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Abstract: Hospitality graduates are the industry’s future; hence this study investigates students’ 
awareness of a commonly used tool of quality management, which is mystery shopping. The 
study also evaluates their level of understanding towards the importance of quality management 
in the hotel industry. Adopting a quantitative approach, data were collected from a sample size 
of 150 students from recognised Malaysian hospitality schools. Findings show that although 
mystery shopping is a common practice in the hospitality industry, only slightly more than 
half of the respondents have been exposed to the concept of mystery shopping and its uses. 
This reveals that hospitality students lack the required knowledge before stepping into the real 
working environment which may hamper their on-the-job learning process.
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Introduction

Quality, standardisation or service quality are just some of the terms frequently used 
to emphasise the need for the maintenance and improvement of any hospitality 
establishment. Dating back to the 40s, mystery shopping was first introduced by 
financial institutions as a method of determining the crucial prospects of a business 
(Beck, Lalopa & Hall, 2004).

In hospitality studies, students are often exposed to the concepts of quality 
assurance and standardisation in their courses and modules, specifically in establishing 
proper standards and know-hows. The topic of mystery shopper is often only a small 
part of hospitality modules, which could downplay its importance in the mind of 
students. However, international hotel brands such as Marriott International, Four 
Seasons, Hilton and many more franchise companies continue to use mystery 
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shoppers as a main tool in controlling their quality standards (Beck & Miao, 2003; 
Shin, 2019). It is imperative that students are fully aware of the concepts of quality 
control and maintenance before they step into the industry. 

Ideally, the concept of mystery shoppers should be introduced to employees 
as early as possible (Bone et al., 2019; Cobb, 1997; Cohen, 1999; Erstad, 1998) 
in order to fully prepare them and enable them to consciously improve the quality 
standards of the organisation they work for. 

According to Tourism Malaysia (2019), in 2018, the total receipt from tourist 
arrivals stood at RM84.1 billion, highest in the past decade, similar to annual 
increments of hotels and hotel room supply. The targeted tourist arrival by 2020 was 
30 million tourists bringing in RM100 billion receipt. With a strong annual growth, 
it is expected that the manpower resources for the hospitality industry in Malaysia 
will also increase in the coming years. As such, hospitality students are expected to 
play a major role in helping Malaysia achieve its tourism targets. The study attempts 
to gauge mystery shopping as service quality assurance tool from the perspective of 
hospitality students. Thus, the three main research questions are as follows: 

 1. What factors affect the awareness of hospitality students on mystery 
shopping programs in the hotel industry?

 2. How does a student’s experience affect his/her knowledge of mystery 
shopper?

 3. Do the surrounding environment and training affect the awareness of 
mystery shopping amongst hospitality students?

To answer the research questions, the study adopted a quantitative approach 
targeting hospitality students from various established private institutions and 
schools in Malaysia. Data were collected through online survey forms which were 
distributed to a student sample selected through the snowballing sampling method, 
which is effective in obtaining targeted samples. 

Literature Review

Mystery Shopper

Before mystery shopping was formally introduced, the concept of participation 
observation was first used in the field of anthropology. Cultures of tribes were 
understood through immersive observations despite differences in language 
or culture (Wilson, 2001). This method has since slowly evolved into what is it 
today, first revolutionised by financial institutions. As standards of living rise in 
most countries, quality assurance and standardisation are increasingly becoming a 
key factor in retaining customers and in tandem, profit. Thus, today, the mystery 
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shopper method is frequently utilised in other industries such as automotive, retail, 
government services and utilities. 

According to Shin (2019) as well as  Finn and Kayandé (1999), mystery shoppers 
assess the front end service of a business. Generally, the undisclosed shopper acts as 
a normal customer in the target store and immerses directly in ordinary customer 
interactions, before completing a concise report on the various aspects of the 
service and environment at the store. Mystery shopping is deemed appropriate to 
evaluate specific aspects of store operations, such as an outlet’s environment. Beyond 
operations, the true purpose of a mystery shopper is to evaluate the quality of service 
provided to customers (Goolamally, Hii & Ahmad Murad, 2019). 

Over the last two decades, studies on mystery shoppers have grown in depth and 
breadth, focusing on program development, recruitment, training and effectiveness 
of such programmes (Chen & Barrows, 2015). These findings confirm that mystery 
shopping has indeed contributed to the control of quality and recommendations on 
improvements, specifically for retail establishments. 

