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The Service Paradox in Business-to-Business Markets

Abstract

Service quality in consumer markets has been widislgussed, while little attention has been paid to
service quality issues in industrial markets despis well recognized importance in this area
(Cunningham and Roberts 1974, Singh 1990, HolmamtiKock 1995). Researchers have called for
a close investigation of service quality in busg&sbusiness markets (Zolkiewski and Lewis 2003,
Parasuraman 1998). The overall objective for reseproject is to explore whether service quality
dimensions and models developed in consumer maaketapplicable in business-to-business markets,
and the similarities and differences between th{#@saifferences exist). Firstly, previous studiek o
service quality in business-to-business marketsreveewed. Then, research questions are raised
relating to the gaps identified in the literatuP@ssible methodologies for this study are therudised.

Introduction

It has been recognized that services and indusitialities are interdependent and intertwined (@ui
Baruch and Paquette, 1988) and they have been atdaged as important in supplementing core
offerings as well as being a major component afdaation in industrial contexts (Crosby, Evans and
Cowles, 1990). Services are also considered abilee most vital factors for choosing suppliers
(Holmlund and Kock, 1995) and part of industrialyers’ full economic value of purchasing (Rose,
1965). Moreover, services have a great influencesatisfaction creation and play a major role in
revitalizing a company (Chumpitaz and Paparoida@(4). Manufacturers can be more successful
by exploiting the manufacturing-services interf{Qeiinn et al., 1988). However, a service paradox
has been found in manufacturing companies whetestantial investment in extending the service
business leads to increased service offerings dgtteh costs, but does not generate the expected
correspondingly higher returns’ (Gebauer, Fleisuth Briedli 2005, p. 14). Companies fail to make the
most benefits out of the service function (Mormgldavis 1992). Manufacturers are not clear either
about what services their customers really negtiecost of providing these services (Anderson and
Narus 1995). Industrial marketers need to learn twowalue, sell, deliver and bill services (Olivada
Kallenberg 2003). It is important that this paradexnvestigated in order to provide academic and
managerial insight into what is a crucial elemeeg the increasing importance of services in a
business-to-business context.

There are a number of avenues which this investigatould take as despite a growing interest in

business-to-business services (e.g. Halinen (1984¢Jsson and Wynstra (2000), van der Valk,

Wynstra and Axelsson (2005)) the majority of exteedearch focuses on relationships or networks - Comment [G&JZ1]: Xia -you

(see for instance H&kansson (1982) and Ford (2002))inform this debate, a useful point of | have the reference for this could
. ? . . . .. you add it?-

reference is the plethora of work which has beesertaken in consumer services and in the spirit

espoused by Araujo and Spring (2006) we seek egiate work from this area into the business-to-

business context.

In academic research, the importance of servicditgua business-to-business markets has been
recognized since the early 1970’s (Cunningham aoleRs, 1974), and there is growing academic
attention focused on service components in indalstnarkets due to the development of services
marketing (Upah, Berry and Shostack, 1983). Howesenvice quality has been under-researched in
this area compared to its wide investigation instoner markets (Moore and Schlegelmilch 1994,
Axelsson and Wynstra 2000, Mehta and Durvasula 1988cause issues discussed in business-to-
business marketing have focused on industrial g@taitkson and Cooper 1988, Reid and Plank 2004)
and interaction, relationships and networks (Hakans1982, Anderson and Narus, 1995, Ford, 2002).
It is also possible that because complex relatipssinvolve a multitude of interaction episodes,
which by their very nature involve a mix of produemd service exchanges, the consideration of
service as a separate entity has been neglectedbilitg and Garbe (1999) have noted the paucity of
industrial services models. Further, the applicatiad performance of service quality models (which
were developed in consumer markets) in an indlissédting has been neglected (Moore and
Schlegelmilch, 1994).



Researchers have called for more investigationsatwice issues in industrial markets (e.g. Homburg
and Garbe 1999, Moore and Schlegelmilch 1994, Pexamn 1998, Zolkiewski and Lewis 2003,
Mehta and Durvasula 1998, Jayawardhena, SoucheorellFand Glanville 2007). Research agendas
have been proposed (e.g. Moore and Schlegelmil®4;1Parasuraman, 1998), including assessing
different members’ service quality perceptionsnocaganisation, modifying the methodology used in
consumer markets to identify industrial service liggadeterminants, investigating the different
customer characteristics’ (e.g. company size) immec the determinants of service quality, and
developing techniques for measuring service qualitindustrial markets (Moore and Schlegelmilch
1994).

