection
between an organization’s growth or lack of development can incentivize business
leaders to invest further in their employees.

An organization’s connection between human capital investments and

performance may help a business prioritize on-the-job training. Das (2021) and Skiba et
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al. (2019) found that on-the-job educational opportunities affect an employee’s earning
potential. Supporting employees to reach their potential is a method businesses could use
to retain KSAs. Although on-the-job training would cost the company productivity and
other resources in the short term (Becker, 1962), the company increases the potential for
a future return on investment from investing in human capital needs.

The company leaders and employees enter a mutually beneficial relationship
when an employment agreement occurs. However, if either participant ends the
relationship prematurely, neither may fully realize the benefits. As employees increase
their knowledge and skills through work experience, the more specialized and valuable
those skills become to the organization (O’Bryan & Casey, 2017). The benefit of
applying HCT principles to employees goes beyond wages and the addition of skills.
Understanding how HCT principles contribute to employer-employee relations is vital to
small business performance.

Some may argue that HCT’s value is quantifiable by the extent employers support
their employees. Most important to an employee-employer relationship is setting realistic
goals, clear communication, and a keen sense of community and commitment (Simic et
al., 2020). Employers supporting their employees by developing KSAs through
education, on-the-job training, and building positive relationships are tenets of HCT. An
IRO’s ability to develop employees and relationships may contribute to business

sustainability.
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Restaurant Industry Classification and Evaluation

The restaurant industry encompasses many food service categories, but most
share similar characteristics affecting business performance and sustainability. Restaurant
owners often operate their businesses within a financially tight margin that relies upon
balancing food and wage costs (Mun & Jang, 2018), depending on appealing menu items
to maintain steady customer traffic. More informed consumers and the advent of social
media have made consumers share their likes and dislikes easier and more frequently
(Liu & Tse, 2018). Consequently, the value creation process for restaurants requires
consumers to experience the type of service and quality they expect (Nemeschansky,
2020), sometimes without visiting the business. Customers’ expectations differ based on
how much they know about the type of restaurant they visit (Naderi et al., 2018). IROs
must consider how consumers view their products and services.

Although IROs must remain aware of customer expectations, they must
frequently operate with limited organizational resources. Restaurant owners work long
hours and often open restaurants without the benefit of human resources or other formal
operations education (Bradley et al., 2017). With the industry’s demanding nature,
owners must learn to analyze external threats and develop internal capabilities to be
competitive. While restaurants share similar characteristics, there are some distinctions
that industry professionals, academics, and the United States government use when
classifying, describing, and categorizing restaurants. These distinctions affect a

restaurant’s available resources, what customers have come to expect, and its sustainable
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competitive advantage. Therefore, IROs can benefit from understanding their unique
consumers and additional resources outside the organization.
Restaurant Classifications

Classification systems provide structure for interpreting collected data and
explaining results or strategizing for a competitive advantage. Restaurants are part of the
hospitality and tourism industry, classified alongside accommodations (Parsa et al.,
2020). The accommodations industry has a widely used single classification system, but
unlike the accommodations industry, the restaurant industry lacks a single and consistent
classification system (Parsa et al., 2020). Restaurant classifications provide academics,
governments, and professionals with a systematic way to compare, contrast, and measure
success or failure within the industry. Establishing classification systems improves the
reliability and validity of research by providing a single reference frame for investigation
and results (Canziani et al., 2016). In academic research, classification systems provide a
common language for further study and shared insights. Still, a classification system is
only as good as it is relevant to the industry, and without regular updates, the system
becomes less relevant.

Researchers and government agencies have used two classification systems
consistently. Although researchers sought updated classification systems, they base their
examinations and explorations on the North American Industry Classification System
(NAICS) and the National Restaurant Association (NRA) classifications. (Barrows et al.,
2016; Canziani et al., 2016; DiPietro, 2017; Parsa et al., 2020). Using the classification

systems in tandem provides a complete picture of the industry. The United States,
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Mexico, and Canada created the NAICS (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). The three
countries’ appropriate agencies work together to update it every 5 years for a consistent
method for gathering and analyzing statistical data by industry (U.S. Census Bureau,
2020b). The production-based classification system, developed when manufacturing
dominated the three countries, groups industries based on how an industry segment
produces units. As more service-oriented industries grew, the primary classifications
remained based on assembled units and added categories that veered away from this
structure.

The NAICS has two classifications dedicated to serving food that include several
categories. Restaurants and bars are part of the Restaurant, and Other Eating Places
classification, which focuses on table service, food, and beverages served (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2020a). The restaurant categories include full-service, limited-service, cafeterias,
grill buffets, buffets, snacks, and nonalcoholic beverage bars. (U.S. Census Bureau,
2020a). These categories address how restaurants serve food to consumers.

The expected service level changes as consumers experience a full-service
restaurant compared to a quick-service restaurant. The difference in service level
expectations also changes the staft’s required work experience, dining environment,
menu selection, prices, and food and wage expenses (Lui & Tse, 2018; Parsa et al.,
2020). Additional categories include specialty food and drinking places, food service
contractors, caterers; mobile food service; and drinking places with alcoholic beverages.
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a). These additional categories fit their classification structures

and determine how restaurants serve customers.
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Classification systems create equal comparisons and clear delineations between
comparable items. The NAICS needs the ability for a consistent comparison. This gap
became apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic when full-service restaurants began
accepting take-out and delivery orders for business survival (Brizek et al., 2021; de
Freitas & Stedefeldt, 2020; J. Kim et al., 2021; K. Kim et al., 2021). NAICS lists full-
service restaurants and quick-service restaurants separately. A patron of a full-service
restaurant expects premium service, atmosphere, menu items, and prices (Shahzadi et al.,
2018). When the service model changes temporarily or permanently, NAICS does not
provide a straightforward way of accounting for these service changes. For example, a
full-service restaurant owner may have added take-out and delivery services during the
pandemic. Based on this change, the restaurant will receive customer reviews, incur
different costs for sturdier take-out containers, and potentially need an expanded
insurance policy. Other full-service restaurant owners may begin offering take-out of
family meals requiring customer pick-up, not delivery. The two restaurant owners still
have similar business models, but neither operates as expected from a full-service
restaurant.

Anyone seeking to understand how full-service restaurants operate or stay
competitive can no longer compare this full-service restaurant with another full-service
restaurant that does not have delivery services. According to Parsa et al. (2020), as
restaurant owners constantly adjust to changing consumer demands, the industry will
continue changing operating models, leading to more restaurant variations. This evolving

situation makes categorizing restaurants harder for researchers and industry experts.
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Regardless, the existing classification system still lacks consumer-friendly distinctions.
For example, separating bars from restaurants when both serve alcoholic beverages and
food makes the classifications suitable for the industry but not necessarily a clear
indicator of what a customer can expect when visiting either establishment.

NAICS categorizes restaurants based on how consumers wish to order and receive
food but lack any reference to ownership, affecting consumer expectations. For example,
a chain restaurant can access the parent corporation’s financial, supplier, and human
resource support (Gordon & Parikh, 2021). The owner’s preferences may affect décor,
available menu items, server training, prices, advertising, and the expectation of the
consumer. An independent restaurant cannot access the same oversight and supporting
resources (C. Lee et al., 2016). These differences may make a fine-dining chain
restaurant look and feel very different from an independently operated fine-dining
restaurant.

The NRA trade publication developed a companion classification system to
reconcile differences between independent and corporate-owned establishments. The
NRA conducts research, reports news, trends, and advocates with government entities for
more than 500,000 restaurants (NRA, 2020). The NRA classifications use the same core
categories as NAICS (Barrows et al., 2016) and segment restaurants by independent and
chain ownership types (Parsa et al., 2020). Independent restaurants are locally owned and
managed establishments without the benefit of corporate-owned financial and human
resource support enjoyed by chain restaurant managers. Like NAICS, the NRA

classification system provides owners with a common language, benchmark, and
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measurement for restaurant industry success. The NRA’s management categorization
offers those in the restaurant industry insights into how restaurants with similar resources
operate and compete for customers. Besides benefiting the restaurant industry, the
combined classification systems provide researchers with distinctive characteristics
needed to examine further and explore problems specific to each restaurant type. When
considering how the management of organizational KSA supports the long-term survival
of the restaurant, IROs’ challenges are similar yet unique compared to their chain-
financed and managed counterparts.

Classification systems allow government, industry, and professionals to
benchmark and compare operational and financial success consistently. While this
information provides valuable information for comparing restaurant industry members,
restaurant owners rely on consumers patronizing their establishments and need a clear
understanding of what makes them frequent their establishments. A restaurant’s survival
depends on return visits (Chun & Nyam-Ochir, 2020) and positive word of mouth (H. Li
et al., 2020; Uslu, 2020). Accordingly, restaurant owners seek to produce a positive
customer experience which may create an advantage over their competitors (DiPietro,
2017). Those that review and measure restaurants often determine the expected customer
experience by the restaurant’s classification.

Types of Restaurant Evaluation

A restaurant owner’s success depends on repeat business and positive

organizational evaluations. Those evaluating the customer experience include journalists,

consumers, and researchers (Adeinat, 2019; Blose et al., 2019; Parikh et al., 2017). Like
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classification systems, establishing categories of evaluations provides them with
distinctive characteristics needed to examine further and explore problems specific to
each restaurant type. The communicated and shared consumer experience has a
professional lens for research and restaurant benchmarking that can contribute to how
IROs leverage consumers’ feedback for improving performance.

For this study, I divided restaurant evaluations into three categories. The first
category was formal evaluation via a standardized instrument, DINESERYV, that
researchers use to compare customer experiences within the restaurant industry (Adeinat,
2019; Tiago et al., 2017). The second category was professional and semiprofessional
evaluations, including professional food critics whose articles appear in various media
and curated reviews in guidebooks like Zagat (Parikh et al., 2017). The final category
was user-generated content (UGC) or electronic word of mouth (eWOM), which are
evaluations by consumers found in online review platforms like Yelp (Luo et al., 2020;
Tiago et al., 2017) as well as social networks like Twitter and Facebook (Lepkowska-
White et al., 2019; Litvin et al., 2018; C. R. Taylor, 2018). Consumers leverage these
various sources when deciding which restaurant to patronize (Lepkowska-White et al.,
2019; Litvin et al., 2018; C. R. Taylor, 2018; Xu, 2021). Independent restaurant owners
rely on social media platforms to build a brand identity that their chain-based
counterparts can afford to buy (Keller & Kostromitina, 2020). This widespread use makes
these sources impactful to restaurant owners ’ability to achieve and maintain a

competitive advantage, making these types of measurement relevant to this study.
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Formal Evaluation. Although not as readily used or available as guides and user-
generated reviews, formal measurement instruments allow benchmarking and restaurant
comparison. Benchmarking enables business comparisons (Barrows et al., 2016) and
enables restaurant owners to see how their restaurant compares to the competition.
Stevens et al. (1995) adopted the DINESERYV instrument from SERVQUAL, an
accommodations industry measurement instrument for specific use within the restaurant
industry. Like all hospitality-based industries, the consumer determines whether the
experience is good or bad. It is up to the hospitality business owner to decipher the
consumers’ feedback and make the necessary adjustments to remain competitive. A
standard measurement tool affords a consistent way to compare customer reactions and
the same experience.

Like any formal evaluation instrument, reliability and validity are essential to its
use in research and industry. The DINESERYV instrument has over a 95% reliability
rating (Knutson et al., 1996). Researchers used the instrument in 88 academic articles in
peer-reviewed academic journals, including the International Journal of Hospitality
Management and the Journal of Food Service Business Research, and the International
Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management. The instrument consists of 29 survey
questions across five service dimensions: tangibles, reliability, assurance, responsiveness,
and empathy (Knutson et al., 1996). Although used by researchers, thorough questioning
provides valuable information that IROs could use for strategic decision-making and
gauge their competitive position. The tangibles dimension has a considerable number of

questions. It focuses on the service environment or “servicescape,” where consumers and
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employees participate in the consumer experience and affects both parties in diverse ways
(Kaminakis et al., 2019). Though the tangible dimension has more survey questions than
other dimensions, Stevens et al. (1995) stated that no dimension is more important than
another. The reliability dimension focuses on how consistent and error-free the
interactions are between employees and consumers (Kukanja et al., 2019). The assurance
dimension determines the competence and courtesy of employees when engaging with
consumers. The responsiveness dimension relates to the speed at which employees
address customer needs. Empathy relates to the attention and consideration shown to
consumers during interactions. The combination of dimensions offers a complete picture
of how consumers experience service quality and, thus, how well employees interact with
consumers, all of which affect repeat business.

The DINESERYV instrument results give restaurant owners an understanding of
how their restaurant may cater to service expectations. When comparing customer
expectations to customers’ perceptions, Adeinat (2019) found that customers’
expectations consistently exceeded their perceptions of their experience. The study’s
investigators also found that when restaurants focus on perceived service quality, they
may exhaust their resources attempting to make perceptions meet expectations. The
empathy dimension provides the best way to close the gap between expectations and
perceptions. Restaurant owners who encourage and educate employees on demonstrating
empathy during consumer interactions stand a better chance of closing the gap between
consumer expectations and perceptions (Adeinat, 2019). This valuable insight sheds light

on where an IRO can focus its efforts for competitive advantage.
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Customer interactions between restaurant owners and employees impact
customers’ decision to return to the restaurant. Therefore, a restaurant owner’s ability to
gauge these interactions determines the restaurant’s success in this key performance
indicator (KPI). Kuo et al. (2018) determined the correlation between service quality,
customer satisfaction, and loyalty using the DINESERV measurement tool. The study’s
results directly connected service quality and a consumer’s repeat visit. Positive service
quality perceptions lead to repeat visits and a positive reputation for the restaurant (Xia &
Ha, 2021). While empathy and assurance from staff positively affected first-time visitors,
the tangibles, like facilities and personnel’s cleanliness, had a significant impact when
they returned. Kuo et al.’s (2018) findings reinforced Adeinat’s (2019) results on the
importance of empathy in employees and the importance of the perceived competence of
employees during initial interactions. IROs can use such tools for ongoing
competitiveness that promote long-term survivability.

DINESERYV can also serve as a benchmarking tool. DINESERYV provides
evaluations that inform restaurant owners about which dimensions lead to customer
satisfaction and what dimensions may need extra attention (Stevens et al., 1995).
Classification systems allow restaurant owners to identify their competition (Parsa et al.,
2020). These two industry standards allow IROs to improve their competitive advantage
by understanding what consumers of similar restaurants found compelling that may lead
to return visits.

Professional and Semiprofessional Evaluation. Professional restaurant

evaluations have appeared in newspapers, magazines, and television for decades. The
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influence of lifestyle journalists, chefs, and other industry professionals who evaluate
restaurants and report their preferences have grown exponentially since the inception of
food critics in the 19th century (Fusté-Forné, 2020). Consumers accept that professional
evaluators use personal tastes and opinions based on their knowledge of restaurants to
report on their experiences versus other journalism types that require objectivity (English
& Fleischmann, 2019). Since the evaluators often work for media outlets, they target
restaurants that appeal to their demographics (Parikh et al., 2017). By appealing to only
those they believe may purchase their paper or magazine, the journalistic critics choose
the restaurants to promote their platform and the restaurant, positively or negatively.
Consumers assume professional evaluations are from experts (Kobez, 2018), making
their reviews increasingly impactful to a restaurant’s success. IROs must consider the
impact of professional reviews on business performance and customers.

Professional reviews also provide more information for consumers to decide
about the restaurant. A newspaper review has a higher word threshold allowing the
reviewer to include more details about décor, service, ambiance, and the food (Parikh et
al., 2017). Covering these broad categories also demonstrates the influence of food-
related journalism on culture and media (Fusté-Forné & Masip, 2018), even beyond
traditional newspaper-based reviews. The increased exposure to food culture led to a
more discerning consumer and higher demand which small restaurant owners must
consider.

Professionally edited guidebooks to direct the consumer review systems have

added a level of restaurant evaluations. Guidebooks, such as the original Zagat’s, are a
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hybrid measurement tool that includes curated reviews from actual restaurant patrons,
then published and distributed at a cost. Zagat editors started by publishing the scores and
commentary on restaurants they solicited from their friends and family (Paynter, 2018). A
method of scoring based on distinct categories provided a level of consistency for
comparison, even though the consumer’s scores were subjective. The reviewed categories
were like newspaper critic reviews, including environment, food, and location. Unlike
newspaper reviews, Zagat did not allow an abundance of space for the editors to wax
poetically but used space efficiently. Allowing consumers to share their opinions in print
with others outside their sphere of influence began the movement toward UGC. It marked
a turning point from journalist-based reviews to consumer-based reviews.

UGC and eWOM. UGC and eWOM provide additional opportunities and
challenges for IROs. The Zagat editors provided the only way consumers could share
experiences beyond private communication or contribute their opinions to guidebooks
that provided limited inclusion (Paynter, 2018). Restaurant-focused research also turned
from supply-oriented to customer-oriented research centered on customer satisfaction,
expectations, and behaviors (Rodriguez-Lopez et al., 2020). The onset of the internet led
to the development of rating platforms where patrons provide immediate feedback and
affect the perceptions of other consumers around the world (Dossena et al., 2020; H. Li et
al., 2020; Naujoks & Benkenstein, 2020). This shift in the diversity and inclusion of more
consumer-based experiential feedback created a considerable change in the impact of
professional reviews (Kobez, 2018). A form of UGC, eWOM, increased the ability of

consumers to immediate feedback beyond their close circle of influence (Chakraborty et
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al., 2022; English & Fleischmann, 2019; Kobez, 2018; J. Lee & Kim, 2020; Lepkowska-
White et al., 2019; Litvin et al., 2018; Maslowska, Malthouse, & Viswanathan, 2017)
allowing the collection of millions of reviews on topics, including restaurants and foods.
IROs must consider the risks and benefits these review mediums have on business
performance.

