QUALITY ASSESSMENT OF A SERVICE PRODUCT:
AN EMPIHICALLY BASED STUDY OF U.K. CONFERENCE
HOTELS

.Hrl'.‘,
N P
= .| .

rﬂ*“’

by USHA OBEROI PSc
< -

%
-

Thesis submitted to the Council-for National Academic Awards
In partial fulfilment of the requirements for the
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Carried out at Dorset Instituts
Sponsored by the English Tourist Board

October 1989



QUALITY ASSESSMENT OF A SERVICE PRODUCT:
AN EMPIRICALLY BASED STUDY OF U.K. CONFERENCE HOTELS

by USHA OBEROI B.Sc.

ABSTRACT

>
e

This study brings together two bodies of literature, one concerned with the
character of services and the other concerned with the nature of quality, in
order to explore the nature and possible forms ot measurement of service
quality. It uses the conference hotel service product as a vehicle for examining
judgements about overall service quality.

A systematic approach, through a multi-staged methodology, is evolved by first
identifying what the product consists of; secondly by establishing what the
evaluative attributes are; thirdly by assessing levels of perceived performance
on the evaluative attributes and, crucially, the assessment of the overall
performance of the product. w o

By using statistical techniques, the evaluative attributes of perceived net quality
are examined. This is achieved by analysing which attributes fulfil minimum
requirements and which attributes can increase a positive perception of net
quality. In addition, the impact of the attributes on net quality is established.

The study shows that the specific product consists of a multi-dimensional
combination of attributes in varying degrees. The crucial attribute is shown to -
be dependability of management and staft. In addition, the study reveals that
net quality is not only a reflection of incidents of satistaction with the physicai - -
commodities and performed activities. It also needs to take into consideration
human interaction as a component in itself. In a wider context the study gives
an indication of how the perceived net quality of a product , with a high degree
of an activity component, can be examined.
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The Problem of Service Quality

1.1 Introduction

Only since the early 80's have two separate lines of enquiry, one concerned
with the character of services, the other concerned with the nature of quality,
been brought together explicitly in the exploration of the nature and possible
forms of measurement of service quality.

The issue of the theoretical union between service and quality is still very much
in its infancy and, to a large extent, evinces many of the confusions which have
beset its theoretical progenitors. In shor, there is a clear need for further
conceptual and methodological development in the area of service quality.
Other writers have observed that:

"The subject of service quality has received little attention”.
(Berry, Zeithaml and Parasuraman, 1985).

and that there is a

*. lack of research which describes and measures service
quality as compared to the higher demands of consumers".

(Tackeuchi and Quelch, 1983).

To date most research has been carried out on manufacturing businesses.
This is due to the fact that it is simpler to determine quality and consumer
satisfaction of a thing rather than a setvice.

Before addressing the question of service quality it seems appropriate to
consider, first, the component concepts of service and quality and how these
may be understood. This may provide important clues about the problems of

measuring service quality and, consequently, why there has hitherto, been
relatively little research which has sought to do so.

1.2 The Service Concept

"The concept of service evokes, from the opaque recesses of
the mind, time worn images of personal ministration and
attendance. It refers, generally, to deeds one individual
performs personally for another”.

(Levitt, 1972).




There is much debate in the existing literature on how best to distinguish
between service products and manufactured products and, indeed, whether it
is sensible to make such a distinction at all. Those who do wish to distinguish
between 'goods’ and 'services' as discrete entities usually proceed by setting
out what they take to be the defining characteristics of services. These are
said to be: intangibility; direct consumer involvement in the production of the
service: inseparability of the production and consumption process; perishability
and linked to this is the element of time (Bateson, 1977; Shostack, 1978;
Berry, 1980; Booms and Nyquist, 1981, Brown and Fern, 1981; Carmen and
Langeard, 1981; Lovelock, 1981; Gronroos, 1983; and Cowell, 1987). Other
writers have questioned the hard and fast distinction between manufactured
goods and services and argued, for example, that;

".. there is no such thing as service industries. There are only
industries whose service components are greater or less than
those of other industries”.

(Levitt, 1972).

These authors eschew endless debate about whether it is possible to describe
a purchase as either a service or a good. Instead, they suggest a
combination of 'service’ and ‘good’ elements as a characteristic of all
purchases (Shostack, 1977; Sasser et al., 1978; Nightingale, 1986; Middleton,
1989 ). What differentiates purchases is the relative size of the 'service' and
goods' component (Shostack, 1977). Once this position is adopted, the terms
'goods' and 'sevices' become more of a hindrance than an aid to
understanding and may be dropped in favour of the more generic term
'product’ (Buttle, 1986; Shams and Hales, 1989). |

Other models have sought to conceptualise the essence of what is being
bought by focusing on the interaction between the physical support and
Interaction between service personnel and the consumer. Some authors have
used the participation of consumers in the product as a way of characterising
services (Eiglier and Langeard, 1977; Gronroos, 1978; Levitt, 1980). Again,
others point out that the degree of consumer involvement in a product is a
continuous variable, differentiating all products, rather than a dichotomous
variable distinguishing 'goods' and 'services' (Shams and Hales, 1989).

The current literature on service is concerned with three mam |ssues |
Definition, Classnflcatlon and Conceptualisation. These bodles of Ilterature
need to be addressed to estabhsh "what constitutes a serwce



1.2.1 Definition

Definitions of services seem to emphasise the intangible nature of services, for
instance Stanton in ‘The Fundamentals of Marketing' (1981), defines services
as:

"Services are those separately identifiable, essentially
intangible activities which provide want-satisfaction, and are
not necessatrily tied to the use of tangible goods. However,
when such use Is required, there is no transfer of title
‘(permanent ownership) to these tangible goods”.

(Stanton, 1981).

This is similar to the definition of services given by Bloom and Kotler:

"It is any activity or benefit that one party can offer to another
that is essentially intangible and does not result in the

ownership of anything. Its production may or may not be tied
to a physical product”.

(Bloom and Kotler, 1984).

These definitions are more recent that the American Marketing Association's
definition of 1965 which defined services as ‘intangible products' and indicate
a progression in thought from the archaic perception of services being exactly
like products except for intangibility. Marketing as a discipline has focused on
the marketing of services in order to 'correct' the imbalance within the
discipline and over-emphasised manufactured products. However, once the

balance is restored there is really only the marketing of ‘products’ per se
(Akehurst, 1987).

It has been well documented in the literature thét services differ from
manufactured products due to characteristics such as:

1)  intangibility,

i) heterogeneity

iii) Inseparability, and
iv) perishability.

The position adopted here is in accordance with Buttle (1986) Shams ahd

Hales (1989), viewing anythmg that is purchased and consumed as part of the
generic category of ‘products’. However, products may be differentiated in
terms of relative proportions of physical commodities on the one hand and



performed activities on the other. Hence they may be differentiated in terms of
degree to which they are intangible, heterogeneric and perishable and the
extent to which they involve the consumer and the consumption is inseparable
from their production.

Some service products contain more of these inherent characteristics in their
provision than others:

i)  The intangibility (Bateson, 1977, 1979; Shostack, 1977, 1978;

- Brown and Fern, 1981; Lovelock, 1981; Gronroos, 1983)
characteristic means that there is no complete physical form which
can be perceived by the consumer at the pre-purchase stage, it is
not an object or thing. The service is an act performed and cannot
be touched. Due to its intangibility it is difficult to impossible for the
consumer to articulate what service is required. In essence,
intangibility means that the service product cannot be pre-
experienced. This is of course true of all first time purchases, but
with a service product it is true of every purchase. It is only after
the service delivery process and consumption that the consumer
can make some determination about the service product and make
a judgement about its performance as compared to the consumers
expectations. However, should the service product prove
unsatisfactory, it is often too late to rectify that purchase decision
since service has already been rendered and accepted by the
consumer. There is then a high risk of dissatisfaction in
purchasing a product with an intangible source. One might argue
that the service product does not consist of mere intangibles since
there are usually tangible elements involved in the service product,
€.g. banking services there are objects involved like cheque books
or at the doctor's there are intangible elements present and utilised
as part of the service. The service product then includes tangible
elements which can be seen, tasted, heard and touched.

However, these durables are an integral part of the service
production and not end products in themselves. They are,
however, often taken as an indication or reflection of the quality of
service which may be provided. The intangible elements of the
service product are more variable than the tangible elements, e.g.

the decor in a hotel can be the same tomorrow but the consumers
and staff are not.



i)

It is this direct consumer involvement with the production of the
service product which means that the service is unique to the
consumers requirements and that standardisation of the service
product output appears to be at a minimum, (Eiglier and Langeard,
1977, Bateson, 1979; Berry, 1980; Booms and Bitner, 1981;
Lethinen and Lethinen, 1985). Heterogeneity means that each
time the service product is experienced/consumed it is different.
The service experienced is a result of the consumer's expectations,
media exposure, previous experience and interaction with contact-
personnel and other consumers. Above all, culture affects learning
and attitudes, and acts as a filter to the consumption/purchasing
process. In addition it affects consumer relationships with other
consumers and the contact-personnel (Riddle, 1988). The contact
personnel and their conssitency of behaviour is an important link
between the technical component and the consumer of the service
product, (see Figure 1.1 over).

Inseparability of the production and consumption process of the
service product means that services cannot be stored (Gronroos,
1978, Lovelock, 1980; Upah, 1980; Booms and Nyquist, 1981;
Brown and Fern, 1981; Carmen and Langeard, 1981). In contrast
to a manufactured product, which can be produced in one location,
sold in another and utilised in a final location, the service product is
consumed as it is produced. The service is an activity which is
produced upon purchase. As a result there has to be direct
interaction between the producers of the service and the consumer.
The service producers are therefore often present and visible to the
consumer. This means that the people.element involved in the
production and consumption process (contact personnel with
consumers and consumers with other consumers) are part of the
service product itself. Consumers become 'prosumers'.

This level of interaction introduces a human component and
thereby increases the heterogeneity of the service since the

ambivilance of human behaviour is introduced (Booms and
Nyquist, 1981).



Figure 1.1 A Model of Customer-Employee Interaction

(Mills, C. R. 1986)
Management
Influence

Consumer behaviour Employee expectation

Consumer expectation Employee characteristics

Perception of service Employee behaviour

Interaction

iv) Perishability of the service product (Brown and Fern, 1981;
Lovelock, 1981; Cowell, 1987) has not been discussed in the
published material as widely as the other charactenstics. The
service product is created upon purchase, it is not stored nor can
the exact same service be re-sold.

