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The third of the three service definitions is customer service as in service quality, how the service is performed, how the customer perceives the performed service compared to expectations.  Quality has traditionally been defined in one of  three ways.   (1) Quality is conforming to  specifications; the quality of an item depends on how well it  measures up against a set of specifications; quality is achieved when a  product is produced the way it is supposed to be.  According to this definition, a Mercedes may be of lower quality than a Chevrolet  if the Chevrolet conforms better to the design and performance  standards set for it.   The Japanese see low quality as the  result of inefficiency: a "good" product is both error-free and  made as cheaply (efficiently) as possible.  This managerial definition is inadequate  because it misses the difference in perception between  two similar products.


(2) Quality lies in the eyes of the beholder.  Different  users have different needs, and to the extent that a product is  designed and manufactured to meet those needs, quality is  dependent on how well it fulfills them.  Individual consumers are  assumed to have different wants or needs, and the goods that best  satisfy their preferences are the ones they regard as having the highest quality.  This is an idiosyncratic and personal view of  quality, and one that is highly subjective.  For business  travelers, the highest quality airline is usually the one with  the best record of on-time arrivals and departures; for  vacationers, it may be the one with the finest food, the quickest  in-flight service, the cheapest fares or the most interesting movies.  In the  marketing literature, it has led to the notion of "ideal points":  precise combinations of product attributes that provide the  greatest satisfaction to a specified consumer.  This concept, however,  faces two problems.  The first is practical: how to aggregate widely varying individual preferences so that they  lead to more meaningful definitions of quality at the market level.   The second is more fundamental: how to distinguish those product attributes that connote quality from those that simply maximize consumer satisfaction.  This definition is incomplete because  quality is extremely subjective:  quality is simply what the user says it is, rational or not.



(3) Quality is innate excellence.  This definition reflects  the belief that although styles and tastes change, there is  something enduring about works of high quality. They provide a  standard against which other products are judged.  According to  this view, excellence is both absolute and universally  recognizable; whatever it consists of--and the writers in this  camp are distressingly vague on that point—we all know it when we  see it.  Michelangelo may not be your favorite sculptor, but it is hard to deny the  quality of his work.  While recognizing the universal aspects of  quality, this definition lacks specifics.  




*
*




QUALITY


•   Conforming to Specifications



•   Relative to Customer



•   Innate Excellence


In essence, quality is a word used by an individual to describe whether his or her perception of a product or service has reached a satisfactory level of excellence.  If customers believe a product or service will provide certain benefits at a satisfactory level time and again, they may deem the product a quality product. Quality can and should be used as a market differentiator. Adding service to the core product may differentiate the product over competitors, provided the consumer is able to recognize  (and appreciate) such differences and has actually experienced the product of competitors.  If the customer does not have the experience of comparisons between competitors,  this is usually results in brand indifference.  This was the case in Eastern Europe during the communist era.  Consumers did not have a choice in the products they could buy, so they waited in long lines to just buy whatever was available.  As a result, consumers did not gain consumer experience in comparing brands.  Consumer satisfaction was not a concept that existed during that era.

Differences between Goods and Service Quality

       A product may be defined as a good or a service, but most  often it has both service and physical elements (the ‘service-goods continuum’). This dualism effects quality perception. For service-related companies (and the service-related component of goods), quality is a  particularly elusive concept.  In labor-intensive services  quality occurs during service delivery, usually in an interaction  between the client and the contact person from the service firm. The service firm may also have less managerial control over quality in services where consumer participation is intense  (e.g., haircuts, doctor's visits) because the client affects the process.  In these situations, the consumer's input (description of how the haircut should look, description of symptoms) becomes  critical to the quality of service performance.  When purchasing  goods, the consumer employs many tangible cues to judge quality:  style, hardness, color, label, feel, package, fit.  When  purchasing services, fewer tangible cues exist. In the absence of  tangible evidence on which to evaluate quality, consumers must  depend on other cues such as the service provider's physical facilities, equipment,  and personnel.  In judging product  quality, customers often use intrinsic cues such as price,  advertising, or brand name.  Due to service intangibility, a  firm may find it more difficult to understand how consumers  perceive services and service quality.