Customer reviews by electronic means can also have marketing implications that
influence buying decisions. C. R. Taylor (2018) shared that eWOM can be more potent in
changing purchase habits than direct advertising. A New York court demonstrated the
importance of word of mouth by consumers in a defamation case where Zagat’s reviews
negatively affected a restaurant’s reputation (Bunker, 2018). To mitigate the negative
impact of consumer reviews, Lepkowska-White et al. (2019) caution that a business
owner needs to invest in oversight of these channels to ensure comments do not tarnish
the business’ brand or reputation. The ability of consumers to give and receive immediate
feedback expands a restaurant’s reach, which can have positive or adverse effects.

When restaurant patrons find the menu, food, environment, or service interactions
lacking, they tell other potential patrons. The more people share about a restaurant or a
menu item; the more likely others will see it as credible and make it part of their
purchasing decision (Hayat & Hershkovitz, 2018; Zhao et al., 2020). Chakraborty et al.
(2022) found that consumers are more likely to share a negative experience than a good
one. However, J. Lee and Kim (2020) found that consumers were likelier to post when
restaurant owners ensure reviews receive positive or negative affirmation. In addition, J.

Lee and Kim also found that consumers were slightly more likely to post positive reviews
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than negative ones. Though findings may lead to different conclusions, these studies
highlight the need for consumers to share their experiences, expanding their sphere of
influence. Consumers have considerable power over whether a restaurant has new or
return visitors, affecting the restaurant owner’s survivability. An IRO or manager
increases the benefit to their restaurant when they commit to managing social media and
contributing to reviews by acknowledging the feedback.

Online feedback extends the consumer experience for existing and potential
customers. With online review sites (e.g., Google, Yelp, TripAdvisor) and now delivery
apps with online review capabilities (e.g., Uber Eats, Door Dash, and Postmates),
consumers provide feedback more effortlessly than in the past and reach more people
than ever before (Kang & Eshkol-Taravella, 2020). Not only is direct feedback possible,
but potential consumers reading reviews react more strongly to negative reviews than
positive or moderate reviews (Y. Liu et al., 2020). Consumer reaction means that
restaurant owners need to manage the consumer experience and oversee the various
review platforms.

In-person and take-out dining allow consumers to critique interactions with
restaurant staff and owners from arrival, order, meal, and departure. Delivery-based
services lack interaction and may expand the exchange to a third-party provider over
which the restaurant owner has little control. Xu (2021) found that when consumers
ordered food delivery, their feedback included the interaction with the driver and

reflected on the restaurant whether the driver was from the restaurant or an independent
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third-party service. IROs must consider this dynamic when considering the availability of
resources and uses of third-party service providers.

The choice to purchase also influences the likelihood that a customer will provide
feedback through an online source. Xu (2021) stated that consumers are likelier to share
their experiences on social media platforms when paying for a meal. While reviews
provide valuable information for consumers and an opportunity for IROs to gain insights
into gaining a competitive advantage, the same reviews may also harm an organization’s
reputation or offer unbelievable information to consumers. Maslowska, Malthouse, and
Bernritter (2017) found that consumers increased their intention to purchase when
reviewed ratings were between 3.8 and 4.2. Consumers 'choices to buy goods lessened
when they rated products lower or higher than this range. The ratings and the evidence
from the research supported the notion that consumers view higher ratings as false and
unreliable leading them to discount the ratings and potentially the product. Of course, the
researcher focused on consumer goods and food experiences with more dimensions that
appeal to a consumer’s senses versus durable goods may elicit different results.

Formal measurement instruments like DINESERYV and less formal measurement
methods like star ratings on online platforms provide restaurant owners valuable
information on what consumers want in their dining experience. In researching the
restaurant industry, how restaurants and consumers measure consumer experience lays
the groundwork for how organizational KSAs impact a restaurant’s success. Providing a
positive consumer experience relies heavily on the employee’s KSAs. The previous

sections focused on how the industry and researchers identify and measure success and
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how consumers measure and share their experiences. The following section focuses on
the independent restaurant’s environment and the people whose KSAs are essential to
positive customer interactions.
Operational Environment of Independent Restaurants

The IRO may not have formal education or experience managing a restaurant or
employees before starting a restaurant. An IRO may gain the needed competence through
trial and error and the innate drive for success (Elias et al., 2018; Romero et al., 2019).
Research differs on the level of impact prior experience and education have within the
restaurant industry. Muhammad and Salma (2021) found that owners and managers must
possess the needed intellectual capital to harness organizational capabilities for optimal
performance. Jogaratnam (2018) saw that education and experience positively affected
performance. Jogaratnam'’s findings support that IROs can successfully transfer
knowledge to employees through formal policies and procedures and demonstrative
means.

IROs may also obtain knowledge from restaurant staff. Wellton and Lainpelto
(2021) found that owners also learn from their employees. However, most knowledge
transfer in small business independent restaurants is tacit (Muhammad & Salma, 2021)
and, therefore, not written down but transferred when demonstrated by those within the
organization. Employees are more likely to share tacit and explicit knowledge when they
trust one another (Ogunmokun et al., 2020) and are committed to the organization
(Ouakouak & Ouedraogo, 2019). This lack of documented expertise makes

organizational knowledge vulnerable to employee turnover or resistance to sharing
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knowledge for job security. The IRO must be aware and responsible for capturing, using,
and retaining organizational expertise in a small independent restaurant environment.
Performance, People, and Knowledge

IROs, managers, and employees work closely to prepare food and operate small
independent restaurants. How well these individuals work together can determine
customer loyalty and sustained performance. IROs measure performance using the KPIs
of profitability, sales volume, growth, and goal achievement (C. Lee & Hallak, 2018; C.
Lee et al., 2016). Many factors affect KPIs, which the IRO must maneuver through
awareness, strategic plans, and daily management. Human resources are essential to
restaurant performance and sustainability, but other factors, such as work environment
and internal and external forces, work interdependently towards the same end. Examining
the literature highlighted several factors that directly or indirectly leverage organizational
KSAs. Common factors that affect KPIs include slim profit margins, seasonal surges and
declines in customer visits, unpredictable food costs, and the reliance on positive
customer interactions for success (Mascho & Mao, 2017). While most of these factors
focus on external forces out of the control of IROs, such as price and seasonality, there is
an opportunity to control customer interactions by managing internal resources and
employee-customer relations.

Employees play a significant role in a restaurant’s success through their
productivity and customer interactions. Sheehan et al. (2018) found that effective talent
management makes IROs more successful at hiring and retaining skilled employees,

which is essential for organizations that rely on their employees to interact with
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customers. Though an IRO cannot be involved in each customer interaction, they are
responsible for hiring and managing employees and establishing a work environment
conducive to positive customer interactions.

A restaurant’s work environment often includes long hours, shifting schedules,
and demanding customers. The work environment challenges lead to excessive stress and
higher employee turnover than in other industries (M. Cho et al., 2021; Gordon & Parikh,
2021; C. Lee et al., 2016). Scholars have linked restaurant employees’ excess stress to
higher levels of substance abuse (Bufquin et al., 2021; Cain et al., 2020; Hight et al.,
2019). This challenging work environment may make it harder for IROs to achieve the
desired customer interactions consistently.

The challenges IROs face are not limited to challenging work conditions. In
addition to the typical restaurant environment, the COVID-19 pandemic initiated other
changes to working environments, some of which may last postpandemic (Kaushik &
Guleria, 2020; Kim, 2020). Some changes include employees’ inability to fit nicely into a
long-time job role, forcing them to seek employment elsewhere (Carnevale & Hatak,
2020), which requires business owners to invest in more employee recruitment and
training. The population faces political, economic, and social uncertainty (P. Sharma et
al., 2020), which increases anxiety. Businesses have had to find ways to serve consumers
at a distance (Yawson, 2020) and change their configurations to allow for barriers
between customers (S. Taylor, 2020), which provides challenges in service-based
industries. These challenges impact the operational environment, requiring adjusting the

organizational KSAs for successful navigation.
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An IRO can counteract the adverse effects of a typical restaurant environment.
Gordon and Parikh (2021) identified four main themes that restaurant managers and
employees feel demonstrate care and support, which builds loyalty and helps retain
organizational knowledge. Leadership, human resource management, work atmosphere,
and well-being are the four themes. In addition, J. Kim et al. (2021) found that the quality
of work-life, particularly during a crisis like a pandemic, reinforces an employee’s
commitment to change that lasts beyond the crisis. Within each theme identified by
Gordon and Parikh and the quality of work-life proposed by Kim et al., there are multiple
activities and behaviors that an IRO or manager may perform or exhibit to increase an
employee’s sense of support and security. The IROs approach to leadership affects every
identified attribute and influences the behaviors and actions of everyone in the
organization (Mostafa, 2019). The impact of IROs’ decisions about whom to hire, how
much to pay, how to train, manage, and what benefits affect the restaurant’s performance.

Many positions within a restaurant require little training or prior experience.
However, employees perform essential functions in menu preparation and customer
interactions, from greeting and taking orders to serving food (Bichler et al., 2021; Son et
al., 2021). The interdependent relationship between product and service inherent in the
restaurant industry means that IROs cannot separate the two without considering the
implications to the other. Therefore, IROs must address the low-entry employment
barriers to reduce essential functions’ performance risk.

The low-entry employment barriers attract individuals just entering or re-entering

the workforce and contribute to the high turnover rate inherent in the industry. The lack
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of obstacles leads to more employment opportunities for the underrepresented, such as
undocumented immigrants, unskilled laborers, the formerly incarcerated workers.
(Shigihara, 2020). However, IROs still require employees to fill positions that require
specific knowledge, skills, and experience. The required KSAs for IROs and their
restaurants can often develop through informal workplace learning (Kelliher et al., 2020;
Mustafa & Elliott, 2019). IRO’s understanding of required KSAs for long-term
survivability is crucial when turnover is a concern. The IRO must also consider ways to
retain the needed KSAs in a high turnover environment.

IROs rely on sharing knowledge with and among employees for daily operations.
Employees’ willingness and enthusiasm for learning and sharing knowledge becomes
nearly as important as their education and experience (Liao et al., 2018; Perez de la
Lastra et al., 2020). An employee’s ability and willingness to share their knowledge with
others allows the IRO to capture and disseminate organizational knowledge among
existing and new employees. The more employees share knowledge, the better the
organizational performance (Ahmed et al., 2020). In an industry with high turnover,
employees are more transient, making knowledge transfer even more imperative. Of
course, willingness to share knowledge also requires sharing knowledge in ways others
can receive and use it.

In addition to a willingness to learn and teach, an employee’s ability to promote
and complete positive interactions with co-workers and customers contributes to positive
KPIs. Mohamad et al. (2020) found that restaurant owners and managers most looked for

competence in entry-level employees in attitude and behavior, emphasizing empathy for
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understanding a customer’s needs, aligning with Stevens et al. (1995) DINESERV
measurement tool. Customers have more ways to share their perceptions and experiences
at restaurants, impacting return decisions and first-time visitors. IROs must hire the right
employees who exhibit the correct KSAs and ensure the transfer of organizational KSAs
to maintain and improve performance.
IRO’s Multiple Roles and Responsibilities

The limited resources inherent in independent restaurants force IROs to hold the
dual owner-manager (OM) role. Through their leadership and management approach,
OMs determine whether they and their employees operate in ways that meet established
performance goals (Jogaratnam, 2017a). This dual role structure offers challenges and
opportunities for operations and strategic planning. OMs make the most of opportunities
and mitigate negative consequences from challenges by applying specific competencies
(Elias et al., 2018; Jogaratnam, 2017a, 2017b; Kleynhans et al., 2018; Ntlhanngoe &
Chipunza, 2021; Shum et al., 2018). Elias et al. (2018) and Kleynhans et al. (2018)
defined owner-manager competence as the KSAs of the person most influential in and
responsible for business success. Although Elias et al. (2018), Jogaratnam (2017a,
2017b), Kleynhans et al. (2018), Ntlhanngoe and Chipunza (2021), and Shum et al.
(2018) agree that competencies are necessary, they hold differing opinions and study
results on required competencies. Simultaneously fulfilling two roles requires
competence in managing day-to-day functions and establishing strategic plans that guide

the restaurant for long-term success.
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The literature on management and leadership includes common characteristics
required of individuals for positive organizational performance. One of the most
influential to an independent restauranteur is entrepreneurial competence. Entrepreneurial
researcher opinions vary between explaining abilities as traits, but all agree that they
impact a business’s success and growth (Assaker et al., 2020; Elias et al., 2018; Gustomo
et al., 2019; Ostergaard, 2019; Stanczyk et al., 2020; Veliu & Manxhari, 2017; Wahyuni
& Sara, 2020). Researchers agreed that one of the traits that entrepreneurs possess is the
competence to understand and navigate risk (Durst & Ferenhof, 2016; Oyakhire &
Makpor, 2021; Stanczyk et al., 2020; Wahyuni & Sara, 2020). With the slim profit
margins in the independent restaurant business, there is always a threat of expenses
exceeding profit, and the restaurant fails. There is also the risk that an IRO’s competitors
may outperform them in terms of price, innovative menus, environment, marketing
schemes, or employee competence. Successfully managing the competitive threats faced
by IROs filling the OM requires operational and front-line management competence.

Scholars have also identified needed KSAs for OMs but categorized them
differently. Elias et al. (2018) identified entrepreneurial, managerial, and functional
competencies as OMs competency requirements. Veliu and Manxhari (2017) grouped
needed professional, personal, and social competencies. Shum et al. (2018) further
clarified the differences required by OMs and compared the competencies of the front-
line and director-level managers. In a list of competencies needed in order of importance,
they found that front-line managers require people, personal, and business leader

competence. Director-level leaders require business leadership, personal and then people
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competence. This contrast is understandable because the director level does not require a
more personal approach to motivate employees (Shum et al., 2018).

On the other hand, front-line managers are essential to knowing their employees
and engaging with them to encourage them to achieve and even exceed goals. Positive
business performance requires the OM to adjust and apply its KSAs based on the needs
of the business (Veliu & Manxhari, 2017). When fulfilling both roles, the OM must
demonstrate flexibility depending on their target audience, task, and environment.

When engaging as the front-line manager, the OM must prioritize using their
people skills to use resources to the best advantage of the restaurant’s operations. One
aspect of managerial competence critical to meeting this goal is the ability of the OM to
mobilize employees to perform the necessary activities (Crick et al., 2023; Gustomo et
al., 2019). The service staff is critical to customer satisfaction in a restaurant, leading to
positive financial performance and long-term sustainability. The employee’s perception
of the leader’s competence affects their willingness to trust and follow the leader’s
direction (Bufquin et al., 2018; Hight et al., 2019; Kleynhans et al., 2018). An OM’s
ability to maximize employees’ use of KSAs relies on employees’ willingness to follow
their guidance and directives.

An employee’s desire to trust may affect the ability of the OM to meet the goals
established in their role as director. Employees’ perception of OM competence also
impacts their job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and turnover intentions (Zhang
etal., 2021). When an OM faces staff that lacks trust in their ability to direct activities in

a manner that leads to success, the working environment becomes unstable. An unstable
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work environment may lead more experienced employees to establish themselves as de
facto managers (Kleynhans et al., 2018), which causes chaos and confusion in an already
hectic environment. An OM may avoid this scenario by mastering the necessary
managerial competencies.

Employee mobilization to meet customer needs is essential to business
performance. OMs must communicate desired outcomes and then successfully plan and
direct the collaborative efforts of employees. Veliu and Manxhari (2017) categorized
specific skills related to managerial competence and had small business managers rank
them according to importance. Veliu and Manxhari’s study result reinforced Elias et al.’s
(2018) findings that risk assessment, ranked in the top five of professional competence, is
one of the essential skills IROs and OMs require. Communication was rated the highest
as one of the personal competencies required, but written communication was not a top-
five competency. These results are insightful when the lack of written knowledge may
cause IROs to be overly reliant on retaining employees, so they do not leave with
essential KSAs.

An organization’s essential KSAs must be retained beyond the individual
knowledge worker’s attrition. Due to resource constraints, small businesses often rely on
informal learning (Coetzer et al., 2017, 2019). This approach emphasizes tacit knowledge
in small companies over documented knowledge (Berraies et al., 2021; Kelliher et al.,
2020), making retaining employees and promoting learning sharing an imperative for
IROs. Small businesses may benefit by promoting learning to retain ambitious employees

or those who favor learning (Susomrith et al., 2019). An OM may implement human
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resource management (HRM) strategies that can help mitigate KSAs and competency
loss through employee attrition.

An IRO’s lack of financial resources may affect its ability to establish a formal
HRM role. However, it is more likely that if an IRO has previous experience with HRM
practices, they are more likely to implement practices (Mupani & Chipunza, 2019).
Whether or not an IRO can afford to implement formal HR practices, the restaurant still
requires policies, job descriptions, and training programs to ensure fair hiring and
employment practices. The OM must ensure these activities occur with appropriate
oversight. However, resource limitations may prevent this and require the OM to
prioritize the HRM practices to those most impactful to the business (S. Li et al., 2019).
The OM may consider different HRM practices impactful depending on the current
situation. For example, the OM must ensure they conduct interviews and make selections
according to anti-discrimination and fair pay practices when hiring. They must also
ensure that a new employee receives appropriate training. When an employee fails to
show up to work without calling, the OM must have previously advised the employee of
the consequences outlined in the proper policy and acted as necessary. These described
activities and circumstances require managerial competence in HRM.