The emphasis on time as a unit of the experience process is an additional
characteristic (Lovelock, 1981). These characteristics emphasise the close
partnership between consumer and producer. Not only is there a traditional
exchange process as there is in any purchasing situation, but there is also an
interface between consumer and service producers through an interaction
process.

The interaction processes occurring in the service delivery system, require
effective communication as a vital link to the 'human interaction' mvolved in the
process. As emphasied by Golahaver (1979),




"Human communication is the process by which people create
and exchange messages to satisfy wants and/or express
ideas and feelings”.

(Goldhaver, 1979).

1.2.2 Classification of services

It has been argued that specific types of services should not be classified by
type of industry (Levitt, 1972). The principle of distinguishing between
services by focusing on the orientation of operations of single industries such
as hospitality, banking, transportation and insurance (Lovelock, 1980), does

not allow for the existence of key characteristics which are common to all of
them.

Various service classification schemes have been proposed, some of which
aid the understanding of the distinctions between the manufactured product
and a service product. For instance, Lovelock (1980) devised twelve service
classification schemes which transcend all types of services, and can be
utilised to formulate a marketing strategy.

Further, Kotler in The Principles of Marketing, (1980) suggests four categories
which are based on:

1)  Whether a service is people based as opposed to equipment
based;

i) the degree of consumer involvement;

iii) whether the service meets personal or corporate needs;
and

lv) whether the service is public or private, and for non-profit or for
profit.

Rathmells' (1974) classification differs from Kotler's in that:

i)  Services may be classified according to sales volume, investment
or employees, and

ii) services can be classified according to their function, which
according to Lovelock is not a desirable scheme.

Other writers, such as Daniels (1985) use classification not as a method to

distinguish between a manufactured product and service product, instead they
classify service products based on whether a service is a producer service or a

8



consumer service. Booms and Bitner (1981) have attempted to re-construct
the marketing mix to fit in with the service industries. They too discuss services
through means of marketing (Bitner, 1988). Besides the marketing mix for
products, additional aspects have been included for service industries, these
consist of people, physical evidence and process of service assembly.

Although the literature is replete with probable methods for classifying services,
both as a distinction from other products and within the service industry,
between service products, there is a discernable weakness with these
classification schemes. The classification categories suggested are too
constricted. They force services and products into pre-set classifications. The
schemes are in terms of either functional (people) based or technical
(equipment) based. However, many service products do contain a mixture of
both. For example, an hotel service product, may have to be thought of as a
'mixture’ of both functional and technical components.

"Nearly all purchasers of goods involve the purchase of a
service. Conserversely, almost all the purchases of services
involve the purchase of goods either directly by the consumer
or by the producer of the service”.

(Sasser, et al., 1978).

Nightingale (1985, 1986) mentions that certain services provide a number of
product-related services. He states that these services are secondary to the
main object, i.e. the primary person-related services for consumers. It may be
that consumers view durables and consumables not as secondary to the
intangibles, but as part of the service in that they facilitate the service product.
The mixture seems to vary according to instances of experience/consumption
of the service product. They need to be sub-divided or broken down in order
to facilitate the incorporation of service products, which are an experience .

1.2.3 Conceptualisation

The current classification schemes discussed do not allow for a certain mixture
or combination of both functional and technical components. The literature
does, however, contain conceptual frameworks which have been developed in
addition to the classification schemes to understand the service product. The
conceptual frameworks can be categorised in terms of their emphasis upon two
main concepts; a continuum and an augmented product. These models seem
to be more applicable than the current classification schemes, since these



models allow for a mixture between functional and technical components of a
service product.

Middleton (1989) and Shostack (1977) used a 'scale of marketing entities' to
illustrate the importance of a continuum in defining services. They suggest
that terms such as product or service are not adequate in describing the nature
of what is purchased, but that a combination of elements can be linked together
to produce a 'whole'. The 'whole’ can have either a tangible or an intangible
dominance as depicted by her molecular model (see Figure 2) Authors
distinguish between the two main components by using different terminology.
The functional component has also been substituted within the literature with
the intangible component or performed activities ( Shostack, 1977; Berry, 1980;
Lovelock, 1981; Gronroos, 1983). They are all based on the same type of
definition in that they all refer to

"a deed, a performance, an effort"
(Berry, 1980).

"an abstract idea”
(Gronroos, 1983).

"Impalpable . . . not corporeal”
(Shostack, 1977).

On the other hand, the technical component is referred to within the literature
under synonyms such as the tangible component, and the physical
commodities. These terms are all based on the same type of definition, in that
they all refer to:

"an object, a device, a thing"”
~ (Berry, 1980).

The terms are, to a large extent, synonymous as exemplified over,

10



Intangible Tangible

The Shostack molecular model can be modified/adapted to include the
consumer who is highly involved in the service production process, and
therefore as a functional attribute which aftects the service product 'whole’.
This concept is similar to the approach of Normann (1984), who uses terms
such as 'core' services and 'peripheral’ services (see Figure 1.2).

A continuum model was put forward by Sasser et al. (1978). This model
proposes that products are to be arrayed along a continuum ranging from
100% goods to 100% services, (see Figure 1.3). There are, however, few
100% goods and few 100% services. At the point where the goods content is
less than 50% of the total 'bundle’ the purchase will be perceived by the
consumer as a service. The Sasser model does adequately bridge the
problem of defining a single product for a service operation (performed

activities and physical commodities), since it deals with the product as a
combination of attributes.

11




Figure 1.2 Molecular Model of Airlines
Adapted from Shostack, 1977 and Carmen, 1980.

pre- and
post flight
service

service
frequency

in-flight
service

food and
drink

—_

'‘Core’ service

Intangible elements

'‘Peripheral’ services

Tangible elements

Although the continuum model provides a conceptual understanding of
services, the model is essentially uni-dimensional, when in essence services
are multi-dimensional or multi-faceted.
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Figure 1.3 A Comparison of Various Goods and Services
Packages

(Sasser et al., 1979).
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Other authors have emphasised consumer participation as a way of
conceptualising services (Eiglier and Langeard, 1975, 1977; Gronroos, 1978,
1988; Levitt, 1980). They focus on the interaction between the physical
support/environment, service personnel and the consumer as the key to
conceptualising services. They developed a model which divides the service
product into two parts: One which is visible to consumers such as the tangible

evidence, and the other which is invisible such as inter-relationships between
the consumer and the contact personnel.

1.3 The Concept of Quality

In addition to the inherent characteristics, such as intangibility, heterogeneity,
inseparability and perishability, it is the human element which creates difficulty
for objectively measuring quality of the service product. Nevertheless it is
necessary to look in some detail at ‘quality’. The delivery of quality in services
has become a priority in the 1980s (Leonard and Sasser, 1982). The ability to

deliver high service quality produces such benefits as profits, cost savings and
increase market share (Zeithaml et al., 1987).

Quality control can be regarded as a tramework of procedures for redefining,
measuring and improving reliability of the produced product (Crosby, 1972).
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However one cannot measure quality by measuring reliability. They are not
synonymous (Thompson, 1982). Most published work on product quality has
focused on manufactured goods, as Crosby (1979), who defines product
quality as "conformance to requirements’, and Garvin (1983) who counts
incidence of failure, exemplify. The focus on manufactured products flows
from a view of quality as an intrinsic propenty of a product. It is well cited that
the quality of a 'service' product cannot be controlled in the same way a
manufactured product can be controlled. This substitutes the problem, of 'what
constitutes a service' with the problem of ‘what constitutes quality'.

Initially, what quality is needs to be established as exact as possible. Although
the word quality is used in everyday language, it appears to be rather difficult to
define. The Collins Dictionary (1986) defines quality as:

"A degree or standard of excellence especially a high
standard”.

(Collins Dictionary, 1986).

The literature on services tends to equate quality with perceived quality, and

the consumers judgement or evaluation about a product's overall excellence or
superiority (Zeithaml, 1986).

Although it is known that an evaluation or judgement about a products overall
excellence occurs, there is a lack of understanding as to how it occurs and the
importance of the various attributes of the service in making the evaluation.
Not only has the evaluation of quality of the service product been vital to
marketing strategies, but it also gives important insights on how well the
product performs. The performance can be used as a bench mark to establish
if indeed the product which is produced is satisfactory to the consumer. This is
of importance because consumers must want to buy a service product (or any
product) because it will satisfy their needs. This increases the possibility of
resale to the consumer. If the consumers are not satisfied with the quality of
the product, there is a distinct possibility that there will be no resales of the
product to that particular consumer. There is then, a possible relationship

between the consumers’ perception of quality of a product and willingness to
re-purchase, which needs to be assessed.

It has been written that the metaphysical complexities of the issue "What is

quality?” can drive one quite insane, as in the case of the alter-ego of the
narrator in the book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, (Pirsig, 1974)
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Quality ... everyone knows what it is, yet when trying to define it words like
'‘better’, 'nicer’, 'good' arise. Meaning that when something has quality it
possesses some form of 'niceness’. However, what is the 'niceness’ or
'betterness'? There seems to be a problem in defining quality. Indeed this
has emerged as an inter-disciplinary subject in its own right, namely the
philosophy study of aesthetics. Whilst this is a subject of much debate within
philosophy, art and literature, the fact remains that quality is an issue at a more
mundane level for the consumers. How do consumers at a common level deal
with the issue of quality? Consumers may not clearly articulate or describe
their expectations, but they do know when their expectations are not met and
the consumer experiences feelings of dissatisfaction. Similarly, consumers
know whether there is a lack of quality in the service provided to them. This
poses the questions; is quality an inherent part of the actual service product
the consumer experiences? Or is quality subjective, and exists in the

consumer as the observer.

1.3.1 Subjective versus Objective Quality

The services literature focuses on the concept of perceived quality. By
perceived quality is meant the consumers judgement about a product's overall
excellence or superiority (Zeithami, 1986). Consumers arrive at this overall
judgement by evaluating their expectations of the setrvice against their
perceptions of the performance of the service as outlined below in Figure 1.4.

Figure 1.4 Expectations versus Perceived Performance

Perceived
Performance

Expectations
of

Perceived Service Qu-ality

Service of Service

Perceived quality is subjective, as has been explained above. If quality is
subjective, then it exists only in the observer (consumer). Does this mean that

"... this quality that [we] make so much of, is just a fancy name
for whatever [we] like?”