Moreover, the debut of mystery shopping platforms such as SASSIE and Prophet 
in 2000s has continued to revolutionise this industry (Michelson, 1997). With the 
help of newer and more efficient tools, mystery shopping has expanded to various 
service-based industries. Furthermore, mystery shopping by itself is not only used as a 
tool to measure the service quality of an establishment, but can also serve as a valuable 
tool to help train staff in their shortcomings based on the final report (Beck et al., 
2004; Chen & Barrows, 2015). Additionally, this method can help guide management 
in motivating and giving recognition to their staff based on positive reports. 

Most large hotel chains have their own in-house mystery shoppers who  
will evaluate and compare different regional properties, and awards are given to  
the best performers as a form of encouragement and reward for benchmark 
performances. 

Experience

Experiences often build practical knowledge and applications better than theoretical 
learning. Knowledge obtained from the effective processing of information will allow 
one to make better decisions (Bone et al., 2019; Alavi & Leidner, 1999).  In the 
hospitality academia, students are normally exposed to the real industry only when 
they undergo internships as part of their course credit requirement. As the exposure 
of each individual student is different based on their industrial placement choice, the 
knowledge and experiences acquired will also differ (Chan & Anantharajah, 2019). 
With regard to mystery shopping, while most large hotel chains do employ this 
quality control tool to maintain their standards, some do not. Hence, chances are 
that some hospitality students will not be exposed to this method and learn its actual 
mechanisms. 
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In a research conducted by Dean and his team (2018) on healthcare students, 
their findings reveal that having experienced mystery shopping personally, the 
students realise the importance of communication skills as opposed to just being 
skilled in their specialised areas. This research has also proven that mystery shopping 
can be a useful learning instrument, especially by placing students in the shoes of 
the practitioners themselves. Thus, allowing them to understand the customer’s 
perspective, which is deemed as good practice.

Training of Mystery Shopper

Training the right personnel is important as they must know the establishment’s 
customers, or they cannot function as mystery shoppers. This requirement makes the 
assessment more difficult (Wilson, 1998). Particularly, proper briefing of potential 
situations and needs in terms of data compilation skills are crucial in the training of 
mystery shoppers. For example, clear descriptions of scenes that mystery shoppers 
may encounter based on their personality and aspects, questions to be asked, and 
behaviour that they should endorse. Simulations are conducted to ensure that the 
quality of the shoppers are sufficiently good so that service personnel are not able 
to identify them as mystery shoppers. In terms of data compiling, shoppers must be 
capable of inspecting specific aspects of service as well as retaining and documenting 
the information obtained (Dutt, Hahn, Christodoulidou, & Nadkami, 2019). 

Mystery shoppers should be able to fully trick service personnel and fit in the 
customer’s profile to produce the specific scene given to them. As such, the same 
mystery guest cannot visit and assess the same outlet twice which leads to companies 
needing to constantly employ  new, well-trained mystery shoppers.

Based on their survey findings, Douglas and Douglas (2006) ranked the eight 
qualities of a good mystery shopper, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Qualities of a good mystery shopper, ranked

QUALITY RANKING

Ability to follow briefs 1

Ability to think on one’s feet 4

Critical 7

Anonymous 5

Independent 6

Objective 2

Smart 8

Meets deadlines 3
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Due to the rapid growth of the tourism industry, the demand for well-trained and 
skilled staff has grown exponentially (Kusluvan & Kusluvan, 2000). Therefore, public 
schools and training centres are tasked with the vital role of providing more workforce 
that is well educated and equipped with the right skills and attitude for the industry. So 
much so that students from hospitality schools and training centres are identified and 
recruited by industry players as soon as they graduate or finish their training. 

Studies suggest that the physical environment can also be a major factor that 
can affect a business’ branding and customer’s choice. Specifically, an individual 
perceives a business’ image and service quality before experiencing the service, simply 
by judging the environment and the vibe that the business exudes (Ali, Amin, & 
Ryu, 2016; Bitner, 1992).

Contribution

In general, for consumers, satisfaction of services and/or products normally happens 
when their expectations are met, but they can only provide their overall impression 
instead of a detailed recollection of the entire experience (Wilson, 1998). Hence, 
conventionally, customer feedback has always been more focused on the overall 
experience, in comparison to what a mystery shopper can provide through detailed 
reports. This is possible as mystery shoppers are required to provide very objective 
measurements, and this is possible through well-trained and carefully selected shoppers.  

The three main purposes of mystery shopping as a tool are: to identify weaknesses 
and possible failures in the service delivery of a business, to develop and motivate 
service personnel, as well as to benchmark their services with other companies in 
the industry (Wilson, 1998). Su and Tsai (2014) asserted that service quality is 
important to the hospitality industry because it is directly and positively correlated 
with customer satisfaction and repurchase behaviours. As the tourism industry is 
very service-oriented, using mystery shoppers to obtain data from the customer’s 
perspective is considered very valuable. Not to mention, the benefits of mystery 
shopper surpass the costs of training and maintaining good service personnel 
(Stefanelli, 1994). 