Over time, knowledge development from trial and error may remedy OM’s
competency gaps. OMs may fill the competence gap by seeking expert assistance, but the
size of the business may limit the capacity of a company to hire an HR resource full-time
or engage a consultant (Cajander & Reiman, 2019). Without HR resources, OMs will

work more closely with employees, from hiring them to setting schedules, taking care of
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payroll, disciplining them, training them, and answering their HR-related questions.
Lacking an organizational structure that includes professional HR, the OM may learn to
employ HR practices simply from the learning process.

A lack of HR resources is another example of the flat organizational structure
IROs face, and this type of structure has distinct benefits and challenges for the OM. This
flatter hierarchy allows OMs, employees, and customers more significant and consistent
access to one another (C. Lee et al., 2016). There are benefits to the OM’s embeddedness
in the day-to-day operations where they get to know their employees. The first is the
OM’s visibility and ability to directly demonstrate desired behaviors and core values to
employees. Employees emulate the OM, and the collective attitudes and behaviors form
the organizational norms or culture by which employees determine their roles and
expected behaviors (Hopkins, 2018). The organizational culture guides employee
behavior, and in the close quarters of an independent restaurant, the OMs shape the
culture by demonstrating the desired behaviors.

The OM also controls the selection of new employees. The rareness of human
resources is the most vital contributing factor to achieving a competitive advantage (M.
Cho et al., 2021). An OM can select employees with skills that fit the organizational
culture. In the restaurant industry, hire fit is more associated with the potential
employee’s attitude than with the knowledge and skills employees learn on the -job
(Mupani & Chipunza, 2019). When an OM directly observes and interacts with
employees, they can better identify their unique KSAs. Through direct engagement, an

OM can better position the employee for higher individual performance to support
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positive business performance. For example, Zhang et al. (2021) found that front-line
restaurant employees who prefer multiple activities at once were more engaged and
satisfied, making them less likely to leave. The benefit is to the OM and the employee,
who may find greater satisfaction in engaging in activities that fit their naturally preferred
behaviors. If an OM does not have that level of engagement with their employees, they
may overlook the best way to contribute to positive performance.

OMs interactions can benefit internal employee relations and performance while
improving customer relations and brand perception. An OMs engagement with customers
allows them to solidify their reputation or brand (Mathayomchan & Taecharungroj,
2020). Independent restaurants do not have chain restaurants’ names and brand
recognition because of their limited number of locations and their advertising ability
(Kim & Song, 2020). This lack of a well-known identity makes OM’s involvement in
establishing the brand increasingly important. During the restaurant’s startup phase
establishing the brand image relies heavily on the restaurant’s competitive productivity
(M. Cho et al., 2021), as displayed by the attitudes and behaviors directed at
outperforming competing firms (Baumann et al., 2019). An OM demonstrates those
behaviors by whom they hire, how they lead and reward their employees, and what
information and behaviors they promote to their customers. The OM’s ability to articulate
and develop consumer value may be the competitive differentiator in the IROs business
environment.

Restaurant OMs set expectations and standards for employees. They oversee how

the employee completes tasks associated with the processes necessary to provide
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customer service, achieve food safety, and achieve other KPIs. In return, an employee
expects the OM to set expectations and provide direction and compensation for their
work. Fang et al. (2021) found that organizations with high contact service models may
see increased profit margins when high employee satisfaction. The OM’s oversight of the
work environment and employees plays a large part in the restaurant’s success. This
interdependent relationship may help keep the business operational if everything remains
the same, but it may require different manager-employee relations when changes occur.

Organizations may require internal changes to remain competitive in the market.
To be ready for change, an organization must have a durable foundation of processes
(Kosasih & Saparuddin, 2020) and leadership that spans beyond the owner or a handful
of people (Berraies et al., 2021; Pitelis & Wagner, 2019). If an IRO fails to prepare the
organization for change by promoting awareness or normalizing change, the owner may
limit organizational members’ ability to adjust quickly, making innovation more difficult
(C. Lee et al., 2022). When an IRO promotes leadership as a function versus a title or
role, they empower everyone to share their KSAs and identify opportunities to meet
organizational goals. Establishing a foundation of processes, sharing KSAs, and setting
expectations of change as an everyday occurrence are critical for an IROs readiness and
ability to adjust to market changes and remain competitive.
Fundamental Challenges Facing IROs

Research into small independent restaurant survival requires understanding some
of the challenges most small business owners face. IROs may often have a weak financial

structure caused by lower entry barriers to start a restaurant, low-profit margins, and
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higher food costs (Mun & Jang, 2018). For example, some municipalities require food
safety certifications before a restaurant owner qualifies for a business license. However,
starting a restaurant does not require a culinary degree or occupational approval, making
the industry open to anyone with sufficient capital and support.

Once the restaurant begins operating, the cost of food becomes an integral part of
its success. Food costs vary based on economic factors, natural disasters, crop failures,
shifting import prices, and other situations outside a business owner’s control (Uddin et
al., 2020); such costs may affect profitability. The determination of overall profitability
depends heavily on the cost of food and the menu item price (Mun & Jang, 2018; Tyagi
& Bolia, 2021), and item sales. A menu item’s sales price must offset the restaurant
owner’s food cost to make any profit. Menu item profitability calculations vary and may
be simple or complex depending on the chosen measure (Lai et al., 2020). Because
restaurant ownership does not require any specific business education (Markowska &
Wiklund, 2020; Zahra, 2021), even the most straightforward methods may require an
IRO to seek professional assistance. Lower profit margins in a customer service-driven
industry that pays employees fairly to create positive customer experiences affect
profitability. IROs must consider these competing factors for long-term sustainability.
Wages

Whether in the restaurant’s cleanliness, food preparation, or taking customer
orders, its overall appeal depends on employees. With the cost of wages, needed
personnel, and limited profits, a restaurant may have limited resources and employees

with limited skills (C. Lee et al., 2016). Although Kim and Jang (2019) found that higher
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minimum wages led to greater productivity up to 2 years after the wages increased, the
restaurant industry still has the most employees paid a minimum wage (Repetti & Roe,
2018). The short-term impact of wage increase has both a negative and positive effect on
revenue, but after 1 year, the advantages and disadvantages level out, minimizing the
effect (H. S. Kim & Jang, 2020). Premium wages invest in restaurant survival by
attracting and retaining qualified workers, leading to greater productivity. Owners with
slim profit margins may not see the strategic benefits of paying higher wages. Whether
the owners proactively increase wages, state and federal legislatures may force increased
minimum wage levels (Repetti & Roe, 2018). IROs must consider legislative changes and
their impact on the restaurant’s performance.

The wage increases may take time to impact IROs, depending on the restaurant’s
location. In geographic areas where a forced increase occurred, the expected impact of
higher prices and elimination of jobs was negligible (Allegretto & Reich, 2018; Dube &
Lindner, 2021), which discredits two of the arguments against higher minimum wages. A
more proactive approach to wage increases would allow the IRO the time to right-size
staffing by increasing salaries and retaining staff with the necessary qualifications to
improve operations. The long-term survival benefits exist when wages rise in conjunction
with improved operational management—costs and sales. For restaurants, improvements
must include operational processes that expand the customer base from first-time to

returning customer sustainment.
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Food Safety

Safe food handling is a core operational process in restaurants, as adherence to
food safety regulations ensures consumers’ health and the restaurant’s reputation.
Foodborne illnesses still occur from poor food handling practices, contaminated
equipment, and ingredient sources, leading to fewer return customer visits (Ali et al.,
2019). Managing a foodborne illness outbreak far exceeds the costs of preventing it by
implementing and enforcing proper food handling (Bartsch et al., 2018). Because staff
hygiene often causes foodborne illness in restaurants (Lin & Paez, 2020), it is the most
significant food-handling operational process (Douglas et al., 2018; Gadelrab & Ekiz,
2019; Harris et al., 2019). IROs must be aware of adherence to food safety standards and
how they may influence consumers’ perceptions.

IROs should also recognize their limitations compared to established chain
restaurants. Independent restaurants lack the same protocols as chain restaurants for
competent and consistent staff hygiene, including handwashing, using gloves in food
preparation, checking meat and poultry temperatures, and not working when sick with
diarrhea and vomiting (Environmental Health Specialists, 2019). Restaurant standard
operating procedures should include food safety with appropriate checks and balances to
mitigate foodborne illness instances. Clark et al. (2019) found that implementing a food
safety culture influenced by the owner’s or manager’s safety behaviors and observation
establishes an environment where employees demonstrate consistent handwashing,
reducing foodborne illness. IROs can benefit from promoting a food safety culture as

well.
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Managing by example is one part of a successful food safety program. A
restaurant owner cannot be everywhere simultaneously but must leverage their internal
resources. One way of doing so is identifying respected and reliable employees who may
also help by setting an example for others when they employ proper food safety
behaviors (Lin & Paez, 2020). Although restaurant owners affect how their employees
take handwashing and other safe food handling practices seriously, leadership by
example does not eliminate the need for proper written procedures, training, and
monitoring. Monitoring, refresher, and new employee training reinforce practices and
improve adherence (Lin & Paez, 2020). Restaurant owners significantly affect how their
employees take handwashing and other safe food-handling practices seriously. Proper
written procedures, training, and monitoring reinforce those practices. Because a
restaurant owner cannot be in multiple places simultaneously, the owner needs reliable
employees to help enforce and encourage safe food handling practices. Food safety
affects public health during regular times. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
public locations where people prepare, serve, and eat food increased the risk, scrutiny,
and need for sanitation practices in nearly every restaurant category.

Food Safety and the Pandemic

The contagiousness of the COVID-19 virus led to the economic crisis and the
need to close businesses to keep people safe. It also resulted in a food safety crisis
requiring new cleaning and hygiene practices for restaurants to reopen after the
widespread closures. IROs had to contend with new safe distancing seating requirements

when able to reopen (Dube et al., 2021). With businesses switching from in-person dining
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to take-out and delivery services, the importance of safe food handling beyond the
kitchens expanded to include front-of-the-house staff and delivery drivers (de Freitas &
Stedefeldt, 2020). The evolving requirements and recommendations from governmental
and private organizations required more frequent training of existing and new employees
that did not previously require training. In small, independent restaurants without formal
training programs, the owner’s ability to effectively manage the operational changes
impacted the business’s ability to remain open. As restaurant owners struggled to adjust
to new requirements, they had to rethink how they handled food safety requirements (Seo
et al., 2018). IROs must determine how to meet the business’s financial needs and the
mandatory food safety requirements because of the pandemic.

Before the pandemic, the restaurant industry employed food safety measures but
rarely had a spotlight placed on those measures. Because of the pandemic, all restaurants
are under the local governments 'microscope, and consumers developed a heightened
sensitivity to sanitation and food safety standards (de Freitas & Stedefeldt, 2020).
Consumers have become more concerned with food safety in restaurants than general
food safety from items self-preparation (Byrd et al., 2021). IROs must consider how food
safety standards evolve to meet changes in consumer expectations.

Recent literature includes information IROs can use to meet new consumer
expectations and demands. In a study of independent restaurants 3 months into the
pandemic, Brizek et al. (2021) found that 81% of respondents noted the importance of
consumer confidence in successfully recovering from the economic disaster caused by

the pandemic. Seo et al. (2018) found that recovery from food safety crises occurs when
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restaurant owners use a bolstering strategy that reminds consumers of prior safe food
practices. Since the COVID-19 virus spreads through airborne particles and remains on
surfaces for hours to days depending on the surface type (Rawlinson et al., 2020),
messaging about food safety must include references to newer and prior safe food
handling requirements. Building consumer confidence begins with practicing safe food
handling practices that mitigate foodborne disease and illness and then messaging the
steps taken to consumers and potential consumers.

Messaging how often employees clean surfaces or the types of hospital-grade
disinfectants safe in food handling environments may bolster consumer confidence and
reduce the fear of contamination on food containers. An experimental field study by K.
Kim et al. (2021) tested the impact of returning consumers and increased sales of
messaging versus not messaging consumers on their food containers about food safety.
The respondents validated their favorable predisposition to repeat purchases when the
restaurant included messaging versus no messaging, which increased sales of labeled
menu items. The findings suggested that IROs may obtain good sales outcomes through
proper messaging of food safety practices.

Balancing safe food handling practices and messaging gives consumers a sense of
safety positively associated with the restaurant. IROs are best positioned to promote an
all-encompassing environment of clearly articulated safety standards for their staff and
consumers (Lin & Paez, 2020; Putra & Cho, 2019). To maintain this expectation, IROs
must stay alert, interpret changes based on their business model, and integrate them into

their operational practices while taking advantage of customer messaging.
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Innovation

Adaptive behaviors benefit businesses the most when owners leverage those
behaviors and seize opportunities to innovate. An IROs tendency to innovate stems from
a riskier personal preference for small business owners because of the lack of resources to
support the innovation (Maron et al., 2019). Zopiatis and Theocharous (2018) provided
an effective way for owners to seize opportunities through their employees’ innovative
behaviors and ideas. However, owners and managers must support innovation (Kremer et
al., 2019), empowering employees to take the risk inherent in an innovation-oriented
environment. Supporting innovation increases performance in terms of sales and
reduction of costs (Kremer et al., 2019; C. Lee & Hallak, 2018; Suryawan, 2020)—an
IRO who performs better than or as well as the competition contributes to a restaurant’s
survival. The common catalysts for innovation are competition and customer feedback
that provide insight into increasing customer satisfaction (Chou et al., 2020; El Azzouzi
& Ulutagay, 2021; C. Lee et al., 2019). When considering competition as a catalyst, it is
essential to understand the sources of competition and how that impacts whether to lead
through innovation or follow others 'innovation.

The competitive landscape has changed how companies innovate. Before the
advent of the knowledge-based economy, business owners monopolized products for
prolonged periods to achieve a sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). The time
of service and product monopolization shortened and increased competition (Phillipson,
2020). The market is more competitive than others because small business restaurants are

easy to replace (Chou et al., 2020). In addition to intangible resources, a business’s brand
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and values have become a differentiator (M. Cho et al., 2021) by which consumers make
choices and businesses realize competitiveness. When attempting to distinguish a
restaurant through the reputation of menus, service, or price, the owner must differentiate
their offerings in one or more of these areas to remain competitive and sustainable.

IROs must consider the number of available resources when investing with tight
profit margins. Taneja et al. (2016) discussed how small business owners are open to
innovation based on risk tolerance but may shy away from being a first mover for fear of
failure. A small business restaurant that lacks prestige compared to competitors may
innovate on a smaller scale by making minor changes to existing practices, which
provides a lower risk of failure (Perez de la Lastra et al., 2020). However, without the
risk of keeping up with the competition, a restaurant will lose the new and returning
consumers needed to keep sales outpacing expenses. At a minimum, a restaurant owner
must keep pace with competitors by mimicking successful innovations or implementing a
unique element to an existing invention (Cho et al., 2020; C. Lee et al., 2019). The need
to attract consumers to a restaurant is at the heart of the competition, which requires
successfully meeting customer expectations at an ongoing capacity, innovatively or
otherwise.

Small businesses 'resource limitations make it necessary for owners to make
resource-based choices about where to invest and provide the best return on investment.
Consumers play a role in innovation by providing innovative ideas through reviews or
feedback during staff interactions (Chou et al., 2020). One of the best ways an owner can

determine customer satisfaction is by asking the customer or reading online reviews.
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Small business owners with limited resources are typically heavily involved in running
the business. They may not have time to read reviews or take advantage of the
information shared through their staff’s consumer interactions. These factors, including
the menu items consumers choose, indicate customer satisfaction and their likelihood to
return (Luo et al., 2020). A customer-centric IRO will identify the most impactful
improvements for restaurant survival and find innovative ways to do so.

Management and process innovation may not be as noticeable to the customer,
but consumers benefit when a restaurant runs smoothly. The types of innovation that can
help a restaurant vary, but researchers identified five categories in which innovation
occurs: product, process, marketing, management, and service (C. Lee et al., 2019; Najib
et al., 2020; Phillipson, 2020). Like other small businesses, restaurants can only
implement or manage innovation with the proper structure and environment to support it.
Some small business restaurant owners identify and implement innovation only after a
competitor does it first to lessen the risk of failure in their establishment (C. Lee et al.,
2019). This approach works well when visible or experiential innovation occurs, such as
using a new ingredient to design a menu item or a new way of greeting a customer upon
arrival. In any case, internal management and processes must align to allow innovation to
occur.

A restaurant owner can replicate visible innovation. However, other types of less
visible innovation are still a resource but may take longer to be imitable. According to
resource-based theories, unique resources are most valuable to a business’s competitive

advantage. In a study comparing low, average, and high-performing independent



60

restaurants, C. Lee et al. (2016) found that those who innovate in management, process,
and service are more likely to be high-performing than restaurants that do not innovate.
The owner, managers, and employees with the proper KSAs will likely offer the best
insights into where and when innovation can improve overall performance.
Transition

Section 1 provided the study’s foundation, including the identified problem, what
factors contribute to it and why it is significant, ways to explore the problem using a
resource-based research lens, and a review of relevant academic literature. Section 2 will
include a restatement of the purpose and description of the role of a researcher in
ethically exploring the problem. I share more detailed information on the affected
population and the ethical means of collecting, organizing, and analyzing data to ensure
saturation, reliability, and validity. Section 3 includes the research findings, practical
application to professional practice, implications for social change, recommendations for

action, further research, reflections, and the conclusion.
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Section 2: The Project

Section 2 begins with a description of the role of the researcher and the process
used to identify participants. This section also includes a description of the research
design and methods, population and sampling techniques, the practices used to ensure
ethical standards, data collection, organization, and analysis techniques, and how those
techniques can lead to reliable and valid research.

