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Abstract

Nowadays almost all organizations are realizing the significance of customer centered
philosophies. One of the key challenges they are facing is how to manage service quality,
which holds a great importance to customer satisfaction. This paper has attempted to
investigate the gap between customers, service providers and managers in terms of service
quality dimensions. For this purpose, gaps 1 and 6 of the SERVQUAL model have been
studied, as well as two new gaps, proposed for comparing customer perceptions and
employee perceptions of customer perceptions. Service quality dimensions have been
analyzed, considering a case study in Customer Centric Group Company (CCG Co). The
empirical data has been gathered through in dept interviews. The role of Six Sigma has also
been investigated in this paper and it has been highlighted that how such advanced quality
engineering approach could tighten service quality gaps. The results imply that among
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studied service quality dimensions, assurance has the highest gap and tangible has the lowest.
Additionally, it has been found that Six Sigma might not have a direct impact on service
quality gaps, rather it affect them indirectly through customer satisfaction, i.e. customer
perceptions.

Key words: Service quality gaps, SERVQUAL, Customer, Expectations, Perceptions, Six
Sigma
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1. Introduction

Managers in the service sector are under increasing pressure to demonstrate that their services
are customer-focused and that continuous performance improvement is being delivered.
Given the financial and resource constraints under which service organizations must manage
it is essential that customer expectations are properly understood and measured and that, from
the customers’ perspective, any gaps in service quality are identified. This information then
assists a manager in identifying cost-effective ways of closing service quality gaps and of
prioritizing which gaps to focus on — a critical decision given scarce resources.

While there have been efforts to study service quality, there has been no general agreement
on the measurement of the concept. The majority of the work to date has attempted to use the
SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al. , 1985; 1988) methodology in an effort to measure service
quality (e.g. Brooks et al., 1999; Chaston, 1994; Edvardsson et al., 1997; Lings and Brooks,
1998; Reynoso and Moore, 1995; Young and Varble, 1997; Sahney et al. , 2004). Taking in to
account these developments, it is evident that service researchers need to pay more attention
to consumer evaluations of technology-based services (Parasuraman and Grewal, 2000).

Customer Centric Group (CCG) Co has partners in supplying the whole range of HV
substation products and has organized engineering and expert groups in a way to be able to
provide full range of product generations, T&D and utilization skills and all related services.
This article examines the service quality in a company that is experiencing changes in its
competitive environment because of restructuring and deregulation in the industry. It also
demonstrates the SERVQUAL model of service quality gaps and identifies specific
improvements that must be made to the design and delivery of services to meet and exceed
customer perceptions. The received wisdom within the electrical substation industry is that
the business is totally driven by price and availability.

CCG Co is the leading electrical substation (PASS) contractor in Iran with additional
operations. Its primary customers include other contractors companies in the country. CCG
CO customers believe that the price of offered services is too high and usually the company
considers only its immediate margin, not customer’s benefits. It seems that the speed of
service delivery is not satisfactory, conversely CCG Co believes that customers expectations
are not logical, so on both sides, the company and customers become dissatisfied.

It is important to note that the CCG Co provides customers with high quality services to
survive in this highly competitive electrical industry business. Regarding this importance,
CCG Cao, first needs to understand the attributes that customers use to judge about service
quality and monitor and enhance the service performance. There are numerous studies that
identifies key service quality dimensions in other businesses, but relatively little literature is
available on service quality attributes in the electrical industry, particularly in Iran and
analysis of service quality gaps (Jun and Cai, 2001).

Another aim of this study is to explore the role of Six Sigma in closing service quality gaps.
Another aim of this paper is to point out how management of service improvement can
become more logical and integrated with respect to the prioritized service quality dimensions
and their affections on increasing/decreasing service quality gaps. In the following, after a
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brief introduction to customer satisfaction and service quality, the case of CCG Co, is studied.
Next, Six Sigma and its role in customer satisfaction and closing gaps are addressed and
major conclusions are derived.