(Pirsig, 1974):
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Perceived quality is described in the literature under synonyms such as
humanistic quality and subjective quality.
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Perceived quality, humanistic quality and subjective quality are based on the
same principle in that they are:

"... a form of attitude, (they are) related but not equivalent to
satisfaction, and (they) result from a comparison of
expectations with perceptions of performance”

(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, Berry, 1986).

Jacoby and Olson (1985) distinguish between perceived quality (subjective
quality) and actual quality (objective quality) by pointing out that it is:

"..subjective reality that determines most of human behaviour”,
(Jacoby and Olson, 1985).

since the various responses of consumers such as purchase of a
product/service or communication to other consumers, are a function of how
the individual consumer interprets the tangible elements (the objective or
external environment).

Objective quality is defined by Hjorth-Andersen, who discusses quality

"not as perceived quality but as objective (technical) quality".
(Hjort-Andersen, 1984).
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As does Garvin in his study of productions operations of manufacturers of room
air-conditioners in the'USA and Japan. He has five approaches to defining
quality, of which two are product and manufacturing based (thus objective
quality) and one which is user based (subjective quality).

Holbrook and Corfman (1985) discuss quality by differentiating between
mechanistic and those more humanistic in nature. Stating that:

"Humanistic quality involves the subjective response of people
to objects and is therefore a highly realistic phenomenon that
differs between judges”.

(Holbrook and Corfman, 1985).

They continue that mechanistic quality involves the viewing of quality as:

"an objective aspect or feature of a thing or event’.
(Holbrook and Corfman, 1985).

A form of objective measurement of quality could be by looking at market/sales
shares and the lack of complaints about the product.

With the service product experience, however, such an objective measurement
would be insufficient. The service product quality has to be subjective
because its 'service' component is subjective. This is because the
purchasing/consumption experience is rather diffuse and related to the
consumers expectations which are derived from, for example, the individual's

values, past experience, media influence and lifestyles, any possible form of
measurement needs to consider these factors.

The literature on objective quality emphasises that the basic problem with the
subjective approach is the equation, which is often made, of quality with
consumer satisfaction. Although the two are inter-related, they are not

synonymous. Satisfaction relates to a specific occurrence and incidents of
satisfaction, and that these incidents amalgamate into an overall perception of
quality.

For the purpose of this research, quality is taken as an amalgamation of
occurrences/incidents with which consumers are satisfied. The issue arises as

to what the nature of this amalgamation is. This begs the question of how
satisfaction can be measured.
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1.4 Concepts of Service Quality.

'Services' have been conceptualised as products where the activity component
and associated characteristics are high. The position adopted here on the
issue of quality is that it is a consumers judgement about a product's overall
excellence. Linking these together, it is now possible to address the concept
of service quality and the issue of how to assess or measure service quality.
The concepts suggested by the literature for assessment of service quality
focus on the principle that:

"Service quality is a measure of how well the service level
delivered matches consumer expectations”.

(Lewis and Boom, 1983).

Gronroos' (1982, 1983) model of perceived service quality (shown in Figure
1.5) indicates, as has been suggested by Lewis and Boom (1983), that the total
service quality is perceived by the consumer and that it is a comparison
between the expected service and the perceived service (Swan and Comb,
1976; Gronroos, 1982, 1983, 1988). In addition, Gronroos breaks the service
product into two quality dimensions: technical quality and functional quality.

Both are of importance to the consumer and perceived by the consumer as
separate elements.

When expected service matches perceived service, consumer satisfaction is
achieved. This may be a possible form of measurement of quality of the
service product, that is by correlating expectations with perceived performance
ideally at the pre- and post-purchase stage. Iftime an_d finance constrains this,
a possible alternative could be for the consumer to evaluate the process in
their own mind and evaluate their 9xpeciations' with performance as a score in
terms of 'Was the service better or worse than expected'. Measurement needs
to consider both the established technical and functional attributes. With
satisfaction being a determinant of quality, Gronroos' model may need to be
amended by including satistaction for both technical and functional attributes.
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Figure 1.5 Managing the Perceived Service Quality
(Gronroos, 1982).

_ Perceived service quality
Expected service 4———-—» Perceived service

Traditional marketing
activities (advertising,

personal selling, PR, > l
pricing); and external Mage

influence by traditions,

ideology and word-of-mouth. \

Technical solutions Attitudes Internal
Customei relations
Technical
quality

contacts Behaviour

. quality Service
Accessabilit nindedness
Computerised systems Appearance

1.5 Satisfaction versus Quality

What then is the link between quality and satisfaction?

"...service quality is a global judgement or attitude relating to
the superiority or excellence of the service whereas
satisfaction relates to a specific transaction”.

(Parasuraman, Zeitham! and Berry, 1986)

Satisfaction relates to specific incidents, whereas quality is an overall view
which results from an amalgamation of the separate incidents. It would follow
then, that the actual incidents of satisfaction need to be measured in order to
assess perceived quality. Further, there needs to be examination of whether
these incidents of satisfaction are additive or interactive. This allows for a

further development of the model depicted in Figure 1.8, to include satisfaction.
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Figure 1.6 Expectation, Perceived Performance and Satistaction
Related to Net Service Quality
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Since quality in a service context is an assessment or measure of how well the
service delivered meets consumer expectations, it is a highly subjective
phenomena perceived by consumers. Therefore,

"Quality lies in the eyes of the beholder”.
| (Garvin, 1983; Nightingale, 1984).

Models developed by Nicosia (1966), Howard and Sheth (1969) and Engel,
Kollat and Blackwell (1973) indicate that consumers form pre-purchase
expectations of products. As the product is purchased, the consumer
evaluates the perceived performance of the product to the previously
established expectations. There has to be, then, some form of evaluation
process by which the consumer compares and evaluates the extent to which
his/her pre-purchase expectations are met or exceeded by the actual
performance of the service product. The main consumer psychology theories
which relate to consumer evaluation process are:

i) The Cognitive Dissonance (Assimilation) theory which states that if
a consumer has a high-value expectation of a particular product or
service and if the product or service received by the consumer is of
low-value, a disparity would be recognised by the consumer. This
would create a state of dissonance or “psychological discomfort”
(Festinger, 1957). This existence of dissonance would lead the
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i)

consumer to adjust the perceived discrepancy between
expectations and performance. One suggested method would be
for the consumer to raise the evaluation of the product performance
perceived, and thereby achieve satisfaction. In a way, the
consumer would be deceiving his/herself into thinking that the
product or service received was not so bad after all. Criticisms of
the theory made by Rosenberg (1965), Cohen and Goldberg
(1970), are that the theory assumes that the consumer who
experiences cognitive dissonance does not learn from the
experience. Instead, the theory assumes that the consumer will
make the same mistakes against through his/her efforts to reduce
post-purchase dissonance by means of justification and
rationalisation of his/her decisions (Cohen and Goldberg, 1970).

"Contrast theory implies that a customer who perceives a product
less valueable than she/he expected will magnify the difference
between the product received and the product expected".
Cardozo(1965). This means that consumers will compare actual
product/service performance to their individual expectations about
performance. Satisfaction occurs if their expectations are met or
exceeded. Dissatistaction will occur if the received performance is
less than expected. This would imply that providers should not
promise more than can be delivered. This suggests that a slight
understatement of a product’'s qualities might lead to consumer
satifaction. He concludes that his laboratory experiment indicated
that consumer satisfaction is influenced by the effort expended by
the consumer, combined with expectations concerning the product
to be purchased. Contrast theory is backed up by Spector's (1956)
theory. He found that dissappointed subjects exagerated the
difference between what they expected and what they received.

The generalised negativity theory predicts that: If a consumer
expects a specific performance from a product, but a different
performance is provided, the consumer will judge the performance
to be less satistactory than if he/she had no previous expectations,
(Carlsmith and Aronson, 1963). Again, producers need to create

expectations which are consistent with what they can deliver to the
consumer.
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iv) A refinement of the contrast-theory (Anderson, 1975; Olson and
Dover, 1976) seems to combine Spector, Cardozo and Festinger's
ideas. The Assimilation-Contrast theory (Sherif and Hovland,
1961) suggests that

"Expectations serves as an anchor for the
judgement of product performance, and
assimilation will occur as a function of the level of
difference between received and expected
performance”.

(Sheriff and Hovland, 1961).

If the difference is not too large, assimilation should occur, (as
described by Festinger) but if there exists a large variance between
consumer expectations and perceived performance, the difference
will be exagerated (as described by Cardozo and Spector). To
summarise:

Table 1.1 The Main Consumer Psychology Theoriles

Theory Advocates that if Consumer
perceptions
Cognitive Dissonance P=E
Assimilation
Contrast P<E P<<<E
Generalised
negativity P<E P<<<E
then also
P<<<E
Assimilation
+ Contrast P=E
P<<<E

e e ——— e — e —n
[ — —— R e

P = Perceived performance
E = Consumer expectations
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1.6 Consumer Satisfaction

The applicability of the consumer theories discussed may vary for a variety of
service and product types available. For example, consumer expectations
may influence perceptions in a different way for a high financial or emotional
commitment product than for a less personal or low cost product.

Although these theories do not address the issue of service quality as such,
they do aid in our understanding of incidents ot consumer satisfaction. The
prevailing paradigm on consumer satisfaction, as shown in Figure 1.7, is that
expectations can be negatively disconfirmed resulting in dissatisfaction;
confirmed or positively disconfirmed (better than expected) with both resulting
in satisfaction leading to desirable consequences such as repeat purchase
(Booms and Bitner, 1981; Brown and Swartz, 1989).
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Figure 1.7 Possible Gaps between Expectations and Percelved
Performance
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In the existing literature there is no study which has investigated the full set of
interrelationships among these. Satisfaction is related to consumer
expectations and producer performance which is perceived by the consumer.
Disconfirmation is a mis-match between expectations and actual performance.
Churchill and Suprenant (1982) investigated whether disconfirmation needs to
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be included as an intervening variable which affects satisfaction or whether the
effect is accounted for by expectation and perceived performance. However,
they used as a model two types of products, which do not contain a high
degree of performed activities. Others have claimed that their studies proved
that satisfaction was related to perceptions alone. There is no doubt that
previous experiences, perceptions and such all have an effect on the
perception of quality of the service output. This enables the consumer to
weigh the output of the service provided against an individual perception.
From this, according to the disconfirmation theory, the assessment of
satisfaction is made. The literature points out that consumers judge the
service product on sets of elements, some are important as determinants of
satisfaction, while others are not critical to satisfaction but are related to
dissatisfaction when performance on them is unsatistactory (Swan and Combs,
1976).