Purpose Statement

This qualitative multiple-case study explored IROs’ strategies to acquire, manage,
and retain KSAs and sustain the businesses beyond 5 years. The study’s targeted
population included IROs with no more than 20 employees or contractors operating in the
Mid-Atlantic region of the United States who have successfully run businesses for longer
than 5 years. The study results may positively affect social change by increasing small
business survival rates, which impacts businesses’ ability to achieve corporate social
responsibility (CSR) aligned with communities’ interests (Stoian & Gilman, 2017).
Socially responsible small businesses could provide jobs in the community, ultimately,
boosting the local economy by providing employees fair wages, helping employees
develop skills, and offering employees flexible work hours to support better work-life
balance.

Role of the Researcher

The role of the researcher in this qualitative inquiry was to act as the primary data

collection instrument. Korstjens and Moser (2017) found that when the data collection

instrument is a person who will engage with participants, it is essential that they
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acknowledge any subjectivity regarding the topic and identify ways to mitigate it. To do
so, I applied several mitigation techniques, including asking open-ended questions during
interviews and maintaining consistency with documented interview and observation
protocols. Researchers can further minimize bias by identifying subjectivity, remaining
aware, and adapting behaviors to lessen the influence of the researcher’s worldview
throughout the research process (Barrett et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2020). A researcher
must maintain ethical conduct when working with human participants by selecting,
engaging, and reporting research findings. To ensure ethical behavior, I adhered to the
three principles of The Belmont Report by demonstrating respect, fairness, and concern
for the well-being of the participants throughout the process (National Commission for
the Protection of Human Subjects and Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). Also,
I shared the risks and benefits of the research by employing documented informed
consent so that individual participants understood what they were consenting to.

I have 20 years of human resources experience, with 10 years focused on talent
development through instructional design and process improvement. During the 1990s, |
trained as a chef de cuisine, managed a historical mansion, oversaw catered events, and
prepared meals for the homeowners. These experiences gave me insights into the work
and management in the food-service industry. I applied these experiences and knowledge
of the food-service industry to evaluate processes and design instructions to improve
processes for a corporate and entertainment food service contractor. I have never owned
or worked in a restaurant. In addition to food, human resources, and talent development

experience, my husband and I have owned small businesses for the past 25 years. As a
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small business owner, I understand small business ownership’s inherent challenges and
opportunities. My experience could have influenced my viewpoint, leading to an overly
biased study.

The research design yields the framework for a researcher to conduct
investigations ethically with both an awareness of bias and the appropriate techniques in
place to counteract it. (Barrett et al., 2020). Using an interview protocol reduces personal
prejudices by focusing on themes gleaned from the literature review and crafting open-
ended questions that will not lead the research participant. [ used a semistructured
interview technique with open-ended questions and adjusted my line of questioning based
on the participant’s responses. When exploring a phenomenon, the semistructured
interview technique provides the flexibility needed to allow the participant to guide the
interview and the interviewer to observe and take note of experiences with limited bias
(Saunders et al., 2019).

Participants

In qualitative research, the dependency on participants is not solely on
representing the population but on their ability to provide data relevant to the research
question (Fusch et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2020). Identifying the participant criteria is
the first step in a rigorous research design. As the researcher, I gained access to
knowledgeable individuals and retained their participation throughout data collection.
The dependency on the participant makes physical access to participants even more

critical (Anderson, 2017). The study’s participation criteria included independent, small-
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business restaurant owners who have used successful strategies to acquire, manage, and
retain KSAs and have been in business for the past 5 years or more.

Novice researchers may encounter unforeseen issues when recruiting, gaining,
and maintaining participant access (Vuban & Eta, 2019). To be prepared for potential
problems, multiple methods were used to recruit and gain access to participants. |
identified potential participants using the Data Axel database of U.S. businesses,
conducted in-person visits to restaurants, and posted the request on professional social
media networks. Further, multimodal recruitment methods require multiple
communication vehicles that include email, flyers, social media posts, and a script to
request participation during in-person visits. The communications made potential
participants aware of their rights if they chose to participate, as well as how to contact me
with any questions. An example of the email requesting participation and providing
research participants’ rights is in Appendix A.

In qualitative studies, relationship building, joint actions, and empathetic reactions
between the interviewee and the interviewer build the rapport necessary for research
(Prior, 2018). The connection between the two parties makes the difference between
relevant and rich data with stories, written documentation, and access to the participant’s
natural environment (Saunders et al., 2019). I began building rapport when I asked the
IROs to participate in the study. To prepare for these interactions, I thoroughly reviewed
the literature that included the people and work environment indicative of the restaurant
industry. Then, I designed a clear and concise request for participation that I can

verbalize and include in written communications.
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Once I secured access to a participant, the rapport-building continued. McKenzie
(2019) shared that participants are more likely to speak freely when comfortable with the
interviewer. To create a more relaxed interaction, I dressed in clothing appropriate to the
setting and used uncomplicated language. I limited my role in the interview by asking
concise questions and being mindful of my body language and tone of voice. The
employed research method and design further informed my approach during the session
with participants.

Research Method and Design

Research methods in the social sciences are the procedures used to explore and
investigate lived experiences (Abutabenjeh & Jaradat, 2018). The research design
operationalizes the procedures, which determines the data collection and analysis
techniques (Bloomfield & Fisher, 2019; de Valk & Goldbach, 2021). The research
question determines the method and design, of which there are many. A researcher must
choose the best approach to gather and analyze the most applicable data (Abutabenjeh &
Jaradat, 2018). Qualitative investigation is the most applicable method and design for a
study that analyzes how IROs manage organizational KSAs.
Research Method

Research methods define the researcher’s approach to investigating a phenomenon
and lay the groundwork for data collection and analysis techniques. Specifically,
qualitative methods allow researchers to study lived experiences in context, interact with
participants, analyze rich data, and report findings (Alam, 2021; Azungah, 2018;

Korstjens & Moser, 2017). In contrast, quantitative methods seek to count how often a
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phenomenon occurs, collect sufficient data, and generalize it across the population
(Queiros et al., 2017). Investigating lived experiences of those in authority requires
exchanging words and descriptions and recalling decisions made and their consequences.
Quantifying this phenomenon does not provide sufficient information to understand why
or how a person makes decisions, nor does it provide enough flexibility in the research
method to follow where the research leads. Qualitative methods allowed me to observe
how participants engage with their natural environment and solve problems. Quantitative
and qualitative research methods answer different questions (Reilly & Jones, 2017). The
research question for this study is about Zow, rather than how many, the question
quantitative research attempts to answer.

The mixed-method approach to research may be richer in data and insights (M.
Saunders et al., 2019), but it does not allow the researcher to focus on the #ow research
question. Mixed-method research also requires additional time and resources (McKim,
2017), which can challenge those novice researchers with limited time and resources.
Another advantage of qualitative methods is the researcher’s ability to immerse
themselves in diverse types of data (Gehman et al., 2018) that help more thoroughly
answer the research question. For the current study, the focus on human interactions from
first-hand experiences of IROs provided significant personal insights into the reasoning
for and impacts of decisions made regarding organizational KSAs. Quantitative methods
may measure human interactions but will not provide the same personal insights as
qualitative methods. Qualitative methods are also more manageable for a single

researcher than mixed methods.
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Research Design

I chose a multiple-case study design to gain firsthand knowledge of an IROs
experience. Rigor in case study data collection is necessary to stand up to the reader’s
inspection of the study, which determines the validity of the results much more than
compared to probability-based methods (Yin, 2018). Case studies are versatile enough for
researchers to apply diverse philosophical approaches and techniques (Harrison et al.,
2017). The versatility of case studies and the needed rigor make it a research design well-
suited for a novice researcher who can put various research techniques and methods into
practice.

As a novice researcher, I took an intuitive, epistemic approach and explored the
multiple meanings of participants through an interpretive philosophical lens. A multiple-
case study versus a single case study increases reliability and validity by applying
replication logic across multiple-cases (Eisenhardt, 2020; Gehman et al., 2018), which
adds validity to any emerging themes. Quantitative researchers have cited the lack of
generalizability of case studies as one reason it is not as reliable (Saunders et al., 2019).
Using multiple cases, I sought to reduce the likelihood of this criticism of the results.

There are similarities when comparing multiple-case studies to focus groups, like
the resulting rich contextual data from firsthand experiences. Lauri (2019) shared that
focus group research design provides rich data because of the multiple viewpoints
captured together with participant interaction. However, when not combined with a
mixed-methods study, the sole data source of a focus group is the participants. While

valuable, the resulting data are only as good as the participant’s willingness to share their
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experiences openly. A known limitation in focus group designs is the lack of openness of
participants when answering the questions (Kumer & Urbanc, 2020). Skewed results may
occur if participants lack trust in one another, or one person dominates the conversation.
An experienced moderator must ensure everyone can participate, keep the discussions
and responses associated with the question, and allow new themes to emerge and data
saturation (Lauri, 2019). With multiple sessions, focus group researchers estimate that at
least four to five sessions may be enough to achieve data saturation (Henninck et al.,
2019; Lauri, 2019). This number of sessions would result in hours of transcription for a
single session, which is time-consuming for a novice researcher. That said, the benefit of
a focus group may not prove valuable enough to warrant the necessary time. Henninck et
al. (2019) found that while a single focus group identified 60% of the themes for a
research topic, a single in-depth interview identified 56% of the themes in the same
research topic. A 4% difference in data gained within the first interaction, with a
considerable amount of upfront coordination of schedules, people, and places compared
to an in-depth interview with a single participant, made a focus group unsuitable for this
study.

Organizational ethnography is also a contextually rich design. It provides
opportunities to observe and interview participants and focuses on culture and
interactions between people within the culture (Schwartzman, 1993). A study on hiring,
managing, and retaining organizational KSAs will not answer questions about
organizational culture but identify how people resolve business problems. Ethnographic

studies focus on participant observation and discussions but do not capture archival
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records or documentation that triangulates the data (Yin, 2000, p. 187), adding greater
context by seeking knowledge through the documented past. An organizational
ethnography design also requires a more extended period of data collection, leading to
more time and financial investment than a novice researcher may have when completing
a degree program (Fusch et al., 2017).

Case studies provide a means of exploration that produces stories from the
participants. The researcher identifies themes from the stories and relates them to the
literature (Azungah, 2018). The thematic analysis offers critical insights that answer the
research question. This inductive approach to case study research allows the participant
to drive the direction of the research through the data collected during interviews
(Azungah, 2018; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 52). This data collection method provided
valuable information and a specific challenge for researchers.

A challenge with qualitative research is determining the number of participants
needed to provide enough insights before starting the study (Alam, 2021; Johnson et al.,
2020; Saunders et al., 2019; Yin, 2018). Reaching data saturation depends on having a
large enough sample of the population under study to gain those key insights. Further,
data saturation affects the reliability of the study (Yin, 2018). The most common method
of qualitative data saturation is when no new themes emerge from the data analysis
(Alam, 2021; Fusch & Ness, 2015).

For the current study, the thematic analysis occurred within the individual case
and then across all cases. Each interview was immediately transcribed using the speech-

to-text recording software, Audiate, to gauge the saturation point. Then, I reviewed the
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accuracy of the transcription using the backup recording, conducted a preliminary
analysis, and conducted a high-level comparison to previous cases. As I completed each
case report, I conducted a cross-comparison of themes. I continued sampling and
interviewing until no new themes emerged.

Population and Sampling

Qualitative inquiry aims to gather and analyze rich data in ways that inform both
theory and practice. Critics of qualitative research methods cite nonrandom sampling and
lack of generalization of results as reasons why this method is less reliable than random
sampling (Guest et al., 2020; Ishak & Bakar, 2014). However, the richness of data
produced in qualitative research requires an interpretive analysis that is more detailed
than quantitative methods like probability sampling (Ames et al., 2019; Johnson et al.,
2020). To collect rich data, a researcher must target the population that has experienced
the topic under study.

In a case study, the researcher identifies the sample that best represents the case
and determines the type of participants required (M. Saunders et al., 2019; Verleye,
2019). IROs are a distinct restaurant industry population requiring a concise and targeted
method of identifying potential participants. A detailed description of the method and
purpose of selection aids in rigor and validity (Schreier, 2018; Shaheen et al., 2019).
Because of the challenges facing the restaurant industry resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic, I leveraged multilayered purposeful sampling techniques that allowed for the

needed flexibility and rigor in gathering data (Prior, 2018).
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Purposeful sampling techniques are most appropriate when targeting highly
specialized populations (M. Saunders et al., 2019). This group of techniques is also
appropriate when there is a need to identify participants in the best position to provide
relevant data (Campbell et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2020; G. Sharma, 2017). Criterion
sampling ensures that the sample population includes those best suited to provide data
that will answer the research question (Durdella, 2019d) and will be the primary sampling
technique. The research question determined the unit of analysis. In this instance, the unit
of analysis was independent small business restaurant owners that have been in business
5 years or more in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Added to that is the
IRO’s ability to successfully manage KSAs.

The criteria for the first unit of analysis included IROs in business beyond 5
years. I used the Data Axel database of U.S. companies that provides information on
ownership type and employee information to identify restaurants. I then verified the
information once I had certainty about the second qualifier, the successful management
of KSAs. This qualifier presented a problem because of its subjectivity. However, in
retail environments like restaurants, customer reviews using eWOM platforms influence
consumers’ purchase decisions more than other methods (Litvin et al., 2018; C. R.
Taylor, 2018). Therefore, consumers determine a restaurant’s success by their comments.
Because the IRO and employees play a vital role in a customer’s positive experience,
multiple positive reviews imply the successful use of KSAs. To identify the sample
population that meets the “successful” criteria, I examined the restaurant’s consumer

reviews on Yelp. I chose Yelp to determine success criteria because the platform owners
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have provided a professional method of collecting crowdsourced data (Sun & Paule,
2017), and influential users are known to positively affect a business’s success (Bejarano
et al., 2017) with a greater than 76% likelihood of trustworthiness (Pranata & Susilo,
2016) and the owners have instituted policies to detect and remove fraudulent reviews
(Yelp, 2021).

The initial criteria included nonchain restaurants in the Mid-Atlantic region of the
United States with more than 50 reviews that received three and a half or more stars at
the time of retrieval. With this group identified, I began the next phase of sampling,
which included the tandem approach of convenience and network sampling. Like
snowball sampling, network sampling leverages the researcher’s professional network
(Durdella, 2019d) and participants to gain additional participants (Heckathorn &
Cameron, 2017; Schreier, 2018). Convenience sampling leverages participants that are
readily available and willing to participate in the study and not based on any other
criteria, which is the least favored method (Durdella, 2019d; Shaheen, et al., 2019) when
used independently. Using the two methods in tandem may have minimized the
limitations of using one method.

There are challenges with network and convenience sampling techniques.
Network sampling adds additional flexibility in gaining participants; it also has particular
challenges that could make it a waste of time. The time waster occurs if the
recommended participant is not representative of the population that would best answer
the research question. However, the initial selection criteria of ownership type and time

in business helped me quickly determine the participant’s viability. Then validating the
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Yelp ratings clarified the referral’s suitability before I contacted them. Critics of
convenience sampling see it as not ensuring that participants meet the criteria of the
population under study (Durdella, 2019b; Schreier, 2018). The initial sampling technique
ensured a homogenized sample of the target population before engaging in convenience
sampling by physically visiting restaurants to recruit participants. Therefore, it
strengthens the weakness inherent in convenience sampling.

Targeting a specific population could lead to extreme bias (G. Sharma, 2017), but
an explicit research design mitigates the effects of nonrandom sampling prevalent in
qualitative studies (Ishak & Bakar, 2014). Qualitative research aims to find appropriate
participants versus identifying those that most represent the general population (Shaheen
et al., 2019; Welch & Piekkari, 2017). Although convenience and network sampling is
less valid and reliable, criterion sampling reviews all cases that meet the defined unit of
analysis, providing more reliable participants (Schreier, 2018; Shaheen et al., 2019).
Utilizing both sampling techniques provides a more valid and reliable result.

There is no textbook agreement on the number of participants needed to achieve
data saturation in qualitative research. The researcher determines data saturation (Guest et
al., 2020; M. Saunders et al., 2019). Therefore, it is up to the researcher to ensure the
study reflects a sound and explicit description of data collection, saturation criteria, and
decisions. Without explicitness, future researchers cannot trust the validity of findings
(Guest et al., 2020). However, experienced-based recommendations identify sample sizes
between 5 and 15 participants as adequate to achieve data saturation (M. Saunders &

Townsend, 2018). Evaluating data saturation is an ongoing process that concludes when



74

no new themes emerge from the collected data. The deep analysis of results is at risk if
the number of sampled participants exceeds the researcher’s ability to handle it (Ames et
al., 2019). For this reason, I targeted at least five participants and analyzed primary and
secondary data after each interview. Once no new themes emerged, I ceased data
collection.