2. Customer satisfaction and service quality

Customer satisfaction is a critical issue in the success of any business system, traditional or
online (Ho and Wu, 1999). Satisfaction occurs when someone successfully achieves his/her
goals (Johnson, Aragon, Shaik, & Palma-Rivas, 2000). Customer satisfaction can be obtained
when the actual performance exceeds the expectations of those being served (Dehghan &
Shahin, 2011). If product performance is worse than expected performance, negative
disconfirmation occurs and leads to dissatisfaction (Chen-Yu, Williams & Kincade, 2009). In
a turbulent commerce environment, in order to sustain the growth and market share,
companies need to understand how to satisfy customers, since customer satisfaction is critical
for establishing long-term client relationships (Patterson et al. 1997). It is evidenced by the
fact that over the last five years, customer satisfaction surveys have become a common
important issue in many financial institutions. Thus, a fundamental understanding of factors
impacting customer satisfaction is of great importance to commerce. Furthermore, the need
for research on customer satisfaction has been accentuated by the increasing demand for the
long-term profitability of dotcom companies and traditional companies (Pather et al., 2002).
Literature shows that relationship between satisfaction and service quality is the key to
measure user satisfaction (Pitt et. al., 1995).

Service quality is a concept that has aroused considerable interest and debate in the literature,
because of the difficulties in both its definition and measurement with no overall consensus
emerging on either (Wisniewski, 2001). There are a number of different definitions for
service quality. One which is common defines service quality as the extent to which a service
meets customers’ needs or expectations (Lewis and Mitchell, 1990; Dotchin and Oakland,
1994a; Asubonteng et al., 1996; Wisniewski and Donnelly, 1996). According to the service
quality gaps model (Appendix 1), service quality can be defined as the difference between
customer expectations of service and perceived service (as a basis for SERVQUAL). If
expectations are greater than performance, then perceived quality is less than satisfactory and
hence customer dissatisfaction occurs (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Lewis and Mitchell, 1990).
Some important definitions of service quality are as follows:

e Parasuraman et al., (1985; 1988): “Service quality is determined by the differences
between customer’s expectations of services provider’s performance and their evaluation of
the services they received”.

e Asubonteng et al. (1996): “Service quality can be defined as “the difference between
customers” expectations for service performance prior to the service encounter and their
perceptions of the service received”.

There always exists an important question: why should service quality be measured?
Measurement allows for comparison before and after changes, for the location of quality
related problems and for the establishment of clear standards for service delivery. Edvardsen
et al. (1994) state that in their experience, the starting point in developing quality in services
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is analysis and measurement. SERVQUAL as the most often used approach for measuring
service quality is used to compare customers' expectations and their perceptions of the actual
service delivered (Gronroos, 1982; Lewis and Booms, 1983; Parasuraman et al., 1985), which
is referred to as gap 5 in the model of service quality gaps (Appendix 1).

Just over a decade ago, Parasuraman et al. (1985) initiated a research stream that many
consider to be the most comprehensive investigation into service quality. Briefly,
Parasuraman et al. (1985) proposed service quality to be a function of pre-purchase customer
expectations, perceived process quality, and perceived output quality. They defined service
quality as the gap between customers’ expectations of service and their perceptions of the
service experience, ultimately deriving the now-standard SERVQUAL multiple-item survey
instrument (Parasuraman et al., 1988). The SERVQUAL instrument has been the predominant
method used to measure consumers’ perceptions of service quality. It has five generic quality
dimensions as follows (van lwaarden et al. , 2003):

e Tangibles: Physical facilities, equipment and appearance of personnel.

e Reliability: Ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately.

e Responsiveness: Willingness to help customers and provide prompt service.

e Assurance: Knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and
confidence (including competence, courtesy, credibility and security).

e Empathy: Caring and individualized attention that the firm provides to its customers
(including access, communication, understanding the customer).

In this study, the service quality model and the methodology developed by Parasuraman et al.
(1988), Zethaml et al. (2000; 2002) and Shahin (2004) provide main pillars of investigation.