This project responds to these research needsgexgpldres service quality issues in business-to-

business markets. The remainder of the paperuststed as follows: firstly we define what we mean - | Comment [G&JZ2]: Xia, for
by service in a business-to-business context, @ finovide a review of the key studies relatedhéo t your E“d"’f‘yearrzef” i‘,se IS
topic, identifying the gaps and formulating resbagquestions accordingly. Our proposed research yourkey research onjective:
methodology is then presented and some tentativelusions drawn.

Literature Review

Service Classification

The definition and domain of service in businessusiness markets needs to be clarified further in
order to frame this research and while a great dkattention has been paid to the classificatibn o
consumer services this has not been the casedustitel services (Boyt and Harvey, 1997). Différen
terms for services in industrial markets have hesad in the literature, including business-to-besin
services, business services, professional serviaed industrial services, lacking a clear
conceptualization of different types of servicesiftburg and Garbe, 1999). An additional complexity
arises from the recent contentions that serviceacheristics, particularly inseparability, intanijty,
heterogeneity and perishability are not peculias¢ovices (Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004), that
there is heterogeneity across services (AraujoSprthg, 2006) and a call for a move to a service-
centric logic (cf. product-centric) of marketing gigo and Lusch, 2004). Thus a new definition of
services is needed in which non-transfer of ownpréh given more prominence (Lovelock and
Gummesson, 2004). Araujo and Spring (2006) beliraeHill's (1977, 1999) work provides a useful
framework here in that services cannot have prgpghts attached to them nor can they be exist
except in the context of the relationship betwéwmnservice user and the service provider.

The difference between services and service hadalse considered, although it has been arguéd tha
in industrial markets, service is not limited toiateraction with the product itself, but anythitigat
increases the value of the product to buyers (SitgB80). Cunningham and Roberts (1974) divided
services into two categories: (1) service whichkestral to the transaction and is being sold, agh
transport services and industrial cleaning seryieas (2) service supplied in conjunction with the
product which is central to the transaction. THassification is supported by Parasuraman (1998)
using terms ‘services’ and ‘service’ to distinguglre service provided to customers from servica as
supplement accompanying either the tangible ongitde core offering. Reid and Plank (2004) also
acknowledged the classification of industrial seeei into pure service and service augmenting the
core product.

Service augmenting the core offerings is increasingpusiness-to-business markets and has been
found to have greater influence in creating satigfa than the actual core offering (Chumpitaz and
Paparoidamis, 2004). Reid and Plank (2004, p. &part this argument and highlight that
‘organizational buyers are generally perceivedeasgomuch more concerned with the service aspects
of the products they buy than the typical consunig€spite the importance, the early investigatibn o
service in business-to-business markets has beex to be mostly focusing on professional services
with little research in industrial marketing of hetr services’ (Gronroos, 1979). Service supplemgnti
the central product of the transaction needs timbestigated. However, it has been suggested heat t
importance of service from the customers’ perspectaries due to the difference of whether the core
offering is tangible or intangible. Service maydmnsidered to be of lower importance when the core
offering is concrete than when it is intangibler@@airaman, 1998). Research in both these two &reas



fragmented (Reid and Plank 2004). Therefore, rebetirat investigates both tangible and intangible
core offerings in business markets is needed.

Consumer services research provides an extensigasdion of service quality and its measurementl ,
see Zolkiewski and Lewis (2003) for some insighoithis. Lewis (1993) provides a useful summary
of the issues surrounding the measurement of gequiality in a consumer context. She highlights the
centrality of the service encounter (which couldsken as a parallel to the interaction episodaen t
interaction approach, Hakansson, 1982) and therdifte between measuring service quality, where
expectations are seen as desires and/or wants aisfction, which is ‘the difference between
predicted service and perceived service' (Lewi®31lP. 4); satisfaction is also subject to decagrov
time. The discussion of service quality in a bus#-business context is relatively sparse, howeve
the following section reviews the literature toedand highlights the gaps in this literature.