Ethical Research

Beneficence, nonmaleficence, respect for autonomy, and equity mark the tenets of
ethical research that guide investigators when faced with the ethical tensions and
dilemmas inherent in research (Mauthner, 2019). The researcher oversees and applies
ethical principles and cannot successfully conduct research without participants sharing
their experiences and inviting the researcher into what can be their most intimate
moments. Researchers and their institutions ensure ethical conduct throughout the
participant/researcher interactions through procedural, situational, relational, and existing
ethical principles (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). The assignment of an Institutional Review
Board (IRB) case number confirms that a study’s design includes the rigor needed to
achieve ethical standards (Wells, 2021). The Walden University IRB approval number of
06-07-22-0189211 indicated that this study’s design met the required ethical rigor.

The design included procedural ethics concerning autonomy by personally
recruiting participants without coercion, limiting data collected to required information,
and securing all collected data for a minimum of 5 years. I scanned paper documents and
entered electronic data into my computer’s cloud-based, backed-up password-protected

folder. To ensure privacy during data collection, once a participant met the criteria and
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was part of the study, I assigned a code name to the person and their place of business in
all collected data and the case study results. The initial information gathered about the
person and their place of business remains in a separate, secure electronic file with their
signed consent form. Any paper-based documents and signed consent forms collected are
in a locked file cabinet in my home office.

Ethical research practice requires a formal, written, audience-appropriate, consent,
consent form for it to be procedurally valid (Millum & Bromwich, 2020). The researcher
must also ensure the participant understands what it means to participate in a study and
their rights to resign at any time (Dantas & Gower, 2021; O’Sullivan et al., 2021). The
participants received a copy of the informed consent form as part of the recruitment
process. Participants could read, sign, or acknowledge the consent form before starting
the interview, observations, or accessing any private secondary data sources. Proceeding
in this manner allowed the participant to ask questions and ensure understanding of
consent.

All study participation was voluntary, and no participant received an incentive. |
did not work with any partner organization to recruit participants. However, I used a
network sampling technique that could have caused risk when I chose not to work with a
recommended participant. I lessened potential risk by ensuring all referring participants
or members of my professional network were aware of the criteria provided in the
consent form and that I could not disclose whether the referred person participated. A
sample of my script informing referring members of this confidentiality measure is in

Appendix B. If the participant chose to withdraw from the study, they could have
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informed me via email or by phone using the phone number provided and in any in-
person meetings.

The meeting location for a research interview may vary based on the interviewee’s
preference, comfort, and the interviewer’s safety (Rodriguez-Dorans, 2018). Because the
population operates restaurants, they may work 7 days a week and have limited
availability outside their restaurant. I made an appointment and asked the participant to
meet me near their place of business either before or after service. If the participant could
only meet at their place of business, I requested the meeting occur before or after service
and stressed the need for a quiet space.

Data Collection Instruments

I was the primary data collection instrument for this study. In a qualitative study,
the researcher is the primary instrument that questions, listens, observes, and reviews
artifacts related to the lived experience of informants (Welch & Piekkari, 2017). Having a
living, thinking being as the data collection instrument, the participants find a person with
whom they can relate and share experiences. The humanity of the data collection
instrument and the person providing the data means that each brings preconceived
notions of the topic under study, the data collection process, and outcomes. As the
primary instrument, the researcher must be a confidant for the informant that protects
their identity and mitigates personal bias in collecting and analyzing provided
information (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). However, a researcher’s choice of theory, topic,
data collection, analysis, and final report reflects the philosophical lens and

preconceptions they approach the research project (Barrett et al., 2020). In qualitative
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inquiry, the research community expects preconceptions making the need for
transparency of investigative positions and approaches imperative to the study.
Researchers have other means of combating their personal bias, including triangulation.

Data triangulation provides an approach that increases validity and reliability by
collecting and analyzing multiple data sources (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Fusch et al.,
2018; Halkias & Neubert, 2020). Methodological data collection uses multiple techniques
during data collection that allows a deeper contextual and comprehensive understanding
of complex situations (Abdullah et al., 2009; Flick, 2018; Yin, 2018, p. 128). [ used
multiple data collection techniques, including semistructured interviews, observation, and
archival records review. Using the primary technique, semistructured interview, allowed
me to hear from the IRO what they recall and perceive as their strategies. Participant
observation allowed me to see what happens during interactions aimed at achieving the
strategy. An archival review using Yelp data exposed me to patrons ‘comments regarding
their perceptions and interactions with the restaurant related to the IROs strategies shared
during interviews.

Interview data, my primary data collection method, provided the voice for
informants of the study (Eisenhardt et al., 2016). To keep vital questions in focus
throughout each interview and create more reliable data collection (Arsel, 2017; Castillo-
Montoya, 2016), I used the interview protocol in Appendix C. The interview protocol
provided a tool that creates more reliable data collection. The IRO may have viewed
knowledge and the use of organizational knowledge differently from what previous

researchers found. These differences required that I probed deeper or asked for



clarification to ensure I captured their meaning accurately. A semistructured interview
technique allows enough structure and flexibility for new themes to emerge from the
participants’ answers (Morgan Brett, 2021). It improves understanding by probing for
more profound meaning than just the initial answer (M. Saunders et al., 2019, p. 445).
For this reason, I used a semistructured interview technique.

The supporting data collection techniques were direct and internet-mediated
observation. Observation is a fundamental practice of research that allows real-time
capture of interactions and activities instead of relying on the recall of an informant
(Kawulich, 2012; Sussman, 2016), making the researcher a witness to the events
(Wasterfors, 2018). The choice of observation technique must fit the reason for
observation (Durdella, 2019¢; M. Saunders et al., 2019). Observing the IRO and
employees demonstrating their knowledge in exploring strategies for managing

organizational knowledge in a restaurant added context to the interview data. In the
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observer-as-participant role, the observer participates only enough to be in the same area

as the activity takes place to capture a firsthand account (Gold, 1958; M. Saunders et al.,

2019). Limiting engagement by the observer limits their influence on the behaviors of the

group other than those natural to having someone unknown watch activities. A selective

observation approach pinpoints the observer’s focus on a specific activity and individual

(Moser & Korstjens, 2018). Since observation is a secondary data collection method, |

used a selective observation guide in Appendix D to triangulate the information provided

in the literature and interviews.
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As part of the archival record review, I used internet-mediated observation using
information in the public domain (Anabo et al., 2019; M. Saunders et al., 2019).
Consumers contribute first-hand accounts of their experience at a restaurant, including
consumed food and service interactions using online platforms. A restaurant’s measure of
success relies on positive word of mouth that leads to repeat patronage. Rodriguez-Lopez
et al. (2020) found that customer satisfaction and restaurant operation elements that drive
satisfaction are essential. Consumers’ use of online reviews to choose a place to eat has
increased. This shift to customers sharing feedback on their experiences directly with one
another makes online reviews a key indicator of how well organizational knowledge
management strategies are employed. For this reason, I triangulated the restaurant’s Yelp
reviews, interviews, and observations to form a complete picture of the use of
organizational knowledge.

Achieving reliability and validity in qualitative data collection instruments
requires a specific design for each method. In semistructured interviews, testing questions
with an independent third party and revising them ensures the responses provide data
relevant to answering the research question increasing reliability (McGrath et al., 2019;
Polonsky & Waller, 2019). The questions must also have a direct correlation with the
topic of study and be validated to verify that no questions fall outside the case’s bounds
(Durdella, 2019a; Polonsky & Waller, 2019). A researcher collects observational data
using detailed field notes and consented recordings where possible. When recordings are
not possible, a researcher should capture detailed notes immediately following the

observation, reducing the likelihood of data inaccuracy (Johnson et al., 2020). To further
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reduce inaccuracies, I had research study participants check that their responses have
been accurately captured. Having a study participant confirm data accuracy before report
finalization increases the validity and rigor of the results (Creswell & Poth, 2016;
Johnson et al., 2020; Ruggiano & Perry, 2019).
Data Collection Technique

Valid and reliable research results require the investigator to take a reflexive
approach when capturing and reporting procedures so that the reader may follow the lines
of inquiry to the conclusion (Roberts et al., 2019). My methods of collecting data include
semistructured interviews, observation, and archival record review. An interview
protocol, located in Appendix D, provides the interview framework and question flow.
The interviewer can increase the opportunity for participants to share their experiences by
using open-ended questions (Opdenakker, 2006; Polonsky & Waller, 2019). The open-
ended questioning technique allows the IRO to recollect experiences and share them
without the trappings of declarative statements required by closed-ended questions. The
disadvantage of this approach was the need to balance active listening, note-taking, and
appropriate probing for more information (Opdenakker, 2006; Polonsky & Waller, 2019).
I relied upon my human resources training to form well-worded questions, demonstrate
empathy, and ask clarifying questions to draw out relevant information. To maintain
focus during the interview, I took notes to enable recall, used speech-to-text recording
software, and had a backup audio-only recorder. After the interview, I reviewed my
questions and the interviewees responses. I then made the necessary adjustments for the

following interview.
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Gaudet and Robert (2018) found that an interview guide establishes a consistent
protocol across multiple interviews. This approach counteracts researcher bias or
inconsistencies by exposing all participants to the same impetus for their responses. The
protocol included eight relevant follow-up questions that reduced the likelihood of
reverting to questions or responses reflecting my worldview. It also notes how to open
and close the interview, ask for additional time for member checking, and arrange for
secondary data collection appointments. Combining the guide with the other interview
techniques creates an effective data collection method.

I used member checking to ensure that I correctly interpreted the critical tenets of
information shared by the interviewee. I requested that the interviewee review a
synthesized summary and provide feedback on anything I may have incorrectly
interpreted. Koelsch (2013) surmised that member checking affects both parties engaging
in the interview. The interviewee maintains greater equality in the interview process, and
the interviewer can reflect upon their potential bias and worldview. This approach gives
the participant a voice in the final study by ensuring the researcher accurately captures
the participant’s meaning.

Secondary data collection began with the direct observation technique, which
provided greater insight into the interview data. In direct observation, the observer
collects data from informants that include sequencing of events focusing on who, what,
when, where, and how, includes clues to the researcher of other contextual details during
data analysis (Ciesielska et al., 2018; King & Stahl, 2020; Wiasterfors, 2018). While

observing, several things are happening, and writing notes may distract the observer from
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capturing critical statements or movements. When in the field, capturing brief notes with
jottings and drawings provides triggers for later reflection and more complete detailed
field notes after completing observations (Kawulich, 2012; Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018;
Sussman, 2016).

Immediately completing detailed field notes following the observed event
increases the collected data’s reliability. The subsequent field notes with greater detail of
witnessed events provide thick descriptions (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018) that allow the
researcher to reflect on the event during data analysis. The advantage of observation is
asking for clarification and gaining a deeper understanding of behaviors and activities at
the moment they occur. The disadvantage of observation is the synchronistic way the
investigator must participate and capture enough details to make sense of the notes later
for the researcher to create the detailed field notes. There is also the need to describe
witnessed behaviors, discussions, and actions without overt interpretation. Researchers
use general methods to gather sufficient observational details and ensure the capture of a
sequence of events, a description of the environment where the observation occurs, and
enough details of the observed event to enable analysis (Ciesielska et al., 2018;
Waisterfors, 2018). Capturing these elements makes it easier to complete more detailed
field notes. I used the observation guide in Appendix D as an outline for detailed field
notes and a queue of what to observe in the field.

The final type of secondary data is archival. I reviewed archival data via internet-
mediated observation and by reviewing organizational records. Archival data provide

information that confirms, refutes, or offers a different point of data available to explore
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IRO strategies. The first archival record type was Yelp reviews. The reviews provided the
consumer’s voice related to how strategies shared by the IRO land with their patrons. The
benefit of using archives is the leisure of reviewing as time permits and not falling under
the same time limitations a participant may require when interviewing or observing (Yin,
2018). This data collection method uses existing documentation, including personal
emails, personnel records, or online reviews, making it a noninvasive data collection
method (Das et al., 2018). The disadvantage of archival data not in the public domain is
the reliance upon the IRO to provide relevant data. A business owner may be reluctant to
provide confidential data, or the data may be inadequate and not provide relevant
information (M. Saunders et al., 2019). As the researcher captures data, the analysis
begins by cataloging and organizing data for continuous analysis within and across cases.
Data Organization Technique

Using multiple data collection methods to triangulate findings provides more
valid data. A case study protocol requires the collection of a database of all information
collected during fieldwork (Yin, 2018). Managing the data from the time of capture
through phases of analysis and reporting requires a transparent chain of evidence that will
increase the reliability of the findings (Yin, 2018). The security of the chain of evidence
includes replacing all identifying characteristics with a code known only to the researcher
that will protect the confidentiality of the participants (M. Saunders et al., 2019; Yin,
2000). Managing multiple data sets, beginning with chronologically organizing data, then
moving on to categories, and grouping information with clear labeling, allows for

ongoing systematic data analysis (Coffey, 2018). To maintain the confidentiality and
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protection of my research participants, I converted all materials to an electronic format in
a secure cloud storage account. I maintained all hard copies of data in a secured file
cabinet which only I have the key to access. All soft copy and hard copy data will remain
secure for 5 years. After 5 years, I will shred all hard copy data and permanently delete
all soft copy data from the computer and secure backup.

Data Analysis

Academic investigators use qualitative research to understand and interpret the
sample population’s beliefs, actions, and experiences. The strategy for case study analysis
requires forethought and the willingness to p/ay with the data in diverse ways that allow
patterns to emerge (Yin, 2018, p. 167). According to Flick (2018), methodological
triangulation provides researchers with a means of linking data using different research
methods, leading to a comprehensive understanding of complex issues and situations. An
IRO’s application of KSAs within their organization is a complex topic. I better
understand how this topic may lead to a successful and sustained independent restaurant
through the methodological triangulation of interviews, observations, archival records,
and literature.

Durdella (2019b) likens qualitative data analysis to storytelling which begins with
breaking down the information into parts, identifying the differences and similarities,
then putting it back together to tell a holistic story that answers the research question. de
Casterl¢ et al. (2012) cautioned that novice researchers benefit from a framework that
guides them through the process. This multiple-case study follows Yin's (2011) 5-phase

analysis. It includes (a) assembling the data using interviews and observations, (b)
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disassembling the data by coding it, (c) reassembling the data into themes, (d) analyzing
the themes, and (e) forming conclusions from the resulting themes.

I applied thematic analysis for this study to derive my conclusions from the
collected data. The thematic analysis provides the necessary iterative process as described
by Durdella (2019b) and includes precise steps that lead to complete analysis (Barratt et
al., 2011; Bekhet & Zauszniewski, 2012; Braun & Clarke, 2021; Lester et al., 2020).
Using thematic analysis, I began with a single case unit of analysis and primary data
source, the IRO, and their answers to the interview questions. Ayres et al. (2003), Braun
and Clarke (2021), Durdella (2019a), and M. Saunders et al. (2019) found that the
thematic data analysis technique requires a thorough understanding and awareness of the
context provided by the primary data sources. I read the transcripts multiple times to
increase my understanding and awareness of the data collected. After the initial review, I
highlighted words and phrases relevant to the research question and literature review to
establish a set of preliminary codes. This multiple review process increased my ability to
determine repetitive statements and meanings related to the research question. I used
these preliminary codes gleaned from the transcripts to allow the words of the
participants to drive the analysis, then connect back to the literature and the research
question.

Bonello and Meehan (2019) warned in their study that computer-assisted
qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) does not take the place of knowing and
understanding the participant’s meanings they share during data collection. Although I

used CAQDAS, my multilayered review process ensured I stayed close to the participants
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meaning and did not rely solely on CAQDAS. Archival data sources underwent the same
thorough review for understanding and familiarity. The data from various sources either
converge to tell the same story or diverge at some points to show differing viewpoints
and other areas of interest (Yin, 2018). Both convergence and divergence of data offer
valuable insights.

Throughout the analytical process, I tracked vital findings and insights by creating
memos documenting what, when, why, and how. Documenting these internal
conversations and insights adds to the credibility of the study’s findings (Lester et al.,
2020) and lays the path to conclusions about the data (Yin, 2018). The coding process
occurs throughout the analysis process. The researcher must return to the codes and
continue combining and connecting the information as themes emerge within the
individual case and across cases. To finalize coding, I loaded all data into Microsoft
Excel. I built a database to use as my chosen CAQDAS for cataloging and final coding of
the interview and observation data.