Differences between service quality and  goods quality 


•Service quality is more difficult for the consumer to  evaluate than goods              


quality.


•Service quality perceptions result from a comparison of  consumer expectations          

with actual service performance.


•Quality evaluations are not made solely on the outcome of a service; they also           

involve evaluations of the process of service delivery.


•Service quality is a measure of how well the service level  delivered matches          

customer expectations. Delivering quality service means conforming to                  

customer  expectations on a consistent basis.

                       *       

SERVQUAL 


The  introduction of the Service Quality model (SERVQUAL)  revolutionized the discipline of services marketing. The service gap concept discussed the existence of service gaps on the service provider's side that can impede delivery of services that customers perceive to be of high quality.  The model proposed five gaps that are major hurdles in attempting to deliver proper service.



 SERVQUAL DIMENSIONS


•  (1)  reliability is providing what is promised, dependably and  



accurately


•  (2) assurance is the knowledge and courtesy of  employees and their 


ability to convey trust and confidence


•  (3)  tangibles are the physical facilities and equipment and the  



appearance of personnel; 


• (4) empathy is the degree of caring and  individual attention provided 


to customers; 


•  (5)  responsiveness is the willingness to help customers and provide  


prompt service.  

Reliability is the most powerful dimension, responsiveness is second, followed by assurance, empathy  and tangibles.  Most organizations are best at tangibles, which  is the least important, and perform lowest on reliability. The SERVQUAL model has been predominantly tested and enhanced domestically, within the United States.  


Internationally, studies using the SERVQUAL model on non-American respondents have  more than occasionally disputed the American findings.  A SERVQUAL study of the Dutch car service industry found that the American five dimensions did not emerge; instead three dimensions were discovered: customer kindness, tangibles, and faith with only customer kindness contributing directly to the measured service quality.   A study of SERVQUAL in the banking services in Hong Kong appears to indicate that SERVQUAL can be a consistent and reliable scale to measure service quality; however, the five  American dimensions of SERVQUAL could not be confirmed.  A SERVQUAL survey of Singapore’s five major banks measured gaps between the customer’s expectations and the perceived performance of the service; the widest gap between perceived performance and expectations was in the dimension of empathy while the dimension of tangibles showed the smallest gap.  Banks’ customers’ expectations were highest for reliability; thus the results were similar to that found in SERVQUAL-U.S. but significant differences were noted as well.  A study of retail banking in the United Kingdom used SERVQUAL to describe both customer and staff perceptions of those factors which determine service quality.  The study determined SERVQUAL model was of limited value and proposed an alternative basis for modeling service quality based upon the three dimensions of process/outcome, subjective/objective, and soft/hard. A SERVQUAL study of Turkish hotels  show that users expect to get friendly, courteous, clean, expert service but without special, personalized attention. The survey confirmed several of the SERVQUAL attributes (particularly reliability) but also introduced other dimensions of major concern to the Turks (cleanliness, social interaction, and timeliness) that were not in the American study; it concludes by commenting the SERVQUAL is not necessarily generic or universal.  Another study examined the service quality gaps in the Australian consulting engineering industry while one reviewed several industries in New Zealand; neither could confirm the American dimensions.


Comparisons between Service Quality Concepts 



Developed Countries
Developing Countries



emphasize technology
emphasize personnel



emphasize excellence
emphasize  ‘merely good ‘



pursue continuous improvement   
intermittent improvement



non-personal contacts
personal contacts



know customer intimately
know how customer uses service



timely response

substantial response



competence in individuals
competence in organizations



respect individual rights
stress social norms



detailed information
basic information




individual benefits

acceptance by public



company performance
company tradition



emotional security

physical security



stress core and non core service
core only  non-core less important


The concept of global service quality is further confused since cultural definitions of appropriate hospitality differ widely from one country to another, one example being the tolerable length of waiting time (much longer in Brazil than in Germany) and the degree of personal service expected (not much in Scandinavia but lavish in Indonesia). Economics may play an important part in service quality: customers in undeveloped countries typically accept a lower level of service as adequate and expected since they cannot afford the costs involved in higher levels of service; When a country is in bankruptcy, the people eliminate everything that they know is not basic for their subsistence and base their decisions almost entirely on price, instead of other qualities such as quality and durability.  The most important decision in these markets becomes satisfying the most basic needs at the lowest possible price.