Gronroos (1980) states with regard to service industries, that sales and re-
sales and indeed lasting consumer contacts, are largely influenced by the
activities performed by the consumer/product interactions which emerge during
the purchasing and consumption processes. Consumer satisfaction is a result
of a three stage process. First, the service company has to respond to the
needs of its customers. Secondly, in the purchasing process the scope of the
customers need will become more defined. Thirdly, the customer wiil decide
to purchase a service which he or she estimates to be the most value-
satisfying. Finally, during the consumption of the service, the consumer can
evaluate how the service which he/she receives actually corresponds to his/her

perceived needs. As a result then, the consumer will be satisfied or
dissatisfied.

Thus satisfaction is related to expectations, perceived performance, and the
degree of confirmation/disconfirmation,

"It is an outcome of purchase and use, resulting from the
buyer's comparison of the rewards and costs of the purchase
in relation to the anticipated consequences”,

(Churchill and Suprenant, 1977).
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1.7 Conclusions

This chapter brings together two seperate bodies of literature, one concerned
with service and the other concerned with quality in order to explore the nature
of service quality.

First, the distinction made by authors between service and manufactured
products is discussed. The inherent characterstics of services are used as a
possible method of distinguishing between service and manufactured
products. A preferential view is given, however, to those authors who view
both service and manufactured products as being parnt of a generic product,
with some products containing a larger degree of performed activities and
others containing a larger degree of physical commodities.

Therefore, in conclusion, a service can be thought of as a product where the
activity component and associated characteristics are high. The issue arises
as to what such a product consists of. There are substantive hypothesis about
what constitutes a service product, but little or no empirical information is
available to allow acceptance or rejection of these hypothesis. Is a service
product made up of degrees or a mixture of technical and functional

components? Do consumers perceive one component as more dominant, and
if so, which one and why?

Secondly, the concept of quality is addressed by questioning whether quality is
objective and exists in the product itself, or if quality is a subjective
phenomenon and exists through idiosyncratic expectations and perceptions of
the consumer. The position adopted is that quality is a judgement made by
consumers about a product's overall excellence. This judgement is based on
incidents of satisfaction and dissatisfaction during the consumption process.
Over time these incidents amalgamate into a final perception or overall
judgement. The incidents of satisfaction are evaluated by consumers through
a comparison and evaluation of expectations with perceived performance.
There is not merely debate in the literature as to what quality is but there
appears to be a real gap as to any empirical forms of measurement of the
amalgamation of incidents which lead to a positive perception of the quality
provided.

In conclusion, service quality can be considered as:
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A judgement which is the outcome of the relationship between
perceived performance and consumer expectations both on
the individual and interactive effect of the attributes of a
product where the activity component and associated
characteristics are high.

The two bodies of literature have emphasised two key issues which when
combined, are central to service quality. First, within the service literature the
debate on what a service product consists of needs to be resolved. Secondly,
the literature on quality shows the need to evolve empirically a model or
approach of the assessment of quality. It is to these considerations that the
thesis now turns.
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Definitions and Methodology
2.1 [Introduction

This chapter explains the nature of the study undertaken and the methodology
used. First, it is argued that the conference hotel service product is an
appropriate ‘vehicle’' for examining judgements about overall service quality
because:

(i) Itis a clear example of a product where the activity component, and
associated characteristics are high and,
(i) itis a product whose quality is problematic.

Secondly, an appropriate methodology is developed in order to allow
identification and measurement of overall service quality of the specific
product. As will be shown, this took the form of a three staged inquiry:

() Identitying the relevant attributes which make up consumer
expectations of the service product.

(1) Establishing the importance of each identified attribute.

() Measuring the level of perceived performance of each attribute and
the overall consumer perception of the service product.

2.2 Characteristics of the Hotel Conference Product

The hotel conferences product encompasses several characteristics such as
the market, the specific service product, and the quality of service it provides
and the consumer. These need to be described in order to create a clearer
understanding of the issues to be addressed.

2.2.1 The Market

The growing need for knowledge exchange and transmission has generated
the requirement for a specialist type of hospitality provision referred to in the
industry as the 'Conference Market'. The UK hotel industry has recognised the
potential importance of the conference market as a source of revenue and that
it can be managed as an.integral part of the hotel business. The British Tourist
Authority, in its Conference and Exhibitions Market Survey, 1981-1984,
indicates that there has been a steady growth in the use of hotels for
conference purposes. In 1984, £258.7 million demonstrates a 15% growth on
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1983 and a 40% increase on the market of 1982 (BTA Report, 1984). These
reports have yet to be updated by the British Tourist Authority.

The national conference market can be categorised into the following sectors:

- associations sector e.g. cultural, academic
- public sector, e.qg. trade unions
- corporate sector, e.g. companies.

The latter is the largest segment, which captures more than 50% of the market
(McGill 1979). In the context of this research attention is focused on the
corporate sector, primarily because it is the largest segment but also because
of the sector’'s tendency to utilise hotels for conferences and meetings. It is the
corporate sector which holds many thousands of corporate conferences with
less than 100 delegates; and it is these which tend to utilise hotels. In fact,
hotels are very important in providing for the corporate conferences, (Peat
Marwick 1984). The literature indicates that the corporate sector can be sub-

divided into four categories, namely, those conferences/meetings which deal
with:

- market related functions

- personnel/training related functions
- business information exchange

- Incentive travel.

These sub sections of the corporate sector have differing requiréments which
have to be recognised and provided for by the hotels.

UK hotels are attempting to extend the duration of conferences/meetings held
on their premises by offering competitive ‘packages'. By making the
conference last longer than one day there is the possibility of increased profit
by generation of room revenue.

This can be highly profitable since the average expenditure of a conference ..
delegate is 2.5 to 4 times greater than tourist guests. In addition to this, the . -
multiple room occupancy factor can be high if a social function is arranged in
concordance with the conterence thus encouraging delegates to attend with -
their spouses.
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2.2.2 The Specific Service Product

The conference hotel product is a service rather than a manufactured good.
The service, like most complex consumer products, consists of several
components which can be considered broadly as encompassing things,
activities and information. It contains a high activity component as opposed to
manufactured products. In fact, the consumer of this service is purchasing a
set of satisfactions which are obtained from experiencing these things,
activities and information. Nightingale (1986) mentions that certain services
provide a number of product related services. He states that these product
related services are secondary to the main objective, i.e. the primarily person
related services.

The level of "mixture” or combination of these things, activities and information
(person and product related services) vary according to type of service product.
As the conference hotel service product contains a high activity component, the
associated characteristics such as intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability
and perishability are high, (also see Chapter 1, Section 1.2).

(i) Intangibility: This means that there is no complete physical form
which can be perceived by the consumer at the pre-purchase
stage, as an object or thing.

With reference to this research, clearly, the product provided by the
conference hotel is in large measure a performance, which when
purchased provides nothing tangible which the consumer can take
possession of.

There are, however, physical components of this performance such
as consumables and durables. These can be seen, tasted and
touched, and may be taken as an indication of certain quality of
service. In short, the tangibles facilitate the service and are an
integral part of the service product, although they are not complete
end products in themseives.

(ii) Direct consumer involvement in the production of the service: This
means that a service is unique to the consumers requirements, and
-that standardisation of service is difficult or impossible. Linked to
this, heterogeneity means that service cannot be pre-experienced
~ or sampled since it differs for each consumer.
Whilst this is true of all first time purchases (both manufactured

products and services) the key difference is that, if a manufactured
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product does not fulfil its basic function, and proves to be
unsatisfactory, it may be returned. A service is simultaneously
produced and consumed and if the experience proves
unsatisfactory it cannot be returned.

Again, the conference product incorporates some physical
components which can be standardised and sampled, but also
some elements of performance which are time or consumer-
specific and may be neither standardised nor sampled in advance
in any meaningful sense.

(iii) Inseperabilty of the production and consumption process. The
service is an activity which is produced simultaneously with
purchase and the service providers are often present and visible to
the consumer. This means that people involved in the production
and consumption process are part of the service product itself.
Clearly there is a high level of interaction between people in the
conference hotel environment and this introduces a degree of
variance in the service provided, if the requirements of consumers
are difficult to predict and control. Thus if management controls
are to be anticipatory, management and staff need to be aware of
the expectations of consumers.

(iv) Perishability of the service product means that a service is created
upon purchase, it cannot be stored nor can it be resold. Thus the
providers of a service cannot manage fluctuations in demand by
producing for stock. Linked to this, time is a key characteristic of
the service experience (Lovelock, 1981). Again, we can see that
there are elements of the conference product which are both

perishable and time-bound.

As discussed in Chapter 1, products can be differentiated in terms of relative
proportions of physical commodities and performed activities. The Conference
hotel product involves a relatively high proportion of performed activities and
hence a high degree of the afore mentioned characteristics. The product can
be thought of as: An environment condusive to effective communication

experience over time.
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2.2.3 The Quality of Service

In addition to the fact that the product of a conference hotel is a service, it is a
critical example since its quality is problematic. Conference hotels appear to
lack the facilities to enable satisfactory provision (Peat Marwick 1984).
Moreover, it appears that facilities are not the only lack of provision, since there
IS evidence to suggest that the hotels are not providing the service which is
required and expected by many a consumer. In'An investment Review of the
UK Hotel Industry' (1983). Tiltscher asserts, although without giving any
substantiating evidence, that

"The single most important area of weakness in the hotel
conference market is the discernible shortage of personnel
within the hotel industry trained to understand the
requirements of the conference organiser [consumer]. In
general terms, conference organisers continually complain

that they come up against an inability or unwillingness, on the
part of many hoteliers, to provide the Kind of service required”.

(Tiltscher, 1983).

It would appear that the providers of the hotel conference service product are
aware of this to a certain extent. The marketing director of Crest Hotels Ltd.
stated in his presentation at BAFTA in London (1988) that,

"As consumers become better off they become more
discerning and more individual in their requirements, they
have higher expectations of setvice - they need quality and .
are prepared to pay for it".

(BAFTA, 1988).
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As has been discussed in Chapter 1, service quality is regarded as a
judgement which is applied to products where the activity component and
associated characteristics are high. In the context of this research the
judgement is the outcome of the relationship between perceived performance
and consumer expectancy, both on the individual and the interactive effect of

the attributes to produce some overall judgement.