Yin (2018) warned a novice researcher to focus on core findings related to the
research question to demonstrate a solid case study. Once all data were sufficiently
coded, I combined the coded segments into categories that correlate to critical concepts of
the literature review, which leads to themes. I used replication logic across all cases,
completed this process for each case, and then completed a cross-case analysis focusing
only on similar themes across all cases. Once I cataloged and categorized the data, I
correlated the key themes to the conceptual framework of RBV and the literature

published during my study’s data collection and analysis phase.
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Reliability and Validity

As the researcher fulfills the role of the instrument in qualitative research, it
requires a level of transparency in data collection and analysis different from quantitative
research because of the subjectivity required for interpretation. The case study approach
to qualitative research offers precise methods to promote reliability and validity, from
triangulation of data and methods to case study databases that show all data collected and
how the researcher analyzed and interpreted the final report (Yin, 2018). I applied these
methods in this multiple-case study to varying degrees to ensure the construct validity
and reliability so that the findings can transfer to future research.
Reliability

Reliability allows readers of the final study to follow the researcher’s path
logically and coherently to their conclusions without errors. Written protocols for data
collection make a study stronger by having a straightforward means of identifying how
researchers collect information; without them, data collection efforts may become more
difficult (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019; Opdenakker, 2006). The case study database of
ordered, labeled, and categorized information offers another means of reliability.
According to Patton (1999), a technical side to qualitative study does not mitigate
creativity but adds rigor and reliability using systematized methods. The case study
database documents the methods used and is a playbook for how the researcher
conducted their investigations, made decisions, and concluded their reported findings. To
increase dependability in the final report, I requested participants conduct a member

check of summarized data to ensure the accurate capture of their experiences.
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Validity

To consider research valid, credible, and reliable, the reader must trust the
inferences made by the researcher (Fitzpatrick, 2019). That trust stems from the
researcher’s clear and concise description of the tools, methods, and resources used
(Daniel, 2019) to identify the topic, capture data, and report on results. Real-time field
observations in the natural environment gave me more time to build trust with
participants and capture more detailed descriptions and understanding of the topic under
study. Creswell and Poth (2016) found that participants with prolonged proximity to the
researcher have greater trust in the researcher and provide thicker descriptions adding to
the accuracy of the data collected. Koelsch (2013) found that the time with the
participants allows the researcher to capture the truth better as understood and shared by
the participant. A single or even two data collection methods may not increase the
validity of a study, but adding prolonged time in the field, member checking, and data
triangulation to capture differing or similar points of view further increases the overall
validity (Yin, 2018).

Explicitly documented data collection methods and population sampling could
provide future researchers with a transferable research structure that could apply to a
different population (Daniel, 2019). Although the results may differ because of the
qualitative nature of the inquiry, a researcher can formally validate the technical accuracy
of a published study (Makel et al., 2022), which promotes transparency and confirms the

appropriateness of procedures.
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When a researcher attains adequate data saturation, they provide valid results by
exhausting all plausible themes (Guest et al., 2020), meaning there is nothing left to
discover from the population. The ongoing and immediate analysis of collected data
allows the researcher to identify saturation as early as possible and more accurately (B.
Saunders et al., 2018). The immediacy of the saturation will ensure that the researcher
knows when to begin to finalize the study results at the earliest possible time.

Transition and Summary

I began Section 2 by describing my role as a researcher and how I identified
participants. This section described the research design and methods, population and
sampling techniques, the practices I used to ensure ethical standards, data collection,
organization, and analysis techniques, and how those techniques led to reliable and valid
research. In Section 3, I present research findings, how the findings apply in professional
practice, implications for social change, recommendations for action and further research,
a reflection of my experience throughout the doctoral study process, and the study

conclusion.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change
Introduction

This qualitative multiple-case study explored IROs’ strategies to acquire, manage,
and retain KSAs and sustain the businesses beyond 5 years. The population included
three independent restaurant owners who have operated restaurants in southeastern
Pennsylvania for over 5 years. The presented data came from conducting semistructured
interviews using open-ended questions and observing the IROs as they performed their
responsibilities. A semistructured technique gave me the adequate structure and
flexibility to identify themes from the participant’s responses (Morgan Brett, 2021).
Observing the owner participants provided more context (as described by King & Stahl,
2020) to the data captured during the interviews. I organized captured data using
Microsoft Excel to track all categories, codes, and themes. The findings included five
first-order themes so defined because they occurred more than 15 times throughout the
cross-case analysis. The first-order themes included the following items: use the owner’s
prior success, set clear expectations, build upon employee competencies, know the
needed KSAs for success, and know the required personality/attitude for the culture, with
at least one second-order conceptual theme for each first-order theme.

Presentation of the Findings

The central research question was as follows: “What strategies do IROs use to
acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs to sustain the business beyond 5
years?” The participants’ experience and type of restaurant varied from a decade with

casual and smart casual restaurants to more than 50 years operating fine dining
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restaurants. All participants had owned multiple restaurants for over 5 years, had varied
education and experience in kitchens and restaurants, and performed owner-manager
duties. The commonalities among the owners’ responses stemmed from the COVID-19
pandemic, where they all experienced closures and the challenges of reopening with
limited skilled staff and increased prices for raw materials. The participants’ descriptions
are listed in Table 1.

Table 1

Participant Descriptions

Participant Participant description

A restauranteur with over 50 years of experience, beginning with their
family-owned restaurant.

Pl Owned and managed several fine-dining independent restaurants.
Consulted for other independent restaurants.

Formally trained chef.

An entrepreneur and restauranteur who started culinary training as part of a
rehabilitation program in prison.

Owned and managed four independent restaurants over ten years, including
p2 casual and smart casual.

Planning to open a fine-dining restaurant.

A formerly trained chef.

A partner and manager of a multi-site independent restaurant venture.

P3 Planned a new casual restaurant/bar.
A 20-year + hospitality and restaurant industry veteran.
No formal chef’s training but has culinary experience.
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The participants shared how they acquire, manage, and retain the KSAs within
their organization. Do et al. (2022) referred to the effective utilization of resources
through learning that leads to resiliency and innovation as resource-based management
initiatives. The participants demonstrated this effect in building organizational resilience
and sustained operations through the economic downturn that occurred because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Some of the more consistent ways they sustained operations were
by using their prior experiences, styles, and natural tendencies to direct all efforts within
the restaurant. All participants normalized change, causing less upheaval as they adjusted
based on the unstable external environments. They also allowed their experienced
employees more leeway to use their own knowledge to benefit the business and focused
on supporting less experienced employees with additional training and direct supervision.

Table 2 lists the themes identified from the interview responses and observations.
The five first-order themes occurred 15 times or more across all cases. The five second-
order conceptual themes occurred more than 12 times within the five first-order themes.
While each first-order theme is unique, some second-order themes were redundant based
on the RBV conceptual framework. The manage and select talent second-order themes
arose as the most frequently shared within the interviews and observations with a 36%
frequency. The owner commitment theme at 28% was unique to the most frequent
primary theme. These findings support RBV researchers’ identification of the practical
application of resources as critical to competitive success (Zahra, 2021) and how the

uniqueness of the resource, when appropriately managed, is also valuable, not easily



imitated, and supports a competitive advantage when adequately exploited (Barney &

Clark, 2007, p. 70).

Table 2

Frequency of First-and Second Order Conceptual Themes

Second-order

First-order themes Frequency conceptual themes Frequency

Use the owner’s successful business experience
to influence the business structure, cuisine, and 36 Owner Commitment 24
employee management.
Set c.lear expectations with employees for more 27 Manage Talent 13
consistent performance and outcomes.
Build upon employee competencies to improve

19 Manage Talent 13
firm performance.
Know the needed KSAs for the restaurant’s 16 Select Talent 16
success.
Know the needed personality/attitude from 16 Select Talent 16

employees to support company culture.

Theme 1: Use the Owner’s Prior Successful Business Experience
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Using the owner’s prior successful business experience to influence the business

structure, cuisine, and employee management confirms Jogaratnam’s (2018) study that

education and experience positively affected performance. Putra and Cho’s (2019) study

of the characteristics of small business owners found that experience enabled an owner to

understand the nature of the work better and lead with more confidence, whereas

education was not significant in success. However, two participants have formal chef

training and employ the typical master-apprentice experiential learning prevalent in the

restaurant industry. These experiences made non-institutional education instrumental in

the participants’ current success. Their prior experience provided knowledge, skills, and
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confidence in their abilities, making it easier to make decisions and adjust their business
methods, even in the most challenging situations.

The participants responses varied regarding how they’ve utilized their experience,
but all expressed specific values, beliefs, and expertise from their past experiences. For
example, P1, who has been in the restaurant business since he was a teenager at his
family-owned restaurant, shared the following.

Over the years, I’ve learned right from wrong, which is the number one question

you must ask as a restauranteur, do you know right from wrong? Are you looking

at your service? Are you looking at your food? Are you tasting your food every

day? As my dad said, how can a restaurant not have great food if the owner is

there tasting the food?
His father influenced his experience in the restaurant industry and instilled several
principles in him. He expects his staff to follow the same principles because they worked
for his family restaurant. For example, I observed a customer send a dish back to the
kitchen because of the taste they attributed to the onions in the dish. When the staff
alerted P1, he entered the kitchen and asked no one in particular, “Did you taste it?”
When everyone answered no, he retrieved and tasted the dish to validate the customer’s
feedback. The customer stated that it had onions in it. The recipe did not include onions,
nor did the dish contain onions. The owner never asked why the staff failed to meet his
expectations. He just reinforced his expectations to taste any dish returned by a customer

and left the kitchen.
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While the owner’s approach of reiterating expectations may be appropriate for a
newer chef, this chef had experience and tenure within the owner’s organization from a
previous restaurant. The owner stated several times, both in the interview and during
observations, how highly he thinks of the chef’s ability to prepare new and existing
recipes. The chef made an informed leadership decision to dispose of the dish without
tasting or having any staff taste it because he prepared it and knew it did not include
onions. The chef’s reaction to the situation may have contradicted the owner’s
expectations, but it saved time and leveraged the chef’s knowledge and experience. This
observed behavior supports the research studies that found IRO success relies on
knowledge transfer (Ahmed et al., 2020). In this case, the knowledge transferred from the
chef to the employees and, at some point, to the owner (Wellton & Lainpelto, 2021). The
owner’s reaction could undermine the chef’s authority in the kitchen in the future, or the
chef may follow the owner’s expectations. Either way, both used their industry
experience, and the employees who witnessed the exchange had an opportunity to learn
from the experience.

While two participants applied their restaurant industry knowledge to achieve
success, one participant leveraged his success from another industry. P2 demonstrated
how he used his prior business experience in his restaurant when explaining how he
started his first restaurant while working as a chef in a corporate-owned kitchen,

[...] the first commercial property that I had purchased, I didn’t really know what
to do with it, so I said, “Well look, Imma gamble on myself.” I know a little bit

about the business side, so I just tried it, and that was it---no, looking back.
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These statements supported Penrose’s (1960) insights that management’s use of resources
was the only limitation that affected growth. When studying the perceived success factors
of entrepreneurs, Hatthakijphong and Ting (2019) found business management, critical,
and creative thinking skills to be the primary drivers of success. The effective use of
resources allowed the IRO to expand his business from real estate owner and employee to
restaurant owner and employer using his foundational business skills and critical and
creative thinking.
Second-Order Theme: Owner Commitment

The second-order conceptual theme is owner commitment. This conceptual theme
relates to the owner’s use of experiential knowledge and persistence to successfully
navigate the risks caused by the rapid and constantly changing external environment
during the pandemic. In their study of small business owner resilience during and after
the COVID-19 pandemic, Dias et al. (2022) found that resilience is born from experience
and risk-taking. During the discussions with participants, all referred to the pandemic and
the changes in labor availability, increased prices, and navigating an unstable economic
environment; however, the focus on the pandemic and economy diminished as the
interviews continued, and the participants focused on their adjusted operations that
became the norm, even as they recognized that the external environment continued to
change. Lee et al. (2022) found that normalizing change positively affects employees’
well-being, but also owners’ well-being and ability to pivot as needed.

The owners reconciled themselves to working with what they must and facing

situations as they arise to keep their doors open and remain solvent. They all agreed that
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operating a restaurant is tough, but not being in the restaurant business would be more
difficult for them. If small business owners maintain their resilience in the face of
adversity, the organization maintains resilience, leading to survival even in times of
uncertainty (Hadjielias et al., 2022). Unlike large corporations and franchises,
independent restaurants rely on the owner’s reputation and resources for success. The
participants in this study either funded their business or partnered with someone who
trusted them to manage the restaurant successfully. Their ability to overcome adversity
and operate effectively in times of stress required much more than that of a corporate-
owned or franchised restaurant manager. P3 offered the following insight into how to
remain resilient in times of uncertainty and stress brought on by the forces in the external
environment,

You just have to be able to evolve, and pivot and move and understand that [...]

nothing is consistent. [...] you have to be able to pivot and react to that stuff in a

way [...] that provides you as close to what you want to get [...].
In contrast, P2 shared less about how he remains resilient from external environmental
forces, and more about what was in his span of control in the restaurant’s environment.
P2’s outlook focuses on how he manages his employees to get the best from them,
“Switching my management style or seeing that this key thing works or is not working.”
Both participants’ comments reflect the need for situational awareness when finding and
using the right KSAs within the business to get the desired results.

When seen through the resource-based and knowledge-based view theories, the

owners were committed to remaining in business by being competitive, leveraging their
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knowledge, transferring it to staff, receiving knowledge from them, and effectively
managing all resources. These findings supported Zahra’s (2021) conclusions that the
effective deployment of resources includes the practical and deliberate application of all
organizational resources, both tangible and intangible, for growth and survival.
Consistent with all the participants, they stayed the course through a pandemic when
closing the business could have been easier. They also transferred their knowledge to
staff by setting clear expectations based on their prior experience.
Theme 2: Set Clear Expectations for Consistent Performance and Outcomes

The next first-order theme focused on statements and observations about setting
clear employee expectations for more consistent performance and outcomes. The
employee’s need for clarity when performing duties begins with onboarding into the
organization (Scott et al., 2022). The need to set expectations diminishes as the employee
remains with the organization and learns routines and culture. The employee’s
diminished need benefits the owner, like in the case of P2, where his tenured employee
completed routine tasks efficiently without any intervention. The tenured employee’s
independent efficiency allowed P2 to work closely with a less experienced staff member
to transfer needed KSAs. With tenured, experienced employees, the owner’s ability to
manage external and personal pressures and provide clarity through active engagement
with employees who may need it becomes easier (Jumelet et al., 2022). If owners or
managers cannot set expectations by sharing KSAs with staff, they run the risk of the

business operating below optimal levels because of the gaps in knowledge.
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All the participants shared the importance of their staff knowing what they expect,
the culture they have built, and the proper execution required to maintain their reputation
and that of the restaurant. Instilling this in every employee takes time, persistence, and
patience. Like other small business owners, offering clarity to employees about strategies
and procedures is demanding and challenging, albeit necessary to sustain the business
(Jumelet et al., 2022). The participants provided examples of how they set expectations.
P3 stated, “[...] it is one of the first things I ever say to anybody when I interviewed them
[...] we have probably five or six all hands-on deck days a year. And you should expect
to work every holiday [...].” By stating this at the beginning of employment, the owner
can continue to point back to this when the employee wants to take time off or calls out.
Setting this expectation helps to manage the employee’s expectations. If the employee
fails to meet expectations, the owner can act accordingly without guilt.

Setting expectations with managers shifted the discussion from task-based to
leader-based, ensuring the manager acted as the owner in different situations. P3 stated
the following when setting expectations with chefs and managers. “And you just need to
have that discussion so that they understand what’s important to you [...] that they’re
able to replicate the flavor and the culture that you want to build.” Empowering a
manager to be a leader raises the expectation of ownership and accountability in the
business outcomes.

Regarding expectations on processes, the participants shared during interviews
and observations that employees understanding how things ‘are done’ is essential to the

restaurant owners’ success. P2 shared about new employees coming into the organization
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and learning their methods and process, “[...] when you’ve got somebody that’s learning
your way [...] I don’t want to say brainwashed but like just understanding your standard
[...].” Knowing and understanding expectations allows the employee to perform their
duties and builds trust between the manager and the employee more effectively. As trust
grows between owners and staff, owners are likelier to share their power by delegating
oversight and tasks that they usually perform to their more trusted staff members. The
ability to share power positively affects innovation and employee performance
(Castafieda Garcia et al., 2023). A lack of shared power increases the owner’s need to
oversee all aspects of the business more closely. It decreases the management and staft’s
willingness to take risks and share in the ownership of positive business outcomes.
Second-Order Theme: Manage Talent

In over half of the responses that generated clear expectations, the theme
coalesced as a second-order conceptual theme of how the owner managed talent within
the organization. This finding supported Burvill et al.’s (2018) assertion that a firm’s
owner and leaders must plan how to manage resources to achieve a competitive
advantage. As the restaurant industry recovered from the COVID-19 pandemic, research
grew on effectively managing human and social capital to build resilience postcrisis and
achieve a competitive advantage (Al-Omoush et al., 2020; Chowdhury et al., 2020). The
participants shared how they used established processes and social capital to manage
change and maintain operations. Though the participants varied in their approach to
managing staff, the single consistent behavior was the owner’s willingness to trust and

give more control to employees with demonstrated experience or with whom they have
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established a relationship over time. Ogunmokun et al. (2020) found a positive,
meaningful relationship between employee trust in managers, the employees’ willingness
to share knowledge, and innovative performance.

The participants repeatedly commented about long-standing employees or those
with specific skills and autonomy within the organization. For instance, when referring to
how he integrated his general manager into operations, P1 shared his realization that for
the GM to do what he hired him to do, he had to adjust his management style. He said,
“You know it must be a win-win for everybody. So, you know, sometimes, I allow him to
do things that I don’t particularly agree with.” During observation, P1 demonstrated this
behavior. He stayed visible in the dining room but unobtrusive. He did not interfere with
the direction or oversight of the GM. He focused on areas the GM was not and made
himself available if the GM wanted to confer. In the kitchen, where he expressed more
experience and personal comfort from his years of experience, P1 engaged more with the
employees, tasted dishes, discussed ideas for new menu items, watched preparations, and
handed off dishes to servers. The owner/employee interactions were natural and well-
established. The established trust and relationships promoted open communication,
knowledge sharing, and innovation organically (Chowdhury et al., 2020); and sustainable
organizational culture that positively impacts the owner’s ability to retain employees
(DiPietro & Levitt, 2019). When describing his experience with managing the staff in his
restaurants, P2 shared,

I haven’t really run into too many bumps in the road because for the most part

when you’re dealing with food and dealing with people waitresses and cooks and
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all that...There’s like a process, so like, here’s the prep sheet. Here’s what we

need. [...] It’s more of a checklist--checks and balances kind of thing.