*

*

SERVICE QUALITY 


Service is the attempt of a person to fulfill the perceived needs of another within a particular social environment. Culture determines what the service provider and consumer perceive as needs, what and how they will communicate, what they value and how they will react to each other. The provider enters the service experience with a predisposition to certain behaviors based on his or her own national or ethnic culture as well as the culture of the service organization he or she represents. The consumer also brings cultural baggage to the experience, a predisposition to expect and react in culturally prescribed ways.  


Customer satisfaction is an overall postpurchase evaluation and can be defined   as general satisfaction, confirmation of expectations, and the distance from the customer’s hypothetical ideal product.  As the ideal point differs according to culture, the definition of customer satisfaction also should differ between cultures. A desirable level of customer satisfaction results when the service consumer’s expectations are met or exceeded.  Those expectations are shaped by culture.  Customers demand services on their own terms.  If their expectations are met, they pronounce the service good. If the service delivered does not meet with customers culturally shaped expectations, they will be unimpressed by and dissatisfied with the services experience and organization. 


Companies marketing goods and services in many developing or undeveloped countries often benefit from the luxury of limited or no competition.  As a result of such non-competitive environment, few companies needed to focus on customer needs and little effort was made to find ways to improve satisfaction.  Instead, the level of product or service quality offered to customers was often dictated by the company’s existing capabilities, without much incentive to broaden or extend those capabilities.  Consumers in such countries are not accustomed to being asked for their opinions and suggestions on customer satisfaction issues.


The American service style can be described as extremely close and friendly; contact persons try to be attentive and friendly toward customers.  An illustration is a waitress who comes up to the customer and says, “Hi, I’m Judy, I’m your waitress today.  What can I do for you?”  She will address her customer in the same manner throughout the entire service production process.  Efficiency is important because, working in a market economy, she gets paid by results and  she is usually rewarded for going beyond her nominal job description. 


The European style of service differs significantly across the continent.  In general, the European service style is not as efficient as the American and not as attentive as the East Asian style.  It is also apparent that, north to south, attentiveness increases. In the Netherlands, consumers do not complain because they doubt its efficacy.  In the Nordic countries remoteness is more clearly present.  The British tolerate bad service, which can be attributed to the remnants of the British class system under which only servants served: Waiters, busboys, and salesmen like to remind customers in a rude manner that they are not servants.  


Service in Germany can be best described as an oxymoron.  Aversion to service is the flip side of a deeply rooted tradition: the centuries old importance of  craftsmanship, of making things well. Nothing else, including customers, seems to matter.  The ‘Field of Dreams’ theme appears to dominate in Germany: it we make it good, they will buy it. The slogan in Germany seems to be “shut up and pay.” An American in Berlin took fifteen months  to get a new phone line installed in his office; and he was on a “priority first access list.” A man tried to buy a loaf of bread; it was wrapped and ready to go but because it was a few minutes before closing time and the cash in the register had already been counted,  the woman behind the counter refused the customer’s money saying she could not make change and that he had to wait until the next day to buy bread. Because Germans in general do not take bad jobs and labor costs are so high, waiters and waitresses tend to be few and far between, even in popular restaurants.  That they are surly is not surprising.   


The French have traditionally behaved similarly, believing in Caveat Emptor,  let the buyer beware.  The client, traditionally was never king and usually considered wrong.  The wind is turning and the phrase le client est roi, the client is king, is increasingly heard at French management seminars. The arrival of non-French companies in France and the lost of considerable market share to foreign companies that do provide superior service is the major reason for this turnaround in opinion.  