2.2.4 The Consumer

Consider, that service quality is a matter of judgement made by consumers. - It
was therefore important to ensure that information was obtained from those
who had experience, knowledge, opinions and above all, memory of hotel
conferences (Tull and Albaum, 1973). Thus the surveys would have to be
directed at those informants who had organised a conference or meeting at a
hotel and had actually attended. This would ensure that all informants had
experienced (consumed) the hotel conference service product.

For the purpose of data collection, it was decided that the consumer would be
defined as those corporate conference organisers who attended the
meeting/conference at least some of the time in the hotel. This clause ensured
that respondents had actually experienced the conference hotel service

product environments.

2.3 The Social Surveys

No appropriate secondary data was available on the evaluative criteria which
make up consumers expectations of the hotel conference service product.
Hence, extensive primary data were required on topics which could not readily
be explained by documentary research alone. A survey was the only method
which could reasonably obtain attitude, opinion and factual data. In addition, a
survey is a versatile method to use since a variety of survey designs are
available (Marsh 1982). The uses of survey methods of all types has been
well documented (Oppenheim 1966; Weisberg and Bowen 1977: Hoinville and
Jowell 1978; Moser and Kalton 1981; Healey 1982; Marsh 1982: and Bailey

1987 ).

"The value of social surveys has also been established E
beyond all question and in widely different fields",
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Survey methods are essentially concerned with gathering information about
behaviour and opinions from individuals, who provide representative
information about a larger population. In this particular research, much of the
subject matter is of a subjective nature and particular interview techniques may
be applied to maximise the accurate collection of data. Survey research
enables the development and testing of hypothesis and models and thereby

helps,

"To establish a closer relationship between theory and
practice”
(Bordon and Harding, 1981).

The survey approach is, not without its shortcomings and problems. ltis
without doubt that some surveys are inconclusive and poorly designed, as

Hoinville and Jowell (1978) point out

"So many unseen factors can affect the accuracy of a survey
that its validity must be demonstrated rather than accepted as

an act of faith".
(Hoinville and Jowell, 1978).

In shont, surveys need to be well designed and the results need to be
interpreted in the context of the sample chosen. Whilst problems are apparent,
as long as surveys attempt to measure scientifically social phenomena they
can be an invaluable tool for the social researcher. This type of empiricism
can enable explanations of process in social sciences, but the findings of an
empirical study must be related to precise hypothesis. With this in mind,

surveys can

"Provide a context for better informed judgements and better
directed decisions”

(Hoinville and Jowell, 1978).

The study required a multi-staged survey approach. A panel of observation
was followed by three surveys. Observation enabled general familiarisation

with Hotel Conferences and their 'atmosphere'.2

The first survey needed to be exploratory in nature and was concerned with
identification of the evaluative criteria (here after referred to as attributes).
These criteria would define, from a consumer's perspective, what the épecific
service product in question consists of. Once these attributes had been
identified, their levels of importance needed to be established and this was the
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subject of the second survey which was quantitative. Finally, for the important
attributes identified it remained to measure the level of perceived performance
on each individual attribute and this was the purpose of the third survey.

2.4 Sampling and Conduct of the Surveys

As stated by Moser and Kalton (1981), it is important to define the population to
be covered. However in this instance the population is not easily definable.
Basically, all corporate conference organisers and indeed delegates are
consumers of the conference hotel and the universe is continually changing as
new consumers enter the market There exists no single database which
Includes all consumers of the conterence hotel environment. It was therefore
impossible to obtain a sample which would be representative of the population,
since the population was not known. Thus, a population had to be identified to

facilitate sampling.

"Deciding what sample size to use is almost always a matter
more of judgement than of calculation”

(Hoinville and Jowell, 1978).

The consumer had to attend a meeting or conference which involved a
minimum of 10 delegates and a maximum of 500.3 In order to overcome the

difficulty of differentiating between corporate conference organisers and
delegates, it was felt that a consumer would have to be a delegate and an
organiser who attended the conference as well.4 From these criteria, the

population was stratified into three sample populations.

Obviously, the most accurate picture occurs if all of the population, all corporate
consumers of conference hotels, is sampled. The sample allows one to make

approximation about the whole population, this approximation is not absolute
but is instead probablistic.

2.4.1 Sample Population for the Qualitative Survey

In view of the time and financial constraints, it was decided to limit the sample
population for the in-depth interview stage to companies who fulfilled the

following critena:
(i) They were based in 5 cities drawn from the South of England.

(These cities were chosen to achieve a spatial distribution within the South of
England, and due to ease of access by the researcher using public transport).
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() They were listed in the Kompass Directory. (The Kompass
Directory is a register of British industry and commerce). From the
register a random sample was taken from each specified city.

(i) They were holding a conference or meeting in a United Kinngr_n
hotel during the last twelve months. This requirement would give
information which was relatively recent.

(iv) The corporate conference organiser to be interviewed had to be a
delegate as well. This clause would allow the respondent to
comment on the actual consumption of the service product.

It was decided that respondents from thirty companies would generate a
comprehensive set of dimensions for the exploratory stage, given the in-depth
qualitative nature of the survey.

Initially, a sample was taken from the Kompass Directory from within each
specified city, by employments size. The employment size was stratified into
three categories these represented small (50-250), medium (251 - 1000) and
large companies (1000+).

The minimum of 50 employees was chosen, since the English Tourist Board in
the Conference and Exhibition Market Survey 1984, define a
conference/meeting,

"... as 15 or more people meeting on the premises”
(E. T. B. Report,1984).

It was therefore believed that, most companies required a minimum of 50
erhployees to warrant regular usage of conference hotels with a minimum of 15
delegates attending. In addition, some local companies with a small number
of employees had been contacted via telephone concerning the utilisation of
conference hotels. The frequent reply was, that they either were not large
enough or did not have the finance available to hold external meetings.®

As a result, from the specified population, a random sample was taken of 6
companies within each of the 5 specified cities. This gave a total of 30
companies fulfilling the set criteria from which the exploratory interviews took

place. If a company selected did not grant an interview, that company would
be discarded from the sample and a new company would be selected via the
sampling procedure.
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In some instances, companies felt that it would be more appropriate if
personnel from their head office were interviewed. These initiatives were
followed; as a result not all interviews took place in the cities initially chosen.

2.4.2 Sample Population for the First Quantitative Survey

The Times Top 1000 Companies was the sample population selected for the
second stage, namely the initial postal survey. Whilst it was recognised that
the Times Top 1000 companies do not form the majority of the
meeting/conference purchasers the cost of obtaining responses from smaller
companies engaged in the conference business was found to be extremely
high because of the low density of active users.5

In addition, the Financial Times (September 2, 1986) reported in their
conference and incentive travel survey report that

"... about a third of the Top 1,000 British companies had used
some form of conference or incentive travel”.

(Financial Times, 1986).

Most large employee size companies would a) have a large enough workforce
to warrant external meetings and, b) the larger companies were financially able
to utilise conference hotels for their extermal meetings. Thus a population
consisting of companies with a large number of employees and/or companies
with considerable finance to warrant expenditure on external meetings were to
be contacted.

Clearly such a sample population was not a balanced cross section of U. K.
business, nor was it likely to be representative of all corporate conference
consumers. The population would exclude several companies who do hold
conference/meetings, and these need to be recognised as a disadvantage with
the sample frame:
i) Employee and financially large companies may have their own
internal conference facilities, thus not needing external facilities.
ii) There are small businesses with regard to employment size, who
may be extensive users of hotel conference facilities, such as
consultancy businesses.
iii) Companies may use external conference facilities such as
universities, conference centres, municipal facilities or hold
conference/meetings abroad.
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However, these disadvantages were outweighed, since such a sample
population has two distinct advantages:

1) Most companies within the sample frame are potential
respondents; in that companies in this group are likely to be major
users of conference facilities. This fact increases the cost
eftectiveness of data collection.

i) The sample companies are not only major users of conferences,
- they are also likely to be experienced and demanding conference
users. Their expectations will set standards which represent a

high quality.

This sample population, would therefore be appropriate for sampling
respondents to establish levels of importance of those relevant attributes

identified in the exploratory survey.

In order to maximise the highest possible response, the questionnaires were
addressed to three different people within each company. The exploratory
survey had identified which key persons might be the possible corporate
conference organisers, namely Personnel Manager/Director, Marketing
Manager/Director and Managing Director. There was, however, no one
particular identified position to target the questionnaire. Hence, it was felt that
within a company at least three departments had to be contacted.

In addition, the element of an incentive had been emphasised in the literature.
Hence, a pre-paid addressed postcard was enclosed offering free inclusion on
a database of hotel conference consumers, being established by the English
Tourist Board. Sponsorship of the questionnaire may increase the response
rate by adding authenticity. The English Tourist Board logo was therefore
added to the front page of the questionnaire in the appropriate colour scheme.

As a result, an introductory letter explaining the project (see Appendix Vil), a
pre-paid addressed postcard with free access to the English Tourist Board
database, an addressed return envelope and a questionnaire were mailed to
three people within each company on the database listing.

The response rate was 45.7%, since 412 questionnaires were returned from a
sample of 900. Some of these questionnaires were invalid since the
respondents last experience was at a non-U.K. conference hotel or the
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company did not use hotels for meetings/conferences. The breakdown of
questionnaires is conceptualised below in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1 Breakdown of Questionnaires

347 resulting questionnaires

to be analysed
users of the

UK hotels
360

412
usable 13
questionnaires refuseg to answer
questionnaire

49
companies did not

use conference hotels

3
users of overseas
conference hotels

To avoid the possibility that more than one questionnaire from each company
was included, only the first questionnaire to be returned from each company
was accepted. This resulted in the final sample size of 347 questionnaires
which were valid for the use of data analysis.

It was assumed that, even though the respondents did not complete the
questionnaire, if they had been interested in conference/mestings, they would
at least complete the enclosed free postcard. However, the response for this
was lower, approximately 15%, than the relatively high response rate for the
returned questionnaires. This was a clear indication that the ‘carrot’ in this
case, was insignificant to those respondents willing to complete the
questionnaire.
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Some returned questionnaires did not have the last section completed. This
could be attributed to the fact that respondent did not attend the conference at
the hotel and could therefore not comment on the questions. A description of
the survey results can be found in Appendix |l

2.4.3 Sample Population for the Second Quantitative Survey

The sampie population for the third and final stage, were 390 hotel conference
environment consumers. These consumers were identified by managers of
the actual hotels participating in the survey. The population was biased, in
that the hotels which participated in the survey were all located within seaside
resort towns. Clearly this excluded from the sample those corporate
consumers who, for example, only utilised facilities in London hotels.” Thus,
the sample for the final survey is not a true representation of all corporate hotel
conference consumers within the U.K.