P2 leveraged the prep sheets and believed they contributed to a smoothly run
operation when employees followed them. During the observation, P2 was in the kitchen
preparing for a catering event and interacted with two staff members. One staff member
used a prep sheet; the other did not use a prep sheet, only an inventory list. The first staff
member not using a prep sheet had been with the owner for 3 to 4 years and was
responsible for preparing and bottling cold press juices for sale at his restaurants for most
of that time. The second staff member was an assistant cook whose most recent position
was that of a utility worker visibly posted and followed a prep sheet for an upcoming
catering order.

Though all three worked within feet of each other, other than pleasantries, P2
never questioned or intervened with the first worker throughout the completion of the
prep and bottling. At the same time, P2 engaged with the assistant cook differently. He
questioned him as if quizzing him on the amounts and ingredients for items on the prep
sheet and for substitutions and adjustments based on dietary needs. At least two times, P2
walked away from the prep kitchen to answer a private phone call. In P2’s absence, the
assistant seamlessly maintained all the prep in progress. These interactions correlate with
what P2 shared during our interview “All of the cooks that worked for me started as
dishwashers...All of them. So, I pretty much trained them all.” He trained them and then
found their proper position within his restaurants. This approach to managing talent

supports the findings from Cho et al. (2021) and Jogaratnam (2017a) that an organization
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that utilizes the collective KSA resources of competent individuals has a better chance of
gaining a competitive advantage. This strategy required effective talent management
practices to identify people with needed KSAs and place them in the right roles to affect
business performance positively.

Managing staff in ways that motivate them by providing the necessary
information to perform their roles autonomously reduces the need for the manager to be
everywhere. The owners’ actions in setting expectations when managing talent through
demonstrating trust, providing training, and building social capital confirmed Berraies et
al.’s (2021) findings that environments, where leaders distribute authority increase trust
and knowledge, providing business continuity. In the example of P2, because one
employee understood expectations and had completed the task for years, it enabled the
owner to work more closely with the employee who needed more oversight and training.
The investment in the employee now means that he will one day be able to operate
autonomously, freeing the owner to concentrate on other business demands.

Theme 3: Build Upon Employee Competencies

Employees bring KSAs from their education and experiences into any role.
However, depending on their experience within the specific industry or job, their level of
competence may be lower or higher than the position demands. In that case, it is up to the
owner or, if delegated, a manager or employee to assess how competent the employee is
at the job. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, skilled workers have left the restaurant
industry (Bufquin et al., 2021), leading to a shortage of skilled workers as the economy

reopens. This change has made it necessary for the participants in this study to be more
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willing to train unskilled workers and learn how to apply prior skills to the restaurant
industry. After that, the owner decided how to build upon the existing KSAs to improve
their job fit within their restaurant.

All participants expressed how they leveraged their employees’ KSAs, whether
through their ideation of menus, processes, or equipment that benefit the restaurant, how
they engage with customers, or how they engage with fellow staff members and
management. Some of the employees have prior restaurant experience, and others do not.
Because of the variety of experiences, restaurant types, and participants’ focus, how the
owners leveraged the employees existing KSAs and built their KSAs differs. However,
all participants first referred to why they hired the employee or what they saw in the
employee before discussing what they could do better. For example, P1 shared that most
of his kitchen staff worked at one of his other restaurants, so he knew their capabilities
and that their KSAs would benefit his restaurant. P2 also leveraged existing staff for open
cook positions versus hiring externally and explained his reasons for doing so this way,

Like the dishwasher, they see all the food going out. They see all of this organized

chaos. They see all of that stuff. So, it’s easy for them to transition into that role.

But that’s why I definitely am okay with hiring from within when it comes to

stuff like that. Just less for them to unlearn.

P2’s example demonstrated that prior KSAs might not make them an obvious fit
for a job. However, the KSAs may have provided the proper foundation. When the KSAs
include the capacity and willingness to learn, owners’ investment in those resources can

lead to positive firm performance (Simic et al., 2020). While the foundational KSAs are
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evident, all the participants described ways they developed those skills to align with their
specific restaurant. P3, whose responses in this theme centered on supporting the
employee’s growth from the perspective of knowing what was important to the
employee, helping them feel special, and expressing confidence that caring for these core
elements will give the employee space “to figure the rest out.” P3 summed up his
thought: “So there’s different kinds of people, and you’d have to recognize who’s who
and what they want from the equation.”

The participants varied in their approach to leveraging employees’ existing
knowledge and continuing to build the employee’s competence. The one link that
connected all the participants was the time spent collaborating, explaining, and
demonstrating. This master-apprentice approach is prevalent within the restaurant
industry, where learning occurs tacitly from the chef or, in this case, the owner to their
staff throughout service (Wellton & Lainpelto, 2021). Owners and their delegates
invested time assessing a new employee’s competence and continued the assessment as
processes change. Over that time, the employees repeat tasks and become more
comfortable with assigned tasks, building muscle memory to successfully perform the
needed tasks within the restaurant (Wellton & Lainpelto, 2021). When sharing how he
approached his less-experienced staff’s development, P2 stated,

Just showing them different processes and how to set up. If you’re doing like even

like something like sandwiches. You don’t just build a sandwich because we do a

lot of catering too. [ You should] set up ten wraps instead of two or one. Build all

the wraps, then wrap them like build the process [steps] for them to follow.
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Wellton and Lainpelto (2021) found that the building of knowledge in restaurants occurs
in three phases, (a) knowledge production found at the entry level, (b) knowledge
accumulation that takes the entry-level knowledge and expounds on it through additional
schooling or mentoring and reflecting on the work in teams, and (c) knowledge
distribution where experienced managers share knowledge through delegation and use of
documents or other available “artifacts.” While artifacts may be far less typical in the
participant’s restaurants, knowledge distribution still occurred within these organizations.

In place of artifacts was the master-apprentice relationship between the owner and
employees and between more experienced and less experienced employees. P1 shared,
“I’m not in the kitchen as much. I’'m not watching every dish come out of the kitchen like
[ used to. So, I'm trying to develop everybody.” Delegating the management and
development of staff-distributed knowledge. It expanded the capabilities of both the
manager and the employees as they learn different techniques and skills that the owner
may not possess. For example, P1 shared during his interview that he had hired a front-
of-the-house manager from a well-known fine dining establishment, and he turned over
all front-of-the-house management to him because he worked for a famous chef “for 18
years.”

During the observation, the owner stood back and oversaw the actions of the
servers and the bartenders in the dining room and bar. During service, the manager
consulted with the owner pointing out errors in the newer servers’ fine dining service
techniques. When asking the owner about it, he stated, “He said that they’re serving from

the wrong side, pouring too much champagne in the glass to keep it cold.” To that, he
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added, “I didn’t know about how much to pour either.” In response to the critiques, the
owner agreed with the manager that he, the manager, would provide more training
reinforcing the master-apprentice approach to training in a restaurant.
Second-Order Theme: Manage Talent

The intentionality of the time spent with employees, promoting from within, and
retaining employees means that participants have built relationships or social capital with
their employees and have been a part of their employees’ growth through the three phases
of knowledge building. Recently, researchers found that knowledge transfer has the most
impact on organizational capital; and when managers work side by side with their
employees over time, the organization’s social capital builds, and that connection
positively impacts knowledge transfer (Dahiyat et al., 2023). All the participants
mentioned the longevity of their staff or having helped develop the staff within the
restaurant. Investing in staff through well-rounded talent practices allows employees to
function more effectively and reduce turnover (Jibril & Yesiltas, 2022). P1 demonstrated
this when he shared his symbiotic relationship with his chef, who “doesn’t speak English
well” but intuitively knows how to take recipes he finds and work with him to adjust and
get the desired outcome. This symbiotic relationship results from working together for
more than 5 years at two restaurants. P2 developed his cooks from his utility staff, and P3
shared about the focused attention and time he spends with his managers ensuring they
understand the restaurant culture and his focus on understanding what is important to

them.
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Infusing the combination of the master—apprentice methods, building, and
maintaining social capital, and connecting with managers and staff into the daily
operations, the participants made development the “norm” and allow making any changes
needed to improve operational performance an expected part of operations. The
normalization of change required owners to know the skills needed to enable operational
efficiency and quick pivots.

Theme Four: Know the Needed KSAs for Success

Knowing the KSAs needed for success coalesced into three areas that included the
second-order theme: selecting employees with the right KSAs, and for both employees
and owners, effectively using existing KSAs and building additional KSAs within the
organization. The participants’ responses demonstrated what other researchers reported
regarding restaurant owners’ success is determined by customer satisfaction which leads
to returning customers (Chun & Nyam-Ochir, 2020; DiPietro & Levitt, 2019) and better
profit margins. Owners presented their experiences from the viewpoint of how they
selected and worked with managers differently than how they selected and managed
front-line staff positions. However, they clarified that managers and front-line employees
impact customer satisfaction and require certain KSAs.

When selecting managers, the most described KSAs by participants included
mutual respect, trustworthiness, organization, the ability to be a role model, and
experience. Recent literature regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, of which these
participants have remained operational throughout, reported that managers needed to

work alongside their employees and set an example of the work needed (Elshaer, 2022).
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It makes sense that the managers thought of most highly by owners would have those
characteristics because they all work alongside their employees and have had a strong
hand in training them. During the observation of P1, he remained engaged in the kitchen,
tasting completed menu items, cleaning plates, and validating the actions of the chefs. He
then shifted to the dining room, bussed tables, and collaborated with the general manager
on serving but allowed the general manager to manage the staff directly. The general
manager demonstrated a similar approach in how he engaged with the staff and spent a
good deal of time engaging with the owner on how the staff performed and the
performance gaps. Attention to employee performance by the manager and owner is
imperative to selecting the necessary talent to fill gaps and identify needed training.
When selecting employees, the participants focused on attitude, ability to learn,
prior experience, and training within the industry. The owners identified a potential
employee’s prior experience and training by checking references and interviewing the
candidate. Owners had to rely on their prior experience and intuition to determine a
candidate’s attitude and ability to learn during a short interview. A person’s intuition is
based on more than just emotions but on the owner’s recalling past experiences and
combining it with a rational analysis (Deters, 2023) of what they observe from the
employees; the employees shared background and answers to pointed questions. The
participants all approached how they used it to select talent differently. For example, P3
reported that he brought interviewees back for multiple interviews at contrasting times of
the day to better understand how they engaged based on the time of day. This approach to

observation and engagement identified whether the person could work in the required late
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hours and remain coherent and functioning. It also provided more time to observe the
candidate, penetrate inauthentic personalities and get to know a potential employee. P1
and P2 made quicker selections based on their schedule and confidence in their intuition.
They then worked alongside the employee and observed them to ensure the employee
could do the job.

Choosing employees that benefit the restaurant required knowing how to put
people together with KSAs that complement one another. It is unlikely to find one person
with all the necessary skills. However, an owner could achieve more positive
organizational outcomes by putting employees into pairs, teams, or groups and
encouraging knowledge sharing and social capital building (Chowdhury et al., 2020;
Neffke, 2019). In all three restaurants, the participants asserted how one person did one
thing or another well and how someone else did something else well. For example, P1
stated that his bartender, “Everyone loves him,” is good with people and knows how to
upsell. When the second bartender quit, they called in someone who did not know the
POS, but she came in and worked through the open shifts. An employee’s reliability can
make an owner more likely to select and retain the employee even when they lack
experience or other contrary characteristics. As P1 admitted, “She doesn’t have the look
that fits [fine dining], but she’s a trooper.” P1 paired the well-liked experienced bartender
with a new bartender who was ready and willing to work even without training. The
combined KSAs allowed the restaurant to function.

The owners paired people with complementary skills and effectively used existing

staff skills by pairing inexperienced employees with experienced employees, which
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supports knowledge and culture transfer. P2 worked closely with inexperienced staff so
that they learnt the culture and skills that he wanted to see in his restaurants. Then, it is as
if he is always in his restaurant. P2 also paid attention to existing staff’s interests and
gaps in knowledge. He sought driven people who wanted to improve their lives like he
did when he started. When they showed an interest in the business, he empowered them
to participate in the success. For example, he commented during the interview,

I encourage them to help me build the business. The more money we earn, the

more money there’s out there in the budget for raises, the more money that’s out

there for new equipment and all of those things that you guys see on TV and want

this, smart kitchen and, state of the art kitchen I mean, it got to come from

somewhere the budget gotta be made.
Most importantly, he is clear about the areas of opportunity, like food waste. Using this
specific example, he focused employees’ attention on limiting waste. The more people
focus on reducing waste, the more likely they will reach the desired outcomes. Owners
trained employees in the required techniques and procedures to meet the outcomes. Part
of determining the employee’s ability to do the job was whether training would get the
employee to the desired level of performance.

Establishing baseline KSAs allowed for more structured training programs to
bring all employees and managers to the expected level of performance. The ability to
effectively analyze gaps in skills and then identify the right person or process to fill the
gap leads to a successful business. Both P1 and P2 emphasized the benefit of choosing

staff members in the kitchens that have received basic training at a corporate or franchise-
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owned establishment for rigor in training on safe food handling. P1 asserted, “Get
somebody that worked for a large restaurant group that trains well. [...] you know you
have this foundation where you can train from there [...].” P2 reported, “Food safety
training is pretty much the same everywhere.” Owners enacted this approach for both
kitchen workers and servers. For a small business owner, having a new employee that
received the more rigorous training requirements of better-funded organizations benefits
their organization. Staff were able to be productive sooner, reducing the investment of
time and money for training. This methodology did not preclude all owners from
retraining staff where they had specific preferences. For P1, his general manager had
higher expectations for a fine dining establishment which drove the need for more
training in his establishment and a higher level of expectations for hiring staff. The higher
expectations for new employees inhibited them from filling all required roles in the
dining room and bars. During the observation, the general manager mentioned the need
for training. For an IRO to have employees meet their expectations, they must establish a
more formal training plan for new employees or, when establishing new expectations,
make the expected outcomes part of their employee evaluation. The participants
evaluated not only experience and KSAs but also the potential and existing employees’
personalities and attitudes to ensure a fit within the culture.
Theme 5: Know the Needed Personality/Attitudes for Culture

The fifth theme coalesced from the owners’ descriptions of choosing employees
with certain personality traits and attitudes that fit within the desired culture. Unlike the

other first-order themes, there was an equal number of inferences to the second-order
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theme of selecting talent. The owner’s talent selection responses focused on external
hires, internal promotions, and job changes within work teams. The participants’
integrated approach to talent selection considering personality and attitudes correlates to
the person-organization fit model, which can influence an employee’s engagement, job
satisfaction, performance, and the likelihood of remaining with the organization (Dawson
et al., 2023; Giffen et al., 2023; Prasetyaningrum & Hendarsjah, 2022). While the
participants sought and seemed to value food industry experience, the overwhelming
responses when choosing talent had more to do with how they showed up during
interviews, if an existing employee approached problem-solving, or how they worked
within the team.

Being concerned about whether the person will be able to do the job versus their
being able to learn how to do the job their way concerned the owners more. For example,
P1 asserted that “it’s about trying to find people who are committed and willing to work”
and “I look for personality, talent and then if I’'m able to work with them.” P1 was not
alone in this assertion. P2 looked for people “who don’t have a lot of experience,” which
reduces the need to retrain old habits that do not fit within the organizational culture. P3
focused most on how people present themselves for the interview. For example,
restaurant roles are often busy, requiring employees that can keep up with the pace. So,
he looks to see if people come and seem “active,” energetic, well put together, and
present themselves consistently “during different times of the day” that may be busy in
the restaurant business. The participants’ knowledge and evaluation of existing

employees who performed at desired levels allowed them to identify new employees with
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complementary KSAs, personalities, and attitudes for their organization. The owner
perpetuates the desired culture by combining resources into complementary work groups
that exemplify the desired behaviors and attitudes.

Culture develops over time, and leaders reinforce it through leadership behaviors
and social interactions within the organization. The transference of knowledge was
another way owners reinforced the organization’s culture. Trequattrini et al. (2019) found
that knowledge distribution expands knowledge within the organization through
mentorship. The mentors share the culture through their interactions with mentees. When
the owner takes on the mentor role, they have more opportunities to demonstrate the
desired culture throughout the organization. This study’s participants demonstrated
mentorship in their descriptions of their interactions with their employees and during
observations. The behaviors they stated they did not want to see in their employees, they
sometimes exhibited during the observation. For example, P1 referenced the importance
of a quiet and calm kitchen and reported that “there was no yelling” in the kitchen.
However, he did raise his voice and take a more aggressive stance toward his kitchen
staff when he felt they failed to follow his directions. P2 admitted that he sometimes
would “grip the chef’s coat” in the kitchen, but it is rare because that is not the culture he
wants in his restaurants.

Sometimes, the participants found that they had to remind their staff of the type of
culture expected and demonstrate it. Owners and leaders set the tone for motivation by
directing, mobilizing, and influencing their staff (Paais & Pattiruhu, 2020). For example,

during P3’s observation, he needed to assert his authority and expectations about how
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managers treat staff and support organizational changes. This difference of opinion
focused on a new, Black woman chef hired by the owner who focused on soul food. The
manager felt the new chef needed to gain experience and provide the type of food
customers wanted. P3 reminded the manager that the chef just started, she needed their
support, and the types of menu items were what, as one of the owners, he expected to see
the restaurant start to serve.