Although, hospitality and service are part of the Arab culture, one that honors those who serve others  (“The Servant of the Group is their master”),  in recent times, probably due to the rising affluence of Gulf citizens, the word services in Saudi Arabia has begun to connote demeaning work and few Gulf citizens willingly engage in service-related jobs. The unevenness of service quality is due to high labor intensity, weak internal marketing, and the high turnover of foreign labor working in services. Despite huge investments in selecting and training customer contact personnel, they still refuse to smile or be courteous to the customer.  Employees regularly remind their superiors that they are government employees whose task is to process customers’ papers and not to perform public relations work.


The Soviet Communist system was one in which the consumer counted for nothing and resulted in  a consumer unfriendly system and indifferent attitudes by the service provider. In a Soviet hotel/motel, one did not check in but rather applied for a room.  In an hotel where Western tourists normally stayed,  a coachload of applicants (not guests) lined up for an appointment with the usual one receptionist at the check-in counter.  On reaching the desk, every tourist provided a written confirmation of a prepaid reservation which surprised the clerk.  Every tourist was sent away with a ticket.  On each floor, a keylady sat, ready to swap this ticket for a room key.  Often the room key was missing, having been given to someone else.  A slip up had occurred.  The tourist was asked to return to the reception desk and start the lengthy process all over again. Tourist staff members were neither helpful nor solicitous enough to provide tourists with the feeling of warmth and hospitality.  Tourists usually had to pay high room rates for mediocre services.  Sheets were not changed daily, bathroom floors were unclean, air conditioners did not function properly and restaurants offered only limited choices of food and beverages.  During the Soviet era, many cafeterias and restaurants with empty tables refused to admit customers.  The reason?  Their quotas had been filled and the admitting of additional customers would mean extra work for the employees who would not get any extra pay for the extra work demanded by the additional customers.The Soviet service style could best be described as nonattentive, remote, and inefficient. 


This attitude of indifference to whether  they  sold anything or not occurred because in the Communist system pay was the same regardless of the level of sales and service performed.  Thus, there was no incentive to provide good service. In almost all shops and convenience stores, a customer was required to stand in one line to place an order and obtain a ticket, stand in another line to pay for the order and obtain a receipt, then go stand in the first line again to pick up the order.  This was implemented to prevent theft among employees.  The procedure was in place to insure control, not to elicit customer satisfaction. This system dominated throughout Eastern Europe as well as Russia (customer service itself was not a phrase in any communist-dominated language).  Many Eastern Europeans are still perplexed by Western expectations that unhappy workers put on a “happy face” when dealing with customers (such a requirement strikes many employees as artificial and insincere). 


Now that business is more commercialized, salespersons care more but still typically do not do anything fancy.  The major  reason is lack of competition. The substandard nature of Communist retailing can be seen by the populace preference for private shops over state-owned stores even if the former has higher prices and is further to shop. Perceptions of stores in terms of layout, cleanliness, atmosphere, good service, quality foods, price, and good variety of merchandise favors private shops. Many of these inefficiencies can be attributed to the former Communist government controls placed on these sectors and the low status which inhibited competition and innovation in the retail sector. Remnants of Communist retailing remain: the average store’s atmosphere is not pleasant, its layout is not especially convenient and the staff not typically helpful.


 Customers in Eastern Europe and Russia are, nonetheless, getting acquainted with the concept of service and are beginning to expect higher levels of service.  Elcint’s  (an Israeli maker of medical equipment) Eastern European customers at first had little service expectations and beforehand would have been overjoyed to have seen a field technician within six weeks of a problem arising.  Today, if the solution takes over a week, they get impatient and testy.  Although still considerably behind the U.S. standard of same day or next day service, it is a major improvement within a few short years.


The almost entire lack of customer service culture is one of Mexico’s biggest problems.  Mexicans may be friendly with each other but little is thought about servicing that person’s needs.  People come for service and it is given with little thoughts about whether it is good or bad. Cynical customers are wise that their complaints are frequently futile and their expectations are, therefore, much lower. Prices do not necessarily correspond with level of service as Americans have gotten used to; instead prices correlate with masses of people who are substituting for service. In Mexico, as in most of Latin America, good service is denoted by numbers, if there are many people serving you, you are getting good service, the more the better the service. 