In the service industry, quality standards are maintained by employees through 
strict standard operating procedures and policies, and all forms of customer service 
are expected to adhere to these standard requirements. However, due to the concept of 
mystery shoppers, employees will need to be extra vigilant in treating their customers 
which in turn will motivate employers to focus on the more important aspects of 
the business (Goolamally et al., 2019; Beck et al., 2004). In the case of interns, it is 
vital for them to be fully aware of mystery shoppers, as this ignorance may result in 
a negative report if the mystery shoppers are not well taken care. Undeniably, there 
will be instances where there will be a drop in quality standards especially involving 
students who are not fully prepared for their jobs.
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Nevertheless, by understanding the mystery shopping concept, intern students 
will learn to be fully vigilant not only during their internship period, but also in their 
future professional careers (Dean et al., 2018; Collins et al., 2017). Bearing in mind 
that this tool is also employed in many other industries, it is vital that students are 
exposed to them as early as possible.

Environment

In context of hospitality, the physical environment refers to the surrounding conditions 
of service areas such as ambient, layout and artefacts (Han & Ryu, 2009). Similarly, 
Smith  and Wheeler (2002) also stated that the physical environment contains all 
the factors that are concerned with the physical quality or appearance in and around 
a hotel.  Examples include the cleanliness and beautiful features of a hotel. Physical 
work conditions such as working space, air conditioning or lighting must also be good 
as this will positively impact the well-being of employees (Kandasamy & Ancheri, 
2009). This is also to prevent dissatisfaction and discomfort among intern students 
who expect some level of comfort and convenience at their workplace (Gavhed & 
Toomingas, 2007). Correspondingly, Ali et al. (2016) put forward a framework of 
physical environment that will influence the human behaviour both cognitively and 
emotionally. In cognisance of the importance of physical environment for guest 
satisfaction, hotel managers pay close attention to this aspect (Han & Ryu, 2009). 
The physical environment of a workplace is the “manifestation of culture” and “people 
will create the physical environment around them, to influence the environment,  
but the environment in turn influences people” (Ali, et al., 2016).  Duurland  
(2017) also highlighted that there is a strong interconnection between physical 
environment and students’ intention to learn. A learning environment includes 
practices and conditions that will shape the learning that takes place here  
(Ellstrom, 2011). 

The physical environment can affect the emotions of people as not every guest 
will encounter the same emotion or experience while staying in a particular hotel. 
With the ability to affect a person’s emotion, the physical environment may affect that 
person’s decision making process as well. Guests who face the same exact situation 
may not undergo the same emotion and experience the same effect on their learning 
process. Thus, the physical environment plays an important role in a guest’s choices 
and perception of an establishment or hotel.  

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study was developed based on the literature 
discussed earlier and looks at the hospitality student’s awareness of mystery shoppers. 
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Students’ awareness of 
mystery shopping in 
the hotel industry

Experience

Contribution

Training

Environment

H1

H2

H3

H4

Hypothesis 1:   Hospitality students’ awareness about mystery shoppers is affected by 
their prior experiences. 

Hypothesis 2:  Hospitality students are aware that data compilation skill is crucial in 
the training of mystery shoppers in the hotel industry

Hypothesis 3: Hospitality students are aware of their contribution’s significance in 
maintaining the quality standards of the hotel industry 

Hypothesis 4: Hospitality students are aware that the physical environment around 
them will have a significant impact on their knowledge of mystery 
shopping. 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework 

Methodology

This study adopted a quantitative approach in which data were collected using 
questionnaires. The questionnaire was distributed via Google Forms for easy 
accessibility, enabling a wide range of respondents to conveniently complete the 
questionnaire anywhere anytime. The study sample was chosen through purposive 
sampling, specifically hospitality students of different genders, age groups, level of 
education, universities and nationalities. In total, 150 questionnaires were collected 
in a period of 2 months. For the questionnaire, a five-point Likert scale was used 
to measure the respondent’s feedback, with values ranging from “1” for “strongly 
agree” and “5” for “strongly disagree”. The questionnaire was subjected to a pilot 
testing first with 10 hospitality students which resulted in some minor changes to 
explore other views on the topic. The collected data were analysed using Statistical 
Package Social Science (SPSS). A reliability analysis Cronbach’s alpha was carried 
out and the results yielded .789 for 5 items in experience, training, .794 for 5 items, 
contribution, .791 for 5 items and environment, .785 for 5 items. Thus all segments 
were deemed reliable and acceptable to be used in this study as each item correlated 
with its own scale and with other sub-scales.  
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Findings and Discussion 