This firm response from the owner initiated a 10-minute monologue from the
manager about several issues that made it impossible for him to do his job. P3 listened
and asked questions to get to the root cause, but in the end, it was evident that the
manager needed to vent his overall frustration about the impending change. Afterward, he
shared that he often feels he may let his employees complain too much before stopping it,
but he does not want to “shut anyone down.” His approach to this conversation aligns
with his earlier sentiments about creating a vision for his employees, knowing what they
want, and then they will “figure out the rest.” The manager’s discomfort with a change in
the organization may indicate a need for more collaboration on innovation. When
employees feel disconnected from the decision-making process, they often fight against
the change, desiring to return to the status quo. As shown in the participants’ responses
and resulting themes, owners and employees have a role to play in the success of a
restaurant. However, they are not the only ones who impact a restaurant’s success.
Restaurant patrons who experience the restaurant through its environment, staff and food
and rate and comment on their experience online impact other customer’s patronage

based on their comments. For a study on organizational KSAs impact on restaurant
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survival, customer’s sentiments on their experience had to be considered as a data
triangulation point.
Implications of Consumer Sentiment

Many researchers identified the importance of UGC on a restaurant’s survival
(Chakraborty et al., 2022; English & Fleischmann, 2019; Kobez, 2018; J. Lee & Kim,
2020; Lepkowska-White et al., 2019; Li et al., 2023; Litvin et al., 2018; Luo et al., 2020;
Maslowska, Malthouse, & Viswanathan, 2017; Tiago et al., 2017). The UGC platform
used to triangulate the data as an archival record source for this study was Yelp. To
ensure the most recent and relevant data, the Yelp reviews used were from a 4-month
period, resulting in 21 reviewers and 36 reviews, as shown in Table 3. Of note is the
difference in the number of comments as compared to reviewers’ cross cases. P2
achieved 5% more comments than reviewers due to returning customers and comments.
P2 is the only one who actively replies to reviewer comments, showing appreciation for
their patronage or apologizing for any negative experiences. Shen et al. (2022) found that
when owners respond to comments about situations they can control, there is a more
positive impact on the commenting customer and future customer return intentions than if
they comment on things that are out of their control. As indicated by P2, reviewers will
continue to comment and rate the restaurant when they see their reviews are taken

seriously which is indicated by a response from the owner or manager.
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Table 3

Yelp Ratings, Reviewers, and Comments by Participant

Participant # of Reviewers # of Comments Rating
P1 10 10 3.5
P2 8 23 4.5
P3 3 3 4.0
Total 21 36

More recent research applying machine learning techniques to Yelp reviews
reinforced prior research that UGC impacts restaurant survival (Li et al., 2023). The
researchers focused on three areas of customer feedback: menu, environment, and price.
The literature review for this study on the impact of KSAs on restaurant survival included
the three additional areas of overall customer satisfaction, return intentions, and staff
appeal. These six categories were considered when categorizing the Yelp reviews. To
categorize the Yelp reviews, I relied on customer experience sentiment of positive,
negative, or not applicable described in Table 4.

Table 4

Yelp Review Sentiment Descriptions

Sentiment Description
Positive A customer referred to a positive experience with either food, staff,
price, environment, return intentions, or overall.
. A customer referred to a negative experience with food, staff, price,
Negative . . .
environment, return intentions, or overall.
. A customer did not mention an experience with food, staff, price
Not applicable (N/A) p ’ - price,

environment, or return intentions.
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Though a limited number of reviews were available, the customer comments
about their experiences did show support and opposition to research from this study’s
literature review and more recent research. As listed in Table 5, the positive sentiment
from reviewers was related to menu or food taste, with 26 out of 96 total expressing
positive sentiments. The common sentiment for a negative rating was the environment
and overall customer satisfaction, both of which had 8 out of 28 expressed sentiments.
Liu and Tse (2018) found that price was a significant indicator of customer satisfaction.
The price was the least commented on in the customer sentiment for these participants,
with 25 N/A comments out of 85 where the reviewer did not share their thoughts or
feelings about a sentiment category. Although researchers also reported that patrons of
full-service restaurants expect premium service, atmosphere, menu items, and prices
(Shahzadi et al., 2018), atmosphere and pricing were the least mentioned in these
customers’ sentiments. However, menu taste was important for a positive experience, and

environment or atmosphere was important for a negative experience.
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Table 5

Yelp Review Sentiments by Category

Sentiment
Sentiment categories
Positive Negative Not applicable (N/A)
Customer Satisfaction 25 8 2
Return Intentions 14 2 19
Menu/Taste 26 2 7
Staft/Service 16 3 16
Environment 11 8 16
Price/Value 4 5 25
Total 96 28 85

Another finding indicated within customer experience sentiments is the lack of
reference to staff or service in full-service restaurants. Prior research reported the
importance of positive customer and staff interaction, which is important to this study
because of the required KSAs. The results from these reviews could indicate the recent
research that reported shifting customer expectations due to the COVID-19 pandemic
brought on by inflation and a constantly changing environment (Ma et al., 2023). The
customer’s overall sentiment with menu/food taste being the principal factor in a positive
experience means that the five themes of owner’s prior knowledge, setting expectations,
levering employee knowledge and skills, knowing the needed knowledge and skills, and
culture fit is applicable and important to a restaurant serving menu items that create a

positive experience.
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Applications to Professional Practice

This study explored how independent restaurant owners use organizational KSAs
to remain in business beyond 5 years. The findings may provide IROs with practical
approaches to selecting, managing, and retaining organizational KSAs identified within
the major themes. The five major themes included: (a) use the owner’s prior success; (b)
set clear expectations; (¢) build upon employee competence, (d) know the needed KSAs
for success; (¢) know the needed personality/attitude for the culture. Each theme
correlated with the literature review and the study’s conceptual framework of the
resource-based view, which focused on the impact of effectively managing all
organizational resources.

The five themes provide practical application to independent restaurant owners in
several ways. Independent restaurant owners operate with smaller profit margins, and the
recent labor shortages and inflation have impacted their operations. The owner’s position
is precarious, making them more vulnerable to failure than their better-funded
counterparts (Elshaer, 2022). As owners apply prior success, whether their own or others,
to the restaurant, they can reduce errors and recover more quickly when errors or
environmental changes occur. The successful process, procedures, and structure allow the
owner to set clear expectations for their staff, enabling the employees to know the
required activities and performance levels for success. The employees within their
organization learn from one another through mentorship and social interaction. The
employees’ ongoing engagement with one another perpetuates KSAs throughout the

organization creating a more competent workforce. The increased competence clarifies
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which KSAs new and existing employees need to achieve peak performance and
positively influence profit margins. As the owner demonstrates the desired culture and
holds managers and employees accountable for the expected behaviors, they can select
new employees or workgroups reinforcing the culture.

When staff can perform their duties without the direct oversight or intervention of
the owner, it allows owners to focus on navigating the external environments, learning
the latest trends, efficiencies, and available opportunities to grow their business. Small
business owners who effectively navigate external environments and update their
management strategies to correspond and respond to environmental changes are more
likely to continue to experience business longevity (Do et al., 2022). Employees learn
resilience as business owners incorporate change as the norm within the organizational
culture. They can continue to have positive performance as processes must change due to
costs of goods or staffing shortages, and employees must take on more responsibility.
How the owner responds to these changes impacts their staff and, in turn, their success.

One of the best responses to external and internal environmental changes is for
the owner to know their staff proactively. By knowing their staff’s KSAs and
understanding what motivates them and what they are seeking, the owner can leverage
them where they are most competent, pair and group employees in ways where one’s
strength balances another’s weakness, and they can learn from one another. As the owner
engages with staff, they can demonstrate the desired culture and correct counterculture
behaviors and assumptions within the employee population. This form of participative

and community of practice builds additional competencies within the workforce through
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the social practice of being together to complete a task in real time with a tangible
outcome (Lave & Wenger, 1991). In the kitchen, it may be preparing menu items or
behaving respectfully to one another. In the dining room, it may be taking a customer’s
order correctly or suggesting additional items to increase the check amount. At the bar, it
may mean the bartender prepares a drink and serves the customer as expected. These
tangible outcomes are what lead to successful operations.
Implications for Social Change

The successful application of this study’s results could contribute to positive
social change in many ways. Restaurant owners can lower greenhouse emissions and
reduce food insecurity through their employees and operations. In 2021, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency reported that U.S. food loss and waste is the equivalent
of 170 million tons of carbon dioxide, which is equal to 42 coal-fired power plants
(Buzzby, 2022). This does not include the tons of food decomposing in landfills. The
world’s population will require more than 150% of the food produced in 2010, but we
currently waste about a third of the produced food (Jaglo et al., 2021). Restaurant owners
have become more aware of reducing food waste for their bottom line and the planet
(Filimonau et al., 2023; Huang & Hall, 2023). As the owners integrate this knowledge
into their processes and daily operations, they share it with their workers, who apply it at
the restaurant. However, they may also bring it to other establishments. The increased
awareness and knowledge improve the ability of those within the restaurant industry to

have a positive impact on reducing food waste.



123

Recommendations for Action
The recommendations for action focus on how IROs can establish and maintain a
culture and structure that supports KSA sharing to mitigate the impact of high employee
turnover and increased competition prevalent in the restaurant industry. Based on the
findings from this study, actions IROs can take to sustain their businesses include:

e Network with other restaurant owners and knowledgeable industry
insiders to stay current with trends and challenges to allow the application
of internal interventions to mitigate external pressures.

e Engage with all employees to demonstrate the desired culture and get to
know their strengths and weaknesses to deploy them more effectively
within the restaurant.

e Establish a structure that encourages and supports knowledge sharing by
assigning mentors based on existing KSAs and KSAs that need further
development. Tie mentors’ success to the mentee’s success so that
employee competency increases over time.

e Document recipes, processes, and procedures to retain organizational
knowledge, clarify expectations, allow transference among existing staff,
and minimize the time it takes for new employees to become productive.

e Identify and document complementary and missing KSAs and personality
traits to seek when interviewing candidates for open positions.

Organizational KSAs apply to all businesses. How owners and managers ensure

shared knowledge among employees positively affects worker satisfaction, performance,
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and profitability (Rezaei et al., 2022). I shared the findings with the research participants.
The findings provide actions for other small business owners who seek ways to sustain
their businesses. I intend to share the results among organizational events, conferences,
and further expansion of this study.
Recommendations for Further Research

The purpose of this study was to complete an in-depth exploration of how
organizational KSAs positively impact a small business IROs ability to survive beyond 5
years. The small sample size offered detailed engagement and feedback. However, a
larger sample size could provide more significant insights and relevant actions. The
hectic pace and long hours within the restaurant industry limited the ability to spend time
on interviews, and the size and fast pace of the kitchens also limited the observation time.
The ability to spend more time during the interview and the observations could positively
add to the research findings. Alternatively, conducting a quantitative survey based on
these findings in person could expedite data capture and reduce the needed time for
participants. The participants shared documentation but did not allow the collection of it
by the researcher. The ability to review the documentation post interview and observation
may increase the benefits of research triangulation. Because all owners must manage and
retain organizational KSAs, insights beyond the restaurant industry could provide
beneficial findings. Organizational KSAs impact not only the owner but also the
employees. Further research involving employees and owners may add to this body of

research.
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Reflections

My doctoral journey has been rife with moments of anxiety, enlightenment, and
pleasure at uncovering information and engaging with other scholars. The comradery
between fellow scholars and my chair helped me see the study through to the finish line.
As a small business owner, human resources professional and former restaurateur in
training, I recognized my bias in what I heard and saw. From what I learned through my
studies, I knew to take that awareness and step back to objectivity and report what I saw
and heard from the participants before making a conclusion.

I look forward to taking this experience and building upon it to continue
investigating how KSAs can help a small business flourish and sustain even through
tough economic times.

Conclusion

Independent restaurant owners operate with slim profit margins requiring them to
operate as efficiently and effectively as possible to earn revenue. Intangible resources
such as knowledge directly impact the effective and efficient use of tangible resources.
The owners’ and their employees’ prior experiences provide a treasure trove of
knowledge, skills, and abilities. Owners can empower the use of the KSAs for the benefit
of their business by getting to know the expertise inherent in their staff, building a culture
of knowledge sharing, putting a structure in place to support knowledge sharing, and
documenting the knowledge. Hence, the organization retains the knowledge even when

they do not retain the employee. The findings within this study provide a place for
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restaurant owners to take advantage of some of their most valuable resources, their

knowledge, skills, and abilities and those of their employees.
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Appendix A: Participation Request Email

My name is Alice Nelson—Sidibe, and I am a doctoral student at Walden
University’s College of Management and Human Potential. I kindly request your
participation in a research study titled: Independent Restaurant Owners ’Strategies for
Acquiring, Managing, and Retaining Organizational Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities.

The intention is to learn from successful business owners, like you, about ways
the knowledge, skills, and abilities of yourself and your employees have helped your
business remain operational beyond 5 years, has 20 or fewer employees, and has a Yelp
rating of 3.5 or higher.

Your time is valuable, so each session below will be scheduled at your
convenience to minimize any impact on your restaurant’s operations. The study involves
completing an interview session, targeted observations within your restaurant, and a
review of relevant organizational records as outlined below:

1. A recorded interview of your answers to interview questions and a review
of any relevant organizational records based on your answers to the
questions. (90 minutes)

2. A review of the interpreted themes and patterns from the interview to
ensure that [ have accurately captured your words. (30 minutes)

3. Observe you as you oversee and conduct activities that support the
acquisition, management, or retainment of knowledge, skills, and abilities
(2 hours)

4. Provide any organizational documents to the researcher that relate to the

topic of the study.

Participation in the study is completely voluntary and confidential. Your specific
stories will be part of the study, but I will not expose your name or the name of your
restaurant. I would appreciate your participation in this study for the betterment and
future of other independent restaurants. If you have any questions that [ may answer or if
you are interested in participating, please reach out to me via email at alice.nelson-
sidibe@waldenu.edu or by phone at (215) 839-6363. I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Alice Nelson—-Sidibe
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Appendix B: Referring Participant Confidentiality Informant

Would you be willing to provide the name of one person within your network that meets
the basic requirements of owning an independent restaurant and operating it for more
than 5 years to be part of this study?

If you say yes, please note that I will not be able to disclose to you whether they agree to
participate, and I will not disclose whether you are a participant. I will use your name in
the introduction and if any inquiries are made regarding your participation, I will inform
the potential participant that I cannot confirm nor deny anyone’s participation in the study
only share that you provided their name as a potential participant.

Also, I will need to verify the final entry requirement which is the number of Yelp
reviews and star ratings of the restaurant before attempting to recruit them for
participation in the study.

If you agree, please provide me with the person’s name, email address, and phone
number which I will only use for purposes of this research study.
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Interviewer

Alice Nelson—Sidibe

Participant Name

Participant Code

Duration

90 minutes

Interview Start Time

Interview End Time

Open Interview

e Introduction, build rapport. Use general comfortable questions.

o How long have you been in the restaurant business?

o What led you to open a restaurant?

o What do you find most rewarding about owning a restaurant?
Confirm receipt of the informed consent form and sample interview questions
Sign the consent form and provide a copy to the participant.

Review all steps taken to ensure participant confidentiality.
Start the speech to text recorder and backup recording device.

Open Line of Questioning

e Begin with question 1 and continue until complete.
e Use probing technique and sample questions as needed.
o What strategies do you use to acquire, manage, and retain organizational
KSAs to successfully sustain the business beyond 5 years?
= Probe to ensure understanding of tactics and methods used to
acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs.

o How did you measure the success of the strategies to acquire, manage, and
retain organizational KSAs to successfully sustain the business beyond 5
years?

= Probe to ensure understanding of what success looks like for the
owner.
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o What strategies did you find that worked best to acquire, manage, and
retain organizational KSAs to successfully sustain the business beyond 5
years?

= Probe to uncover what owners believe are the best ways to acquire,
manage, and retain KSAs.

o What were the key challenges to implementing the strategies to acquire,
manage, and retain organizational KSAs to successfully sustain the
business beyond 5 years?

= Probe to ensure understanding of all previous and current
challenges.

o How did you address the key challenges to implementing strategies to
acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs to successfully sustain
the business beyond 5 years?

= Probe to uncover all the ways owners have overcome challenges.

o What additional information can you share about the strategies you used to
acquire, manage, and retain organizational KSAs to successfully sustain
the business beyond 5 years?

=  Continue probing until strategies for KSA acquisition, retainment,
and management experiences are exhausted.

e Confirm synthesis of response to the question(s).
Close Interview Line of Questioning

e Thank the participant for their time and openness to being a part of this research.

e Remind participant of member—checking and confirm continued access either by
phone or in person. Confirm it will be 30 minutes.

e Confirm schedule for observation.

e Schedule member—checking meeting, if possible.

¢ Provide contact information to participants in case they have any questions.

e Confirm telephone number and preference for follow—up meeting (phone/in-
person).
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Appendix D: Observation Protocol Guide

Observer

Alice Nelson—Sidibe

Date

Location of Observation

Observation Focus

Duration

Observation Start Time Observation End Time

Describe or draw the observation area. (Where)
o Consider the following observable indicators. Expand based on feedback
from the interviewee.
Describe the observed KSAs of the IRO indicated during the activity. (What)
Describe the IROs activity during the observation. (What)
Describe if the IRO activity could be considered as acquiring, managing, or
retaining KSAs? (What)
At what intervals did activities or behaviors change (sequencing)?
Is this a normal event/occurrence? (When)
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