Mexico, although a developing country, is far from a impoverished country.  A wide variety and flavor of consumer goods, in all categories, are available in Mexico.  Yet, without fail, wealthier Mexicans still fly or drive to the United States to shop.  Those Mexicans in border communities en masse cross the border to shop in American stores; retailing is a major industry in many American border towns.  Why is this so?  Isn’t toilet paper still toilet paper?  No. To many Mexicans, American products have a higher degree of quality than those of comparative Mexican products.  Even when the same product is offered, that found in an American store is considered higher quality than the same good offered in a Mexican store.  Mexicans, used to poorer quality domestic goods, are thus  more demanding and  have higher perceived quality needs than would the typical American. 


One study of complaint behavior by Mexican-Americans indicated Hispanics rated delayed or nondelivery of goods and services as the top complaint  (32 percent) while national BBB statistics ranked unsatisfactory service the number one complaint area (which accounted for only 5 percent of the Hispanics complaints) followed by delivery and delay.  Lower levels of Mexican-American complaints for unsatisfactory service may be due to lower expectations for resolution of service-related problems or due to the Hispanic perception of time.  Delay and nondelivery may be more important to Mexican-Americans and determine their attitudes toward customer satisfaction than to the general population.  


In Africa, many small stores are open until late at night.  You give your order and the salesperson will get it for you. Poor people go to the market where prices are negotiated. Salespeople who will say anything to make you buy.  They lie a lot about bad quality products and when the buyer tries to return such a product the same salesman will deny it was him who sold it.  Grocery stores called NTC (National Trading Corporations) that are owned by the government are cheaper and provide better service.


The nature of Oriental service is empathetic but remote.  For example, most taxi drivers in Tokyo wear white gloves during working hours.  They do not talk to their customers but are very attentive and have even found a technical solution for opening the door for their customers automatically. In Japan, tour guides take extremely good care of their groups to prevent their getting into difficulties, but guides do not try to establish close contact with customers.  They too wear uniform and gloves, distinguishing them from tourists. Workers tend to be  better trained, more knowledgable, and not as pushy as in the United States.  The Japanese belief is that service is free or should be.  Tipping somebody means paying for a personal service, an insult in a culture still dominated by an emphasis on sacrifice for the common good.  Taxis do not charge extra for luggage.  This is achieved by burying the service costs in the relatively higher prices charged for the physical product.  Service in Japan is still very much a matter of personal attention.  


Chinese tourists have often complained of the poor quality of service. Due to the small number of Chinese who have actually experienced living abroad, many Chinese tend to lack an understanding and appreciation of international service standards and visitors’ expectations. More importantly, service jobs have traditionally been considered demeaning and many individuals are assigned by the government to work in specific service positions (hotel worker, tour guide).  Once assigned, minimal opportunity exists for advancement and low wages do not permit increases in personal standard of living. The morale of the Chinese service worker is further eroded by observing the special treatment provided the foreign tourists, the modern facilities, the services provided which are not available to the average worker. Little tradition of hospitality exists among the Chinese.


In a Service Quality Center in Singapore that trains workers for Singapore,   workers undergo basic training in skills such as telephone manners, grooming, handling customer complaints and keeping their tempers in a seven-day program.  Singapore is worried about losing its competitive edge. Since Singapore is basically a service town, it must offer excellent service to retain its comparative advantage over other enclaves. The problem as seen is that young Singaporeans who work in services have grown up in relative prosperity and their attitude to serving others often is casual and haphazard.  



Hilton International  launched its Wa No Kutsurogi  service brand in Tokyo. This translates to “Comfort and Service, the Japanese Way” and consists of distinctive features and amenities, such as Oriental restaurants on the premises and green tea service,  targeted  to  both  business  and  leisure  travelers. Studies have indicated that the key requirements of Japanese travelers are to feel secure and comfortable, to be able to maximize limited time overseas, and to stay in hotels that maintain high standards of cleanliness and have a smart appearance.