Service Quality in Business-to-Business Markets
It is difficult to find consensus amongst researshieto business-to-business service quality. The
following reviews illustrate a number of differeperspectives as to the nature of service quality.
These include:
< Research that illustrates the different facetsofise
* Research that has adopted the Parasuraman, ZeitimahBerry (1985, 1988) categorization
of consumer service quality dimensions as the tdgtseir investigation
* Research that is derived from and extends the Go3n{1984) dichotomy of functional and
technical dimensions of service.
e Other approaches, such as that taken by Woo andwE2005) that is derived from the
interaction approach.

Facets of Business-to-Business Service Quality

Probably due to the maturity of the professionavise field, the early investigation of service in
business-to-business markets has been found muosflyofessional services. Several articles about
professional services were published in top jowmhalring 1960s and 1970s (e.g. Wittereich 1966;
Turner 1969; Kotler and Connor 1977; Gummesson 19M&y suggested that buying and selling
professional services are different from buying aetling goods. Professional service quality is a
subjective measure. Gummesson (1978) identifiedbwsrimportant components for professional
services, including four necessary components sacépecialist know-how, individual professionals,
way of operating, and solution. In addition, theme another four selective components: other
resources and attributes, diagnosis, problem aatfgomulation, implementation of a solution, and
the result of the implemented solution.

Cunningham and Roberts (1974) interviewed execsitatel3 buying points in the pump industry and
12 buying points in the valve industry. They id&ad 13 different facets of a total service reqdibsy
industrial buyers, among which seven are foundetofoextreme importance. These seven criteria are
‘delivery reliability’, ‘test facilities’, ‘technial advice’, ‘replacement guarantee’, ‘willingness t
manufacture a wide range’, ‘ease of contact’ amdrfpt quotations’, ‘sales representation’ and fafte
sales service’. Four criteria were of little or significance in the opinion of the vast majoritly o
buyers. These four items are ‘discount structurdisirprices’, ‘extended credit facilitates’, ‘path

(or die) design service’, and ‘provision of machiifacilities’.

Banting (1976) replicated Cunningham and Roberf$%74) study in a Canadian environment in
order to make a comparison with the UK study. Ddfeces were found between the UK and Canadian
data with respect to the relative importance ofisercomponents. Within the Canadian set, pump and
valve manufacturers appear to be differentiable thgir service expectations, where valve
manufactures are interested in provision of tedinmdvice, ease of contact and replacement
guarantees, while pump manufactures are concebwad discount and after-sales service.

! It is beyond the scope of this paper to providextensive review of this material.



Parasuraman and Zeithaml (1983) investigated seviéfered by commercial marketing research
firms from both suppliers’ and clients’ points aéw. The results suggested that suppliers andtslien
disagree upon the overall rankings of the imporaotten factors (i.e. research firm’s reputation,
quality of research, usefulness of research resuftderstanding client's problem, qualifications of
key employees, personality of key employees, pofceesearch services, referral by satisfied clients
personal solicitations, and research firm's adsewnj). For example, ‘understanding the client's
problem’ and ‘usefulness of research results’ whach perceived to be most critical by the client
group, are ranked lower by the supplier group. Thistrates one of the critical differences betwee
understanding service quality from a business-if®ss perspective and a consumer perspective; the
complexity of the buying and using groups in busgm-business contexts (see Turnbull (1999) for a
discussion of the different roles in the buyingtoen

Qualls and Rosa (1995) believe that quality pefoaptvary across different functional areas. They
assessed engineering, purchasing, manufacturing@mpdrate management personnel’s evaluations
of their semiconductor suppliers. They identified factors used to assess suppliers, including
technological leadership, providing competitive abtage, being responsive to day-to-day issues,
distribution services, technical resources and itigge and sensitivities to operational concerriee T
results showed that the importance of these factaried across functional areas. Technological
leadership, providing competitive advantage, aridgoeesponsive to day-to-day issues were found to
be universally important across functional areateréstingly, distribution services were found & b
important only to purchasing personnel, but noeptiisciplines. Technical resources and expertise
were the two most important criteria for engineariile sensitivity to operational concerns was more
critical to manufacturing than to other groups. [@uand Rosa (1995, p. 363) further pointed out tha
buyers have different levels of expectations farhesupplier, and that ‘...buyers emphasize different
dimensions of quality depending on whether the Beipis most or least preferred.’