However, these disadvantages were outweighed by several distinct
advantages which warranted the use of such a sample. Both the qualitative®
and the first postal survey had revealed the difficulty in identifying the key
person(s) to target the questionnaires t0.9 The qualitative survey had
identified three possible types of positions within companies by asking who
was responsible for organising conferences, namely, personnel manager or
director, marketing manager or director and the managing director or
secretaries thereof. In fact, the first postal survey had to contact three
departments within a company since there was no one particular person to
target the questionnaire to. This method was highly successful10, but, proved
to be expensive and time consuming. Bearing in mind that for the second
postal survey a swift response was important and that cost had to be kept to a
minimum, 11 it was decided that the questionnaire had to be targeted at
identified consumers. This would mean that recipients ot the questionnaire
had in fact experienced the hotel conference environment within the last year
and should therefore be able, in theory, to complete the questionnaire.

The same obstacles were encountered as those that presented themselves
during the first two surveys. There existed no single database which
contained all consumers of the hotel conference environment.12 it was
decided that the best possible method for gaining access to consumers was to
involve the actual hotels themselves. The hotels would contain the sources
and information as to whom their consumers were. This would reduce the
cost, since the number of questionnaires to be printed and mailed would be
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reduced significantly since the response rate was expected to be quite high
with such an identified sample population. In addition, there would not be the
extra cost of purchasing a database facility.13

A consortium of independent hotels was willing to participate. The hotels
within the consortium were contacted, initially, through advertising brochures
provided by a consortium of independent hotels. In each of the three towns
which were involved, 13 hotels participated.

As a result, 10 questionnaires together with introductory letters and return
envelopes were mailed to the hotels. Management then addressed the
envelopes and mail the questionnaires out to their consumers. The return
envelope was addressed to the researcher to avoid the possibility of hotels
vetoing responses given by the consumers.

Approximately 390 questionnaires were mailed out to 39 hotels. However
there was no guarantee that all of the participating hotels actually sent the 10
questionnaires to their consumers. This means that the response rate is
probably higher than the calculated 34.1%. In total 133 questionnaires were
returned. A description of the survey results can be found in Appendix V.

Again, as with the first postal survey, the returned questionnaires had no
means of identification, the reason being that the participating hotels did not
want to identify their clientele to the researcher. Even without a follow-up, as
had been suggested in the methodology literature, the response rate was
sufficient to warrant detailed statistical analysis.

Both postal surveys may have been biased in that the respondents were self-
selected: for example, perhaps only those who had a bad experience
completed the questionnaire. This would then skew the distribution of data. it
IS, however, far too complex to ensure a 100% response rate, and it is
sometimes just not possible to obtain all the data one requires. For example,
the participating hotels would not participate in a follow-up survey or they did
not allow follow-up telephone calls which may have increased the return rate.

2.4.4 Nonresponse Errors

Nonresponse errors are widely discussed in the research methods literature
(Moser and Kalton, 1981; Healey, 1982; Parasumaran, 1986; Bailey, 1987,
Churchill, 1987;). The consensus being that nonresponse error represents a
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failure to obtain information from some elements of the population that were
selected for the sample. Within the context of this research, a certain
percentage of the samples chosen refused to co-operate in the surveys.

These refusals are termed 'nonresponses’. The question which arises is 'Do
the nonrespondents differ as a group from those who did respond in the
surveys?' For example, the group of nonrespondents may have in common
that they are all representative of the financial services or that they represent all
those who are in a senior management position. This would have substantive
implications on the analysis of the data collected. The conclusions drawn from
such an analysis would have to bear the limitations of the sample (and
nonresponse group) in mind.

However, upon review of the background information to each case no.
(returned questionnaire) of the surveys undertaken, it was observed that there
were no unit/s of the defined survey population in the sampling frame which
were not represented. All the possible categories in the questionnaire, for
example, employment size 251-1000 or management training, were
represented. This indicates that there must be some other biasing
characteristic in the nonresponse group. These can vary from probable
respondents not being interested in the subject, or, the potential respondent
may be too busy to participate. Several respondents indicated that it was
against company policy to participate in surveys.

Inference can be made that the nonresponse group did not significantly differ
from those who participated in the surveys. Hence, the analysis of data and
any subsequent conclusions can be seen as a representation of the sample
population.

In addition, the returned questionnaires were checked for bias related to the
time of return. That is, to determine whether there is a difference in responses
given in those questionnaires which were returned first as opposed to those
questionnaires which can back last? It was found that there was no
relationship between time of questionnaire returned and type of responses
given. The details of this are discussed more fully in Chapter 6, Section 6.4.
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2.5 Methods of Data Collection Considered and Chosen
In social survey research the principal methods of data collection are:

- documentary

- telephone interviews

- observation

- personal interviews

- postal questionnaires
(Moser and Kalton 1981; Healey 1982; Parasumaran 1986; Bailey 1987;
Churchill 1987).

2.5.1 Documentary Method

Documentary sources can be used to supplement data obtained by other
methods, or it can be used solely for secondary analysis. For the purposes of
this research, there was no certainty that any list of attributes derived from other
research, would have been either relevant or sufficiently comprehensive.14

2.5.2 Telephone Interviews

Telephone interviewing has become an increasingly popular method (Bailey
1987). This type of survey is usually used for quick and short surveys such as
opinion polls. Although the use of such a survey, as a cheaper and quicker
alternative to personal interviewing is advantageous, the telephone survey has
a number of disadvantages:

- In depth discussion cannot readily take place, since the length of
such interviews is short, with a 20 minute maximum (Belson 1986).

- Anonymity tends to discourage the disclosure of sensitive
information.19

- The use of a telephone eliminates the use of visual aids.

- The attention span and interest of the respondent can decrease
rapidly, through such problems as; distracted activity within the
work environment and bad telephone lines.

A telephone survey was inappropriate for the exploratory study since in-depth
information was required. In addition, a telephone survey was inappropriate
for the 2 quantitative surveys. The telephone technique would not be a
cheaper alternative, since a large population had to be covered, and the
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questions which needed responses were far too numerous to discuss in a short
telephone call.

2.5.3 Observation

Observational was the principal technique used for the collection of non-verbal
data. Observations are often conducted as a preliminary to surveys. It would
not have been possible to become familiar with the conference hotel
terminology and 'atmosphere'16 from a review of the literature. However, it
would have been impossible to obtain all the information required from the
surveys by the use of observation techniques alone. Perceptions, attitudes

and judgements, with which this study was principally concerned, cannot be
discovered by observation.

2.5.4 Personal Interviews

Most information was obtained initially through personal interviews and
secondly through the use of postal questionnaires. Personal interviews with
consumers!/ was the chosen method for exploratory data collection, where
the main purpose was to elicit detailed and extensive information. An
unstructured interview style was chosen. There were no pre-set questions, but
a list of open ended questions was used to provide flexibility and allow for

unanticipated responses. The main advantages of a 'free style'18 interview
are:

- Extensive qualitative information may be obtained through informal
discussion of the respondents.

- Spontaneous probing allowing the respondent to elaborate on
responses

-  The interviews may be tape recorded in order to capture all the
data given during the interview, and facilitate post interview
information retrieval.

- Extra information about the respondent may be obtained through
observation of their work environment

- Identification of interviewee which ensures a certain degree of
control and precision in responses. In fact, out of 30 respondents
iInterviewed, 2 were deemed as inappropriate for inclusion in the

 data since upon interviewing they were identified as the

'inappropriate' person to be interviewed. 12 They could therefore
not discuss all the topics which needed responses.
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One clear disadvantage of an unstructured, in-depth personal interview was
that they involve time and considerable transport costs. This financial

constraint reduced the geographical scope of the exploratory study to those
companies which were located in the South of England.

In addition, a number of factors can create bias and cause errors in response.
These factors are depicted in the interviewer-interviewee interaction model
proposed by Kalin and Cannell (1957) (see Figure 2.2).

Churchill (1987) observes that this model offers valuable insight on how
possible response errors can be reduced by being aware that, for example, a

respondent's background is going to affect the responses given. That
particular factor of the model can also be applied to postal surveys.

In shont, the disadvantages of this type of interview technique were outweighed

by the in-depth quality of information obtainable through such a method, and
was therefore chosen to collect the exploratory data.
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Figure 2.2 Possible Personal Interview Bias

Source: R. L. Kahn and C. L. Cannell, (1957).

2.5.5

The main body of quantitative data was obtained through the use of two postal
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surveys. In both cases a fully structured questionnaire was used. The
advantages of mailed questionnaires are: |
- A large, geographically scattered population can be reached

relatively cheaply. This allows for a large sample to respond to the
questionnaire and for data which can be utilised in important forms
of statistical analysis,
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- Although the actual questionnaire in a mailed study tends to be
expensive, with high quality paper, colour printing and postage, the
final cost is cheaper than personal interviews. The interviews in
this study cost an average of £30 per interview, clearly a postal
survey cost far less than an interview study of the same sample
size,

- The questionnaire can be completed at a time convenient for the
respondent. In addition, the mailed questionnaire allows the
respondent to consult her/his records before answering, enhancing
a true response,

-  The time factor is important, since with a mailed questionnaire the
replies are returned within a few weeks. In addition, the
questionnaires were mailed at the same time, whilst interviews are
generally conducted sequentially and take a iong period of time to
complete.

Although the postal survey method is a useful technique, users of them should
be aware of the disadvantages such as a low response rate, and difficulty in
ensuring that all the questions are answered. In addition, a fully structured
questionnaire is inflexible. However, with the prime objective of the postal
survey was to collect quantitative data from a highly geographically scattered
sample, the advantages outweighed the inherent disadvantages of such a
method. Such a sample would be expensive to study with a personal
interview method.

2.6 Designing the Questionnaires

The design of the questionnaires to be used as a data collection instrument in
the surveys is crucial (Oppenheim; 1972, Moser and Kalton; 1981, Belson,
1986; Bailey, 1987).

"In general, the chief goal of questionnaire construction is to
construct an instrument that will not only minimize non-
response, but will also ensure that the information collected is
complete, valid and reliable. The best questionnaire for
accomplishing this goal is generally relevant, non ambiguous
and has clear answer categories that are easy to respond to".

(Bailey, 1987).