3. Methodology

Considering the model of service quality gaps, gaps 1 and 6 are targeted in this research. Also,
two new gaps are suggested and analyzed, by which, customer perceptions could be
compared with employee and managers perceptions of customer perceptions (new gaps 1 and
2 in Figure 1).  The authors also consider Six Sigma approach. Breyfogle 11 et al. (2001)
expressed that the major components to consider during Six Sigma implementation are
“metrics” and “strategy”. The application of Six Sigma strategy seems to be clear. Once the
metrics are measured and prioritized, then the associated service processes will be improved
through the implementation of a continuous Six Sigma strategy (e.g. DMAIC methodology).
The important point is to develop metrics for service quality gaps in a way to be able to be
converted into ppm and Sigma levels. The authors found this hard to apply Six Sigma metrics
directly in gaps analysis. Rather, they suggest that the study should be conducted in two
stages; first measuring the gaps and then after targeting service quality dimensions, consider
customer perceptions as indicators of customer satisfaction and metrics for Sigma analysis.
The new approach is illustrated in Figure 2. It is important to note that the integration of Six
Sigma and the model of service quality gaps is the only possible for customer perceptions,
not expectations, since perceptions are actually the true indicators of customer satisfaction,
not expectations. From this point of view, Six Sigma strategy could be applied for closing all
gaps, but Six Sigma metrics could be defined for those gaps, which are based on perception
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4. Case Study

Responsiveness, Assurance and Empathy were conducted with CCG Co president and a
number of its customers. These interviews provided the necessary background information
about the service system. In the next step, gap 5 was measured. A list of the current quality
characteristics of CCG Co was made and measured in terms of two new gaps and gaps 1 and
6, based on interviews with participation of two customers and the CCG Co.’s president,
managers and service providers. All the interviews were conducted considering five

dimensions of service quality. The results are summarized in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Service quality gap analysis in CCG Co.
5. Discussion and Conclusions

In this study, two new methodologies were proposed. First, the model of service quality gaps
was discussed. Respectively, two new gaps were added to measure the differences between
managers’ and service providers’ perceptions of customers’ perceptions and customer
perceptions. This was adopted in CCG Co. Also, the authors proposed a new methodology for
integration of Six Sigma and service quality gaps analysis. Although the second proposed
methodology was not conducted in the case study, it seems to provide great opportunities to
the researchers who are interested in the development of the applications of advanced quality
engineering approaches for service industry.

With respect to the case study, the findings imply that the Assurance dimension has the
highest gap value. Considering the literature review, the assurance dimension has four
sub-categories, including competent, courtesy, and credibility. Therefore, it is suggested to
CCG Co to hire more expert employees to do more projects in order to get better experiences;
also those employees should be able to convince the customers and totally make the CCG Co
more competent in order to prevail its competitors, otherwise customers will switch to other
companies.

Findings reveal that according to the brand name of the service provider, i.e. Customer
Centric Group Co, customers can expect whatever they desire, logically or illogically;
therefore, a big gap occurs between the service provider’s perception and customer’s
expectation in the case of responsiveness. The findings also indicate that quick response is
one of the key drivers of customer satisfaction/ dissatisfaction. More importantly, the findings
indicate that some customers expect and need personalized services from the CCG Co.
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Personalized services could establish and extend good relationship with customers and lead to
customer trust and loyalty. In the case of reliability, the findings highlight the fact that the
CCG Co should try to speed up installation time by using more expert engineers and
technicians. This in turn leads to more customer trust and satisfaction and creates a
confidential atmosphere. Since the products can be delivered faster, customers could be asked
to pay higher prices for earlier delivery.

Although almost all references in the literature review emphasize on five classic dimensions
of service quality, one of the important factors that is not found in the theory is “price”. This
study implies that reasonable price and cost of the services are important factors in terms of
customer satisfaction. All the customers believe that the services are not cost effective and too
expensive, therefore CCG Co must decrease the costs and prices in order to be survived in
such a competitive and complex market, otherwise it will lose its market share thoroughly.
Three more dimensions which seem not to be addressed in the literature are found to be
important in this study and are suggested to be mentioned as service quality dimensions.
They include “technology update”, “logistical or technical equipment” and *“personalization
or customization”, that should be mentioned in quality improvement program of CCG Co.
Consequently, nine service quality dimensions are found important in this study as tangibles,
responsiveness, reliability, assurance, empathy, pricing, technology update, logistical or
technical equipment, and personalization and customization. The first five dimensions were
investigated in this paper. The rest should also be researched in terms of gap analysis and Six
Sigma methodology. All the nine dimensions are significant factors to analyze services of
CCG Co, but in the case of research limitations at CCG Co, price and the first five key
dimensions are emphasized to be seriously studied and taken into a consideration.
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