Chakraborty, Srivastava and Marshall (2007) suggo@ualls and Rosa (1995), finding that people
from different functional areas of an organisataitach different degrees of importance to what the
suppliers are offering. ‘Commercial aspects’ wemnsidered as more important for people in
purchasing, management and finance/accounting,ewpiloduct related information’ were more
important for people in engineering, maintenanaa roduction. However, reliability was shown to
be the most important driver of satisfaction fdmaémbers in a buying centre.

Donaldson (1994) examined the dimensions of serthe¢ buyers value in choosing a specific
supplier. In his research, services are expressédua distinctive aspects. First, service is sagm
measure of quality relating to the overall compeg¢eaf a supplier which includes quality of product
information, importance of technical advice, pradgearantees, after-sales service, quality of stppo
personnel and the importance of new technology;sémond factor refers to the adaptability and
responsiveness of a supplier to customers’ needshwhcludes importance of flexibility, market
information, competence combined with ease of atrdad responsiveness; the third aspect refers to
the delivery performance of a supplier which ineésidime from order to delivery, delivery reliabyjlit
the importance of available information and accyrmafctransactions. The fourth factor refers to dred
and discount. Donaldson (1994) further pointedtbat the relative importance of service dimensions
will be situation specific.

Kyj (1987) investigated the use of customer sergis@ competitive weapon in six different industrie
silicate, concrete, heating oil, industrial gasber, and agricultural products. His findings supgd
Donaldson (1994) that firms in different industriessigned great importance to different customer
service attributes.

Zolkiewski et al (forthcoming) conducted interviewsithin the UK’s largest provider of fire
protection, safety systems and specialist conectiology engineering company, its subcontractors
and customers. Their dyadic investigation indicated clear consensus on which dimensions of
service are applicable in a business-to-businestexo No agreement was achieved by both parties in
a relationship on which dimensions of service duadire important. Therefore, Zolkiewski et al



(forthcoming) pointed out that some componentsgaeeralizable across different industries while
some are specific to the context in which they eperating. In addition, five new factors were

discovered in their research, including supplieegperience in customers’ industries, lack of
disruption, peace of mind, performance of subcatdra, and problem handing. Zolkiewski et al

(forthcoming) advocated investigation across ddferindustries to generalize findings to a wider
context, and further, how the service quality comgmds connect to other factors such as trust,
commitment, customer profitability and retention.

The diversity of views discussed above show thk tdconsensus relating to service in a business-to
business context (seBrror! Reference source not found). This is further illustrated in the
discussions relating to the service dimensionsaha@applicable in a business-to-business corasxt,
illustrated in the following sections.

Research Derived From Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Bey (1985, 1988)

Some of the research into service quality in armss-to-business context has used the Parasuraman,
Zeithaml and Berry (1985, 1988) classification efvice quality dimensions (tangibiles, reliability,
responsiveness, assurance and empathy found iISER/QUAL model) as the driver for their
investigations. The researchers that have adopigdpproach are discussed below.

Powers (1988) examined the components of serviatguin an industrial context and classified the
elements of quality in two aspects: the time dinrs of quality and the tangible versus intangible
dimensions of quality. According to Powers (198Bk time dimensions of quality include search
quality (aspects that customer can perceive poothe purchase such as provided information),
experience quality (post-purchase evaluation of pneduct) and credence quality (the overall
credibility of the product offer). By separatingnggble and intangible elements, Powers (1988)
adopted the five elements of quality from ParasammZeithaml and Berry (1985), including

tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assuranmé @mpathy. He also suggested that customers
requirements of each of each of the componentexfice quality may be different, indicating a

relative importance of quality components.