The first four questions of the questionnaire collected demographic information. 
The rest of the questionnaire examined the list of factors that emerged from the 
literature review that is related to students’ awareness of mystery shopper in the 
hotel industry. After an initial examination of the contents, it was decided not to 
move or delete these items. Of the 150 respondents, 40% were male and 60% were 
female (Table 2). All the respondents were 17 years old and above. With regard to 
level of education, 52% were bachelor degree students, 27% diploma while the rest 
were certificate, advanced diploma, master’s degree, and doctoral degree students 
in the hospitality field. The respondents were from Taylor’s University (55.3%), 
Sunway University (12.0%), KDU University College (12.0%), INTI International 
University & College (10.0%), YTL College (3.3%), Berjaya University College 
(3.3%) and other colleges (4.0%).   

Table 2. Breakdown of respondents by gender

Gender Frequency Percent (%)

Male 60 36.6
Female 90 54.9

Table 3. Breakdown of respondents by level of education

Level of Education Frequency Percent (%)

Advanced Diploma 15 10.0
Certificate 13 8.7
Degree 79 52.7
Diploma 40 26.7
Master’s degree 1 0.7
PhD 2 1.3

Table 4. Breakdown of respondents by university and colleges 

Type of University Frequency Percent (%)

Berjaya University College 5 3.3
INTI International University &College 15 10.0
KDU University College 18 12.0
Others 6 4.0
Sunway University 18 12.0
Taylor’s University 83 55.3
YTL International College 5 3.3
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Table 5. Awareness about mystery shoppers

N Mean Std. Deviation

You are aware of mystery shopper 
How the mystery shopper program works
Major form of rating service provided by a hotel
All 5-star hotels have mystery shopper programs
There is more than one type of mystery shopper 
Students receive information from university
Students receive information from internship
Students who worked before have better knowledge 
Experience in serving a mystery shopper
Customers experience 
The hotel provides training 
The hotel provides minimal training standards
Service quality
Product quality
Staff performance
Contributes to service quality 
Students contribute to the rating of service 
Ready to serve 
Confident enough to serve 
Help in their future career
The environment of a student 
During their internship or in university
Social media or other media 
Internet source 
Experience of meeting a mystery shopper 
Valid N (listwise)

150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150
150

4.35
3.86
4.04
4.11
3.75
3.69
3.79
3.99
3.43
3.49
3.73
3.72
4.21
4.11
4.18
4.12
3.96
3.78
3.84
4.03
4.01
3.91
3.53
3.81
3.61

.770

.941

.904

.935

.996
1.148
1.070
.945

1.302
1.186
1.109
1.050
.824
.860
.852
.866
.741
.975
.977
.851
.867
.922

1.097
.981

1.080

  
With regard to awareness of mystery shopping, the majority were aware with 

an overall mean score of 4.35. Most respondents also agreed that mystery shopper 
is a major form of rating service provided by hotels (mean 4.04) and a majority of 
the 5-star hotels have mystery shopper programs (mean 4.11). Many learnt about 
mystery shopping from university (mean 3.69), and internship (mean 3.79); however, 
students who had previously worked in the hotel industry had better knowledge of 
this (mean 3.99). This is because a majority of university or colleges do not include 
the mystery shopper in their hospitality curriculum. 

In response to where they first heard about mystery shopping, many respondents 
shared: internship (mean 4.01), universities or colleges (mean 3.91) or social media 
(mean 3.81). The results also show that students were aware that the mystery 
shopper improves service quality (mean 4.21), product quality (mean 4.11) and staff 
performance (mean 4.18) in the hotel industry. Many were also aware that mystery 
shopping would be beneficial to their future career (mean 4.03).   
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Pearson correlation analysis was performed to identify the factors of awareness 
of mystery shopping whereby the dependent variable of awareness was regressed on 
four items measuring awareness of mystery shopping. All items with a factor loading 
above 0.30 were included in the constructs. As shown in Table 6, four factors were 
extracted: ‘‘experience” (factor 1), “training” (factor 2), “contribution” (factor 3), and 
“environment” (factor 4). As all the four factors yielded p-values of more than 0.05, 
we conclude that there is a significant difference between the four factors. The results 
confirm that experience, training, contribution and environment are important for 
awareness of mystery shopping amongst hospitality students.