Churchill (1987) summarises the procedure for developing a questionnaire in a
guide/check list format as follows:
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Figure 2.3 Developing a Questionnaire

Source: Churchill, G. (1987).
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The questionnaire must convince the respondent that the questions posed are
relevant not only to the goals of the research as a whole, but also to the
respondent. Irrelevant or ambiguous questions may cause frustration and
considerably reduce the possible completion of a questionnaire.

One possible solution to avoid the pitfall of irrelevance is to derive the
questions from a pool of knowledge, such as an exploratory survey. In the
context of this research, the exploratory study gave a clear indication as to what
topics should be addressed in the further collection of data.

Ambiguous wording can be difficult to avoid, since certain terms themselves
are vague and ambiguous. Such specific terms as, syndicate room, delegate,
courteousness of staff and dependability of staff, etc. although still having a
variety of subjective meaning, may only be known by those respondents who
are involved with such terms. This did not pose a great problem in that the
postal surveys were not mailed to the general public - but to those identified as
possible consumers of such a product. The respondents would have to be
conference organisers as well as delegates at conference hotels and therefore
would be familiar with the specific terminology.

In addition, care should be taken to ensure that questions are not double
barreled, since this may include two questions or more in one. Nor should
they be prompting, causing bias in response.

In short, the questions should seek to avoid ambiguity and be as short as
possible. The questions should refer to a concrete and specific matter with
specific answers. The questions can be open-ended in which responses are
not categorised or specified. Or the question can be closed-ended, if all
questions are closed-ended then the questionnaire referred to as being fully
structured. The advantages of a fully-structured questionnaire are:

-  The responses are standard and are therefore comparative, this
enabled uniformity of information provided from person to person,
- Time is saved since the answers are easier to code and statistically

analysed,

-  The respondent is often clearer about what is asked since the given
answers can be used to aid interpretation and the questions are
often easier to answer since the respondent merely has to chose a
category.
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Some disadvantages of a fully-structured questionnaire are:

- It is easy for a respondent to guess the answer,

- The appropriate category for his’her answer may not be provided
and therefore there is no opportunity for response,

- Differences in the interpretation of the questions will go unnoticed,

- Forced choice responses eliminates variation and or clarification of
answers.

Bearing in mind that the information required from the postal surveys was
specific and that answer categories were discrete, distinct and few in number, a
fully structured questionnaire was chosen as the means for collecting the data.

The questionnaire for the first postal survey was divided into three sections.
(See Appendix Iil). A brief explanatory description accompanied each section
to aid respondents in understanding the questions and to avoid mis-
interpretation. Section One provided background information on the
respondent. To avoid forced choice responses an 'other' category allowed for
responses to be obtained which had not been pre-set in the design of the
questionnaire. For example the question ‘what is the nature of your company'
contained 9 pre-set responses taken from the Standard Industrial Classification
list. A further response category was added with the title ‘other’to allow
respondents to specify what they felt the nature of their company was if it did
not fall into the Standard Industrial Classification list. Responses such as:

retail’ case no. 042
pharmaceuticals’ case no. 019

would allow for variation or classification of answer.

The same principle applied for the question ‘what is your position within the
company'the ‘other’ category coliected answers such as:

'secretary to chairman’ case no. 042
‘chairman’ case no. 050
‘personnel administration officer’ case no. 091
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Section Two obtained the levels of importance of the attributes. The
responses were standardised on a scale of 1 to 4 to enable uniformity of
information and allow for statistical comparison of the data obtained.

1 = Unimponant

2 = Some importance
3 = Important

4 = Veryimportant

It was pbserved that respondents who did not feel that they could respond to
the questions within the limits of the pre-set scale would state so or omit the
question. For example, case no. 044 responded to the question ‘reasonable

quality of food’ with a 5 and wrote ‘outstanding’ which is outside the maximum
limit of 4 on the pre-set scale.

Some respondents felt that the 54 attributes épecified did not cover what they
perceived the important attributes to be:

Case no. 083 added a question ‘air conditioning' and
responded with a 4.

Case no. 059 also added a question ‘Jocation’ and
gave it an importance answer of 1000.

These additions indicated that respondents will express themselves if they feel
strongly about a question of format. Although these responses proved to be
interesting they were not standard responses and could not be used for
comparative purposes and were therefore omitted from the data included in
analysis.

Section Three dealt with the last meeting/conference the respondent had
organised and attended at a hotel. Again, the responses were pre-set but
there was the availability to specify a response in the ‘other' category for
questions relating to attendance and conference type.

A diagrammatic rating scale was used in this section to determine what the
respondents perceived their last experience at a conference hotel was. They
were requested to indicate for each question which picture best related to their
last experience. The dimensions of the scale were in a set of categories and
not a continuum. [t was felt that by re-positioning the 'no opinion’ picture out of
the scale, respondents would be forced to indicate either a positive or negative
response. The problem is of course that some respondents may have
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perceived certain questions to be neutral. However, the aim was to use this
scale for comparative purposes with the previous sections. Hence, the
preference of having both scales with four categories.

Some respondents wrote concluding remarks on the questionnaire to express
any further opinion they had. One stated:

- "What a bad questionnaire, of course all aspects of staff are
vital, that's what you pay forl"

(Case no. 114.))

This was not taken as a reflection on the design and format of the
questionnaire, but that this particular respondent felt that most of the attributes
relating to staff and management were undoubtedly expected to be provided.

Another respondent wrote:

"We had a disastrous meeting at this hotel [name] which was
fully admitted by them. Food appalling, and equipment not as
directed. We have used [this] hotel before on several
occasions. [They] apologised and offered to have
discussions but have not even bothered to follow up”.

(Case no. 341.)

This respondent clearly had a grievance with regard to his/her last experiences.
There were several respondents who commented on an experience in a
positive way stating that the well known Scottish hotel was excsllent (Case no.
019).20

2.7 Conclusions
The conference hotel service product which can be thought of as an

environment condusive for effective communication has been shown to be a
useful vehicle for examining how judgements about service product are arrived
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at since a) this particular product is a clear example of a product with a high
activity component and b) its quality is problematic.

A multi-staged data collection process identified not only the relevant attributes
which make up a consumer's expectations, but also provided information on

the levels of importance and perceived performance of each attribute. This is
conceptualised in Figure 2.4 over.

A major effort was made to take out the conscious bias in the sampling
procedure, to try to eliminate obvious problems. However, it must be
remembered that in social science research there is always some bias present.

Analysis of the data obtained will allow for assessment of the relative
contribution of the different attributes and, crucially, the interactive eftects of
these specific relationships to produce some overall judgement. This will be
achieved, first by assessing whether there are relationships between the
attributes themselves; and secondly by comparing the perceived performance
of the service product on specific attributes with the perceived performance
overall. The latter measured in terms of consumer overall perception of quality
and willingness to re-purchase.
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Figure 2.4 Multi-Staged Process of Surveys Carried Out

Literature review
and

initial observation

Familiarisation of terminology
and atmosphere. Awareness created
of issues to address in the first survey

Qualitative,
Personal interviews

identified the 54 evaluative criteria

Result ————————{p> which make up consumer experience
of hotel conference service-product

Quantitative, fully
structured questionnaire used
ailed to the Times Top 1000 companies

45.7% response rate

2nd Survey —P>

Resut ————————p ( 23 important attributes identified

Quantitative, fully

structured questionnaire used
Mailed to 400 Hotel conference users

33.3% response rate

Measurement of levels of perceived performance
of the 23 important attributes and the overall
perception of the service-product.
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Footnotes to Chapter 2

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

The relevant attributes are the evaluating criteria of consumers for the service-
product.

By atmosphere is meant the general persuavice feeling/mood.

Although the ETB define a meeting as 15 or more delegates it was felt that with 10

delegates as a minimum it would enhance the response rate. As it happened, the first

%).stal survey identified 17.6% as having a meeting in a hotel of less than 14 delegates.
e maximum was decided upon as the average maximum a hotel could hold since

other centres would normally be used if this number was exceeded. (Peat Marwick,
1984).

This clause ensured that consumers had actually experienced the conference hotel
service product environment.

This does not mean that there are no small companies using conference hotels, merely,
not the quota to fulfil the sampling requirements set out for this survey.

- As had been identified with the first stage sample population.

Any company who had not utilised hotel conference facilities in any of the three towns
dunng the last 12 months would therefore not be included in the sample.

This was the initial exploratory survey.
See earlier part of this section.
A 45.7% response rate.

For the first postal survey the 3000 envelopes, stamps, printed questionnaires and
printed coverning letters proved to be a high expense.

As explained previously, consumers include those delegates and organisers who
attended the actual conference.

As was purchased for the first postal survey. See earfier part of this section.

For example, the Servqual scale collapsed potentially diverse elements into a simple
broad generic dimension, see Chapter 3, Section 3.2.1

By sensitive information is meant financial disclosure or very personal opinions on
certain matters.

By atmosphere is meant the general pervasive feeling/mood.
Same as footnote 12.

Same as unstructured interview.

One respondent had not attended the meeting at the hotel, and the other had
organised and attended a meeting at a conference centre and not a conference hotel.

The name of the hotel was given by the respondent but has been omitted since the
information given on all questionnaires was confidential.
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Identification of Attributes

3.1 Introduction

The Attribute Theory supposes that attributes can be controlled and monitored
by management and thereby allow for a higher degree of quality supervising,

"Service quality is primarily a reflection of the attributes of the
service delivery system".

(Chase & Bowen 1988).

The Consumer Satisfaction Theory approaches the issue of service quality as
a highly subjective judgement. Consumers use their perception of the service
and evaluate these against their expectations. Expectation can be negatively
disconfirmed which results in dissatisfaction, confirmed or positively
disconfirmed (better than expected) with both resulting in satisfaction which
may lead to desirable consequences such as repeat purchase (Churchill and
Suprenant, 1982).

Both the attributes and consumers satisfaction theories cover different
prediction of how the consumers behaves in evaluating the quality of a
product. The evaluation process is multi-dimensional and encompasses some
aspects of both theories. Consumers judge the product on a set or sets of
attributes, some of whom may be determinants of satisfaction as perceived
(subjectively) by the consumer while others are not critical to satisfaction but
are related to dissatisfaction when performance on them is unsatisfactory
(Swan and Combs, 1976). In short, whether a product is judged as being
satisfactory is wholly subjective, and an overall judgement is made on the
interactive attributes which make up the product.