Many researchers (e.g. Brensinger and Lambert 1Bi@distock, Mentzer and Bird 1997; Mehta and
Durvasula 1998; Peterson, Gregory and Munch, 20@8)e simply replicated the use of the
Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985) dimensiom@siindustrial context. Not unsurprisingly there
is no consensus amongst their results. Petersoego®r and Munch (2005) found that
‘responsiveness’ was the most important dimendioas any others, even the ‘reliability’ dimension.
Their findings also indicated the homogeneity ofviee quality dimensions from customer
perceptions in the high-technology repair serviedtirsg. However, employing SERVQUAL
instrument in the shipping industry, Mehta and gda (1998, p. 52) found that ‘service quality in
business-to-business industry has the additiomaédsion of the corporate interaction applying ® th
customer not just the supplier.” Bienstock, Mentzsrd Bird (1997) criticised SERVQUAL'’s
dimensions as primarily process dimensions, notjaakely capturing the service quality construct.
Instead, they proposed Physical Distribution Sen@uality (PDSQ) as an alternative which is more
suited to an industrial context. Physical DistribatService Quality (PDSQ) focuses on the technical
or outcome dimensions such as timeliness, avathabdind condition rather than Parasuraman,
Zeithaml and Berry's (1985) process dimensions.

Although the importance of tangibles, reliabilitgsponsiveness, assurance and empathy have been
widely accepted and adopted in services marketirggeneralisability of Parasuraman, Zeithaml and
Berry's (1985) service quality dimensions has bgeestioned both in consumer markets (Babakus
and Boller 1992, Buttle 1996) and industrial maskéoore and Schlegelmilch 1994). Further,
whether the five dimensions could be applied téediint levels of an organizational hierarchy rermain
unclear (Moore and Schlegelmilch 1994). The valfiederiving actionable plans from the five
dimensions in an industrial setting has also bemstipned (Brensinger 1990).

Research Derived from Gronroos (1984)



Gronroos (1984) views perceived service as a reduét consumer’s view of a bundle of service
dimensions, including both technical (what the cor gets) and functional (how the customer ggts it
parts. Although Moore and Schlegelmilch (1994) ¢joesd the applicability of Gronroos’ (1984)
service quality dimensions in industrial servicempanies, Szmigin (1993, p. 9) acknowledged
Gronroos’ (1984) service quality model and claintieat ‘the Gronroos dual aspect of technical and
functional quality is particularly well suited tataas a framework for the study of business service
relationships’, but criticized the use of termsnitional’ and ‘technical’ as difficult to differeiate.
Instead, Szmigin (1993) advocated using the tern@sd’ and ‘soft’ instead of ‘technical’ and
‘functional’. At the same time, Szmigin (1993, p.iftroduced a third quality component ‘outcome
quality’ and differentiated outcome quality fronetbther two dimensions as it ‘cannot be controlled
by the companies in the relationship’. Szmigin @99upported Powers (1988), emphasizing that
different businesses include different factors amdhquality, soft quality and outcome quality; this
illustrates the difficulty of finding a consensuboat appropriate service quality dimensions in
business-to-business services. Moreover, Szmig@@J3)Lhighlighted that customers’ requirements for
hard and soft quality change over time and a |lemgitrelationship depends on the understanding and
managing of the changes.

Homburg and Garbe (1999) conceptualized a triangdevice quality model in the industrial context
by adapting from Donabedian’s (1980) research aithecare services. Their conceptualisation is an
extension of the model suggested by Gronroos (128#Jing a third quality dimension ‘structural
quality’ which is ‘...related to the technical quaddtion of the service technicians as well as their
availability.” (Homburg and Garbe 1999, p. 10). T™iker two dimensions are: process-related quality
which refers to the activities between service ers and customers, and outcome-related quality
which is the result of the service delivery. Homband Garbe (1999) believed that the triangular
model is the most appropriate one for servicesityualan industrial setting.

Other Approaches

Arnaud (1987) in Michel et al (2003) grouped foumensions of service quality: institutional,
technical, relational and functional. He believhdttthe elements of the institutional dimensiores ar
linked to communication and image. The technicaledision refers to the core of the service offering,
namely, technical solution. The relational dimensioaintains the credibility for a long period. The
functional dimension highlights the added valuett@ customer service. The four dimensions are
related to each other, and can reinforce or weakeh other. The institutional dimension is the ltesu
of the other three dimensions.