Table 6. Pearson correlation of students’ awareness of mystery shopping

Awareness

1. Experience   Pearson Correlation
Significance (2-tailed)
N

.071
150
1

2. Training Pearson Correlation
Significance (2-tailed)
N

.063
150
1

3. Contribution Pearson Correlation
Significance (2-tailed)
N

.051
150
1

4. Environment Pearson Correlation
Significance (2-tailed)
N

.039
150
1

The results also show that students were aware that mystery shopping contributes 
greatly to the service quality of the hotel and can help their future too. Awareness  
was significantly and positively related to experience (r= .073, p = .001), training  
(r= .063, p = .001), contribution (r= .051, p = .001) and environment (r= .039,  
p = .001). Experience was the most prominent factor (71%) that helps students 
become aware that they need experience in mystery shopping for the hotel industry. 
A majority of the respondents either received information about mystery shopping 
from their university or colleges or had done their internships. Some students even  
had working experience or have served as a mystery shopper. The second most 
important factor for students’ awareness of mystery shopping was training (63%).  
This is most probably because students know that some hotels rate their service 
quality, product quality and even staff performance using mystery shopping. 
Moreover, these students were aware that they require more trainings or briefing  
on mystery shopping. 
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Table 7. Awareness of mystery shopping according to level of education  

Level of Education Mean N Std. Deviation

Certificate 
Advanced Diploma
Diploma
Degree
PhD
Master’s degree

4.15
4.30
4.60
4.35
5.00
4.50

13
40
15
79
1
2

.801

.758

.507

.817
.

.707

Total 4.35 150 .770

Table 7 presents the level of awareness of mystery shopping based on education 
level. PhD (mean 5.00) and master’s degree students (mean 4.50) were aware  of 
mystery shopping as they had working experience or had undergone their internships 
during their  undergraduate and postgraduate years. The diploma students (mean 
4.60) demonstrated more awareness about mystery shopping compared to degree 
students (mean 4.35). Lastly, the advanced diploma students (mean 4.30) and 
certificate students (mean 4.15) demonstrated the least amount of awareness.  A 
majority of universities or colleges do not provide any training on mystery shopping 
until the students undergo internship. Furthermore, only some hotels provide very 
limited training on mystery shopping. 

Students were also aware that mystery shopping contributes greatly to the  
service quality in hotels (51%). Thus, while they knew that they must be ready  
to face mystery shoppers, it remains doubtful if they have enough confidence to 
handle them.

Conclusion

Based on the present findings, although the percentage of student awareness towards 
mystery shopping is more than 50%, there is still a significant number of students 
that have yet to be exposed to this tool. As service quality is a very important aspect 
of the hospitality industry, it would be vital for all stakeholders to comprehend the 
usage of this tool, and its importance. 

Nevertheless, as students are mostly exposed to the industry only through 
their internships (Chan & Anantharajah, 2019) or working experiences, hence it 
will be vital for them to be well-prepared to face the real working environment. As  
hospitality graduates, the authors have had past experiences of dealing with mystery 
shoppers which entailed  being briefed improperly and being thoroughly shocked of 
a very detailed report, prepared by the supervisors in charge. The authors believe that 
such a situation could have been avoided with proper briefings that communicate 
clearly expectations and required standards. The awareness level can reach 100% in 
the future with the right measures in place. 
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The academia also plays a very important role in ensuring that student interns 
or graduates are able to integrate smoothly into the hotel industry, which can be 
achieved through prior working knowledge acquired during their studies. Relevant 
modules based on the experiences of academics or discussion sessions with mystery 
shoppers can be very helpful to students. In addition, hotels can play a role by 
preparing students for the real working world through organisational leadership 
(Narayanan & Rajaratnam, 2019) and collaborations with the academia. 

Undoubtedly, the hospitality industry in Malaysia strives to continuously 
enhance its service quality management in pursuit of excellence. However, in 
comparison to other more developed countries, the service standards in Malaysia 
leave much to desire. As the findings of this paper reveal, not all students are fully 
aware of the importance and the implications of quality standardisation through 
mystery shopping, despite being the future of the industry.

Due to the limitation of this study which only used a quantitative method, future 
studies are recommended to adopt qualitative methods to obtain richer data that can 
provide in-depth insights of students’ awareness of this service quality tool, as well 
as to obtain a comparison of hospitality employees’ opinion on the subject matter. 
In addition, a follow-up study should be conducted to compare the performances 
of student interns before and after understanding  the implementation of  mystery 
shopping in the industry, to see if there are any significant performance differences as 
well as how it affected their decision making in their service provision. 

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons  
Attribution License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction  
in any medium, provided the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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