It follows then that in order to identify and measure service quality of a product,
a comprehensive set of attributes of the particular product need to be
generated. Once the attributes are refined, and the relevant evaluative criteria
of the hotel conference product identified, the provision of service quality
should, theoretically, be more managable.]

Two alternative strategies presented themselves for identifying the attributes
which combine in the hotel conference service product. This chapter
discusses the strategy chosen and the generated dimensions. It concludes by
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refining these attributes and identifying the relevant evaluative criteria of the
product. '

3.2 Strategies Considered and Chosen

Two alternative strategies presented themselves for identifying the attributes
which combine in the hotel conference service product. The choice was either
utilising existing data from the available literature or gathering primary data for
the purpose of this research.

3.2.1 Strategy Considered

One possibility was to utilise attributes which had been identified in other
earlier studies of service products. These took two different forms: first, studies

focussing on a specific service product and second, studies dealing with
general quality dimensions.

First, a specific service product was studied by Cravens, Dielman and
Harrington (1985), who evaluated the quality of architectural services. The
research site for their study was a large metropolitan area in the United States.
They developed 21 factors through personal interviews:

Responsiveness

Competent staff

Experience with project like mine
Meets deadlines

Working relationship
Understands my needs

Quality of design documents
Stays within budget

Design creativity/capabilities
On-going participation of principals
Economic feasibility know-how
Engineering know-how
Personal references
Construction supervision

Used architect before
Competitive fees

Proximity of architect to the project
Presentations by architect
Post-construction follow-up
National prestige of the firm

Full range of services

WoONOORWN A

NN = b eedh e e b e odh b b
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(Cravens et al., 1985).
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Clearly the majority of these factors were specific to architectural services.
Attributes such as construction supervision, presentation by architects were not
applicable within the context of the hotel conference environment. However,
the ‘Responsiveness’and ‘Competent staff attribute were thought to be of
some relevance to this research and could have been used as a prompt to
initialise discussion with interviewees in a 'free style' interview.2 This method
was rejected, howevaer, since prompting with such pre-defined terms might bias
the responses and thereby bias the data collected. As a result, these attributes
were rejected as inadequate for a measuring instrument.

Secondly, generic quality dimensions had been identified by Parasuraman,
Berry and Zeithaml (1984). They started to look closely at service quality and
their contribution was really the first. They conceptualised service quality in a
model and then continued with pilotwork. At present they are in the process of
conducting an exhaustive study and it is likely that within the next few years
empirical work will be produced by them. Their exploratory study of four
specific service industries revealed 10 dimensions used by consumers in
assessing service quality of a product:

1. Tangibles

2. Reliability

3 Responsiveness

4, Communication

5. Credibility

6. Security

7 Competence

8 Courtesy

9 Understanding/knowing the customer
1

0. Access
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1984).

These dimensions could have been used as a useful indication for identifying
the attributes of the hotel conference service product. However, it was felt that
the approach collapsed potentially diverse and divergent attributes into 10
single, broad generic dimensions. For example, the ‘Tangibles’ dimension
encompasses the numerous and varied tangible properties of a service.3

The ten dimensions were later used by Parasuraman et al. (1986) to develop a
multiple item scale, to be used as an instrument for assessing consumer
perceptions on the quality of a service. The resulting Servqual scale contains
5 dimensions, with each dimension containing several attributes. Although the
generic dimensions and attributes could have been used within the context of -
this research, the literature on Servqual was not available at the time.
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3.2 Strategy Chosen

The alternative strategy was to proceed ab initio by identifying, from primary
sources, the various attributes used by consumers to evaluate the hotel
conference environment. This strategy was chosen since there was little
confidence that any list of attributes derived from other studies would be either
relevant or sufficiently comprehensive. The Servqual scale, despite its
limitations,4 could be used for comparative purposes.®

3.3 Initial Identification of 54 Attributes

In order to generate a comprehensive set of attributes, the exploratory study, in
the form of 30 in-depth interviews with consumers was undertaken. The
informal interviews provided the opportunity to probe and explore, in a flexible
manner, consumer expectations and experiences of the service product in
question. For a description on background information of survey results see
Appendix |.

This stage of the research established that the essence of the hotel conference
service product is: The provision of an environment conducive to
communication. The dimensions, in the form of objects, activities and

information, which appeared to be tributary to this provision were identified as
follows:6

Purpose built conference rooms

Purpose built syndicate rooms

All conference rooms / amenities in the same area
Good acoustics in conference room

Natural daylight in conference room

Selection of conference rooms to chose from

Clear location signs within hotels

Swimming pool / Leisure facilities

Good and free car parking

Telex / Fax facilities / Secretarial facilities
Cleanliness of facilities

Comfortable seating

Comfortable accommodation

Ashtrays, cups etc. cleared away throughout the day
Standard of decor / carpeting / decoration and furniture
Business class standard in bedrooms

Flexible menu Competitive rates
Tea / Coffee on tap all day Room hire included in price
Meeting with the chef Willingness to negotiate tariff / rate
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Flexible meal times Discount for large number ot delegates
Sufficient quantity of food Audio Visual equipment included in price
Reasonable quality of food Basic equipment included in the price

' Refreshments included in the pnce

Confident staff and management

Experienced management

Staff and management who are adaptable

Staff carrying out arrangements as requested

Flexible staff and management

Conference hotel with character

Hotel which offers value for money

Ambience within the conference hotel

-Smiling and friendly staff

Quiet efficiency of staff

Ability to react positively by staff and management

Staff and management who understand your requirements
Personal introduction to manager and conference manager
Management and staff who are professional about their arrangements
Immediate reaction to a request from you, by staff and management
Competent staff

Dependable staff

Unobtrusive staff

Attentive staff

Enthusiastic staff

Polite staft

Speedy service

Pleasant staff

Helptful staff

Well mannered staff

The first stage of the research was, then, essentially descriptive, identifying 54
evaluative attributes. These attributes now needed to be refined by seeking a
way of designating the importance of the different attributes. It was felt that at
this stage it would not be appropriate to reduce or re-group the data because
valuable information in it might be lost.”

3.4 Establishing the Importance of Each ldentified Attribute

The method chosen to designate levels of importance, was to request
consumers to rate each attribute on a scale of importance.8 This is a form of
discrete measurement and obtains ordinal data representing subjective
judgements. Thus, decisions had to be made as to the naming and number of
labels to be used on the scale. The main point to be considered was that the
response 'categories should be easy for the respondent to answer, and should
provide sufficient but not excessive detail (Bailey, 1987). The resulting scale

used was:. .
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1 = unimportant

2 = of some importance
3 = important

4 = very important

Powers et al. (1977) had established that the ordering of responses on a
questionnaire does not affect results.

Each attribute had been designated a rating ranging from 1 - 4. A total score
(that is a summation of all responses) for each attribute could not be obtained,
since some respondents did not fully complete the questionnaire, either
through non-responses or indicating don't know. A mean score needed to be
calculated since this would allow for the missing values to be excluded. The

statistical method used was condescriptive in SPSSX. The following list
contains the mean score of attributes, given in ranked order of importance.

Table 3.1 Mean Score of Importance of Attributes in Ranked

Order
Attributes Mean Standard
Score Deviation
Staff carrying out arrangements as requested 3.890 332
Dependable staff 3.758 462
Competent staft 3.750 453
Cleanliness of facilities 3.746 515
Comfortable seating 3.731 .488
Staff & mgt who understand your requirements 3.718 .488
Immediate reaction to a request from you 3.710 004
Ability to react positively by staff and mgt 3.695 .904
Speedy service 3.687 .535
Reasonable quality of food 3.680 .542
Mgt and staff who are professional 3.666 531
Helpful staff 3.597 068
Comfortable accommodation 3.572 .566
Quiet efficiency of staft 3.549 .604
Polite staff 3.513 .616
Well mannered staff 3.510 .616
Flexible staff and management 3.497 .622
Ashtrays, cups etc. cleared away throughout the day 3.488 .656
Adaptable staff and management 3.472 .648
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Attributes

Experienced management

Confident staff and management

Good accoustics in conference room
Pleasant staff

Competitive rates

Attentive staff

Good and free car parking

Smiling and friendly staff

Hotel which offers value for money
Enthusiastic staff

Standard of decor/carpeting/furniture
Sufficient quantity of food

Unobtrusive staff

Business class standard in bedrooms
Flexible menu

Purpose built conference rooms
Ambience within conference hotel

All conference rooms / amenities in same area
Willingness to negotiate rates / tariff
Discount for large number of delegates
Personal introduction to manager and conf. mgr

Basic equipment included in the price
Flexible mealtimes

Conference room hire included in price
Natural daylight in the conference room
Refreshments included in the price

Tea / coffee on tap all day

Selection of conference rooms to chose from
Clear location signs within hotel

Purpose built syndicate rooms

Audio Visual equipment included in price
Conference hotel with character

Telex/Fax/Secretarial facilities
Swimming pool/Leisure facilities
Meeting with the chef
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3.464
3.443
3.441
3.436
3.404
3.339
3.316
3.272
3.267
3.263
3.252
3.216
3.198
3.186
3.166
3.038
2.988
2.974
2.924
2.924
2.897
2.873
2.789
2.730
2.728
2.698
2.662
2.531

2,531

2.500
2.497
2.483
2.322

1.965
1.630

Mean
Score

Standard
Deviation

673
.642
.701
627
718
.699
.748
120
.746
.739
679
735
.785
771
.756
.874
799
.856
916
.936
.968
.969
.936
975
1.009
.988
977
.901
.874
.874
1.008
.819

.996
.910
.836



The standard deviation shows that for those attributes which ranked the highest
average, namely those which ranked 3.500 or more9, there was a fair amount
of agreement in the data. Hence, a high proportion of the respondents
concurred that those specific attributes were the most important.10

As the score for the mean decreases the standard deviation increases, thus
there is higher disagreement in the data. It is observed that the majority of
attributes obtained a mean score of 3+, i.e. they were important or very
important. However, there is quite a large amount of disagreement in the
responses to bring in the mean score either below 3 or above 4. It must be
pointed out , however, that a large proportion of responses were equal to 3, 1.e.
as expected. This needs to be borne in mind in the analysis stage since such
a distribution of data may influence further statistical data analysis.

Although a new sample of respondents would be chosen in the next stage to
obtain data on the perceived performance of the most relevant attributes, data
was also collected at this stage on ratings of performance. Respondents gave
scores on their perception of producer performance on 17 attributes. This
exercise allowed for an in