Woo and Ennew (2005) criticised the limitationstioé Nordic and the American school of services
marketing for confusing technical and functionahdnsions. Instead, they utilized an IMP perspective
to conceptualise business-to-business professigeavices dimensions. They proposed four
dimensions of exchange (i.e. product/service exgbafinancial exchange, information exchange, and
social exchange) in a relationship, and two lorigan aspects of the relationship (cooperation and
adaptation) to represent indicators of perceivedice quality. Woo and Ennew (2005) believe that
the model covers a wide range of activities pergdrby both buyer and seller where the first four
elements are the essentials of encounter-spenticactions and the final two indicators reflea th
development and evolution of those interactions.oVdod Ennew (2005) further pointed out that
existing service quality studies have addressedesah the six dimensions, for example,
product/service exchange and social exchange. Vidiiler dimensions such as financial exchange,
information exchange, cooperation, and adaptateedrto be further investigated in a business-to-
business context rather than in a consumer magtéhg Woo and Ennew (2005) believe that the
IMP perspective is a more robust tool to captueeitiieractions in a business-to-business contest, a
provides a foundation to identify service qualitsnénsions.

Summary

In the limited research that has been undertakersiervice quality in business-to-business markets,
has been assumed that service quality dimensiams fonsumer markets can be applied (Yuan,
2003a, Yuan, 2003b). However, although organisatiparchasing behaviour has been suggested to



be similar to consumer buying behaviour (Wilsom)@0 and there are similarities between consumer
and industrial services, significant differencesedst (Boyt and Harvey, 1997). Mehta and Durvasula
(1998, p. 52) pointed out that ‘service encourgguretty simple in most consumer situations whereas
business-to-business service encounters are aftendrawn out and complicated...The more people
involved, the greater chance there is of serviaakaown or relationship problems. Thus, service
quality in business-to-business industries hasatiditional dimension of the corporate interaction
applying to the customer not just the supplier.itker, most of the evidence for customer service
considered as an important criterion for vendoeaén is obtained from consumer markets while
substantial evidence is missing in the industriarkating context (Moore and Schlegelmilch 1994,
Wouters 2001). Whether the key determinants ofisemuality developed in a consumer setting are
equally applicable in an industrial context is aptised issue in research (Moore and Schlegehmilc
1994). It is interesting that despite Moore andl&gimilch’s (1994) call and similar calls from eth
researchers (e.g. Parasuraman, 1998) researclsdantice quality in a business-to-business context
still remains limited. It is interesting to considehy this is the case.

Sheth and Sharma (2006) discuss the surpluseshandges in business-to-business marketing theory
and research; service quality is not mentioned.Wweld contend that this is because it has become
subsumed within the concept of the relationshigregptions of service quality must have an impact
upon the ongoing transactions that may or may oot fa relationship and thus service quality should
be an important aspect in understanding relatipsshHowever, business-to-business marketing
contains discussion of the interaction episodesraladionship atmosphere (Hakansson, 1982), where
the interaction episodes could be seen to enconggagise encounters which is where service quality
perceptions are formed. Issues such as buildirgl &md the role of commitment, power plays and
dependence all attract significant research atten®Reid and Plank (2004) provide a useful summary
of extant research. Relationship quality does wece2search attention, but this a complex construct
and as yet has no consensus to its compositionp@enWoo and Ennew (2004), Beloucif et al (2004)
and Naudé and Buttle (2000) for instance). Whilels@fi (1995) does include performance
satisfaction as an important relationship variathiés is the outcome of a number of factors, sofne o
which will involve service quality. It is also imtesting given the ongoing debate within the IMPugro
about their inability to offer managerial relevarthat something such as service quality (which c¢oul
be argued to provide managerial insight as to tlstomers’ perceptions of the service they receg/e)
neglected.

Service quality is dependent upon an interactivecess; however, there is a shortage of research
addressing the service quality construct from atiplel perspective and interactive process (Svensson
2003). ‘Collecting perceptions from both sides aktationship is too often neglected, especially in
the extant business-to-business services markétargture.” (Zolkiewski et al forthcoming, p. 13).
Among the few studies which have examined indusgavices, even fewer were examined from the
organizational buyers’ perspective (Jackson, Neidetl Lunsford, 1995), although data collected
from both suppliers and customers revealed thas@el from both sides of a relationship have
different perceptions/understanding of service ityal (Zolkiewski et al forthcoming, p. 29;
Parasuraman and Zeithaml, 1983). Dyadic researsbssi®ig both employees’ and customers’
perceptions in business-to-business service isatk@dyawardhena et al 2007).