To achieve the level of personalized service the Japanese market demands often requires considerable staffing:  Hotel Okura in Tokyo has 1,600 full-time staffers for 880 rooms (nearly a 2:1 ratio), whereas New York’s Helmsley Palace has about 1,000 people for 1,008 rooms (a 1:1 ratio). Much of the service level delivered in Japan is made possible by simply having more people.  Japanese hotels often do not have reservation systems and automated check-out facilities.  In the United States, added customer value does not typically justify the added costs and associated higher prices.   Japanese firms would prefer to reduce labor input rather than increase it, but are inhibited by customer expectations and competitive pressures. 


*           *             * 


Service quality is difficult to measure because it is often unclear what the consumer expects, yet quality is a matter of meeting customer expectations.  It depends upon consumer perception, which is determined by the person doing the service, the technical outcome of the service, the image of the company, and the expectations of the customer.  Customer dissatisfaction may result from unrealistic expectations. In addition, service quality and customer satisfaction are heavily culture bound, these concepts differ considerably between cultures.  What is acceptable in one society may be perceived as unacceptably over service or unacceptably under service by one from another society. In some parts of the world ( for example, Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, with their history of shortages), the concept is nonexistent, and companies and customers alike are being forced to learn the concept of customer service in order to compete and survive.


An international manufacturer of construction products that emphasized the speedy service provided by a sales force in radio-equipped station wagons made the mistake of offering too much service in the U.S.  The company prided itself on the fact that that a maximum two hours elapsed between the receipt of a customer order from a construction site and the actual delivery by a salesperson. The cost of this extra service was included in the premium prices charged by the firm. The company discovered that in the U.S., its products were at a serious competitive price disadvantage. Customers gave the company high marks for its service but they preferred to buy from lower costs competitors.  Price was more important than time utility to U.S. customers.  In Europe, competition made speedy delivery a necessity and the company had prospered.  Likewise, in Belgium, home delivery of food is not as important as is found in the U.S., consumers place less importance on time; to be successful, freshness or novelty would have to be emphasized instead. Even though, Japan might have what is considered the highest level of service anywhere, reliance on special regulatory conditions and country-specific conditions (Japanese language and cultural differences from the rest of the world) make Japanese service and Japanese services no-exportable 


Marketers should stress those particular service quality attributes specifically rated higher by specific cultural groups. Hispanics perceive product and service quality as being dependent on the level of service they receive from employees and the benefits they receive from a particular entity more than Anglos do. Therefore, these particular attributes should be emphasized (both in marketing/advertising and at the store/company level) if the entity either currently serves or wishes to target that consumer segment. In one study, Mexican respondents indicated  higher perceptions of importance of service quality attributes compared to that reported by American respondents.  This can be attributed to their perceived lack of availability of quality goods in Mexico. Businesses who cater to or intend to cater to Mexican consumers,  should enunciate the quality of their goods as well as to only offer higher quality goods as those consumers are more quality conscious than those found in the United States. Whereas American respondents indicated personalized service and easily found products were the significant factors, Mexican respondents, however, indicated availability, full product line, function as advertised, and confidence in the support staff as the significant factors.   The Mexican responses confirmed the perception of poorer quality goods by the factors of importance chosen.  The American respondents, on the other hand, assumed these items and based their responses on higher order service items.  Thus, the cultures are influenced by different service factors. 


What should marketers do?  Should one attempt to impose their cultural bound definition of service upon another society?  Or should one understand and replicate service levels as currently exists in the society? It may be cost prohibitive to provide an American type service quality in an undeveloped country, one may not be able to compete or provide a product affordable to the masses.  The service provided may be unrecognizable by the host nationals.  The local elite and businesspersons who are well traveled and have experienced such service elsewhere may or may not appreciate the efforts and partake of the product.  If the endeavor is attempting to follow a standardize marketing mix (McDonald’s or Hilton on a global basis), then the domestic level of service quality becomes part of the mix and must be offered to keep the product standardized and consistent.  That is, for an “American” fast foods franchise or “American” service establishment, “American” levels of service quality is expected to be present, regardless of the locale.  If adaptation is the chosen strategy, the best action is to adapt to local levels and definitions of service quality.

      *
                 *