It has been noted that the marketing literature dtesssed the differences between industrial and
consumer markets; however, more and more researdt@me called for an investigation of the
similarities between the two (Fern and Brown 1984son 2000), or borrowing knowledge from the
counter party (Cova and Salle 2003, Singh 1990)is‘time to develop a research emphasis which
asks what are the similarities between organisatiand consumer buying behaviour — and between
the many other over-polarized dichotomies of mamketheory — rather than what are the differences’
(Wilson, 2000, p. 794). For this reason it is pregmb to use the extant research into service quality
both from a consumer and a business-to-businessxtdn guide this research, but note this is @gui
rather than a constraint.



The importance of investigating a question in défe industry settings has been stressed by several
researchers (e.g. Matthyssens and Vandenbempt).1988e service quality components have been
found generalizable across different industriedevidme are specific to the context in which they a
operating (Kyj 1987; Donaldson 1994; Zolkiewski at forthcoming). It would be interesting to
examine the generalisability of service quality dirsions in different industry settings.

Research Questions

The discussion above shows the limited existingassh into service quality in a business-to-busines
context and, within the limited research that exishe lack of investigation of the concept from a
dyadic perspective. A number of important gaps learidentified in the literature; these have been
used to derive the research questions.

Firstly, the lack of consensus as to which sergigality dimensions can be used to describe service
quality (see the variety of approaches discussedetsome derived from Parasuraman, Zeithaml and
Berry 1985 and some from Gronroos 1984) along lith need for a dyadic explanation of the
concept (Zolkiewski et al, forthcoming). This leadghe following research gquestions:

1. What are service quality dimensions from the pusiitaorganizations’ perspective?

2. What are service quality dimensions from the sglbrganizations’ perspective?

3. How do these dimensions compare to those that hAmgady been suggested in the extant

research (either consumer or business-to-business)?

Within business-to-business markets it is recoghibat membership of the buying and selling units
is complex, with multiple personnel being involiadservice delivery, e.g. Parasuraman and Zeithaml
(1983), Turnbull (1999) and these interactions falee over extended time periods (thus the ongoing
discussion about relationships rather than simplysilering transactions), e.g. Hakansson (1982).
Additionally, Powers (1988) introduced the notidradime dimension as part of service quality.

1. Do different members of the buying and selling centhave different perceptions of service
quality dimensions? And if so, what are the imgdiicns of this for assessment of service
quality dimensions?

2. Does the enduring nature of the exchange relatipr(gk. time) impact upon perceptions of
service quality?

With respect to the concern raised by Donaldso84)18bout the context specificity of their findings
the final question is:
1. Are service quality dimensions generalizable acdifsrent industries?

Research Contributions

‘From the point of view of theory development imgees marketing, there is merit in attempting to
extend the domain of service quality research fretail or end-use consumer services to an indlistria
marketing context, as well as the exploration téraktive dimensions for service quality.’ (Biertdtp
Mentzer, and Bird 1997, p. 31). By exploring theplagability of service quality dimensions from
consumer markets to industrial markets, the paraiid transferability of knowledge between the two
fields could be drawn, contributing to two areasknbwledge: services marketing and business-to-
business marketing.

Managerially, to understand the quality dimensitimat customers desire and used to evaluate a
supplier's performance is the basic requirememheéting customers’ needs (Qualls and Rosa, 1995).
By examining service quality in a business-to-besincontext, the dimensions of service quality in
industrial markets could be identified and the ust#nding of essential components of industrial
service quality would be improved. As ‘customerd W& more inclined to buy from a supplier that
serves them better’ (Singh, 1990, p. 197), the @impn between the industrial suppliers’ and céient
perceptions of components of service quality wopitdvide business people with some guidance
about how to audit their customer service actigitend improve their performance, thus helping
companies to gain a distinct competitive advantagke fiercely competitive market.



Research Methodology

There is no ideal, sole method of collecting d&dl @nd Johnson, 2002). Qualitative and quantitati
research both have a place in academic marketitangon and Grimmer 2007). Qualitative research
is more exploratory in nature, and can help in gaieg insights and ideas, while quantitative
research focuses on structure, large and repréisentaspondent samples: quantitative and qualéati
research complement each other (Parasuraman, Gaadarishnan, 2004; Gill and Johnson, 2002;
Malhotra and Birks, 2000).

Academic marketing has tended to have a quangtagientation (Gemunden 1997, Hanson and
Grimmer 2005). Previous studies into business-&if@ss service quality demonstrate more
quantitative and mixed methods than purely qual#aapproaches in addressing service issues in
industrial markets (see Table 1 and Table 2 beltthas been argued that objective measures for
services are straightforward, unambiguous and hayeface validity (Sharp, Page and Dawes 2000).
However, ‘...the marketing discipline to a large extes dealing with research efforts based on and
connected to human behaviour, human perceptionoaidiman phenomenon’ (Svensson 2006, p.
1162). Quantitative research methods fail to géizeraonstructs, associations or relationships twhic
are dynamic and unstable over time and across xtsnBvensson 2006). Moreover, ‘...business is
not a science...’, but full of innovation, creativand people involvement (Arias and Acebron 2001, p.
20). Identifying the subjective components of seewvjuality which would satisfy customers may be
more managerially helpful than finding the objeetimeasure of quality (Szmigin, 1993). Recent
thinking suggests that subjective and interpretinagketing research methods need to be adopted in a
business-to-business context instead of the obgdaind rational scientific approach (Arias and
Acebron, 2001).

Table 1 Quantitative and Mixed Methods Used
Quantitative Approach Mixed Approach

* Cunningham and Roberts (1974)
* Benting (1976)

» Willett and Stephenson (1969) » Donaldson (1994)

» Parasuraman and Zeithaml (1983) * Qualls and Rosa (1995)

°  Kyj (1987) * Anderson and Narus (1995)

* Kohli (1989) * Hansen, Swan and Powers (1996)

» Brensinger and Lambert (1990) » Bienstcok, Mentzer and Bird (1997)

e Jackson, Neidell and Lunsford (1995) e Patterson, Johnson and Spreng (1997)
* Lapierre and Deslandes (1996) * Brady and Cronin (2001)

* Mehta and Durvasula (1998) *  Wouters (2001)

* Homburg and Garbe (1999) » Stanley and Wisner (2002)

» Hansen and Bush (1999) » Oliva and Kallenbert (2003)

» Chakraborty, Srivastava and Marshall (204¥) Chumpitaz and Paparoidamis (2004)

* Woo and Ennew (2005)

» Jayawardhena, Souchon, Farrell and Gla
(2007)

Table 2 Qualitative Methods Used

Qualitative Approach

In-depth Interviews and Focus

G Case Studies Experiment
roups
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e Gummesson (1978)
e Parasuraman, Zeithaml § <« Singh (1990)

Berry (1985) e Gebauer and Friedli (200%) ¢ Crow and Lindquig
* Matthyssens al « Van der Valk, Wynstra a (1982)

Vandenbempt (1998) Axelsson (2005) + Cardozo and Cags
+  Homburg and Garbe (1999) « Brax (2005) (1971)
e Mathieu (2001) o Zolkiewski, Lewis, Yua

and Yuan (forthcoming)

This research aims to describe the complexity amd @sights to produce some understanding of
service issues in business-to-business marketinlestigator has no control over these eventshas t
research is exploratory in nature, a qualitativerepch is to be adopted. Case studies have been
chosen for the project as they are suitable foetstednding complex social phenomena, retaining the
holistic and meaningful characteristics of read-lévents (Yin, 2003, Hartley, 2004). Case studies
have the advantage of using multiple sources afemde (Yin 2003). Various sources would be used
to address the research questions.

Conclusions

Study of service quality in a business-to-businemstext has been under-researched and does not
provide a coherent set of theories to assist wsthimderstanding. This may well be due to the cempl
nature of interactions that take place, meaning $iraplistic measures do not provide meaningful
results. Nonetheless an understanding of servigdity issues in business-to-business markets
provides an opportunity for concrete manageriagimsand suggestions to be developed.

This research proposes to investigate multiple dya@rspectives of service quality in different
contexts with a view to providing a more holistinderstanding of the phenomenon and bringing
business-to-business service quality to the atierdf academics and managers.
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