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Abstract: Research into the influence of service quality on customer loyalty has typically focused
on confirming isolated direct causal influences regarding particular dimensions of quality, usually
undertaken in the context of positive, firm-customer relations. The present study extends analysis of
these factors through a new lens. First, the study was undertaken in a market context following a
crisis that has had far-reaching consequences for customers’ relational behaviors. We explore the
case of the Spanish banking industry, a sector that accurately reflects these new relational conditions,
including a rising demand for more socially responsible banking. Second, we propose a holistic model
that combines the effects of four key factors associated with service quality (outcome, personnel,
servicescape and social qualities). We also apply an innovative predictive methodological technique
using partial least squares (PLS) and qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) that enables us not
only to determine the direct causal effects among variables, but also to consider different scenarios
in which to predict customer loyalty. The results highlight the role of outcome and social qualities.
The novelty of the social qualities factor helps to underscore the importance of social, ethical and
sustainable practices to customer loyalty, although personnel and servicescape qualities must also be
present to improve the predictive capability of service quality on loyalty.
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1. Introduction

Loyalty intentions are increasingly attracting scholarly attention in the subject of consumer
behavior, within the area of marketing research, particularly when studies demonstrate the significant
benefits for the firm of retaining a single customer rather than attracting a new one [1–4]. As a result,
companies are trying to identify which factors may have a greater influence on maintaining customer
relationships; that is, on their loyalty [4–7]. Pritchard et al. indicate that, “understanding how or why
a sense of loyalty develops in customers remains one of the crucial management issues of our day” [8]
(p. 333). In general, the service literature regards service quality as a key construct in explaining the
variables associated with relationship quality [3,6,9–13]. Underlying this assumption is the premise
that the evaluation by the client of the quality of the services received from a service provider leads to
an affective response [5].

However, after a comprehensive revision of the previous literature on the relationship between
service quality and loyalty, we conclude that this relationship is characterized by the convergence of
four principal conditioning factors: (1) it is almost exclusively centered in areas of study associated
with positive firm-customer relational contexts; (2) it is normally based on models that focus in isolation
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on certain specific dimensions of service quality; (3) the classic conceptualization of the dimensions
of service quality has not integrated social determinants, neglecting the obvious need to provide
understanding of the behavior in the exchange of goods and services from a sustainability perspective;
(4) the main methodology used, structural modeling equations (SEM), is generally associated with
analyzing direct causal relationships among variables. These four aspects have given rise to significant
gaps and limitations that condition the current state of the art in this field. In response, the present
study aims to contribute to the existing literature by offering an analysis through an innovative and
differentiating lens.

First, the study is framed in a post-crisis market context in which, in general, customers’ relational
behaviors have been negatively affected. Our study examines the Spanish banking sector, which
perfectly illustrates these new determining relational factors. The consequences of the global crisis that
happened between 2008 and 2014 were particularly severe in the financial sector, and triggered a series
of deep changes in the competitive environment of modern financial entities [3,4,7,10,14]. This study
is framed in a post-crisis market context in which, in general, customers’ relational behaviors have
been negatively affected. Indeed, research by the Spanish Sociological Research Center showed that in
October 2005, 61% of the Spanish population reported having little or no trust in banks, a percentage
that rose to 65.3% in December 2008 and 76.7% in October 2010 [15]. In turn, the results of the Edelman
Trust Barometer [16] on society’s trust in a range of sectors confirmed the banking and savings bank
sector as the least trusted sector in general terms among both the most informed public (28% reported
trusting this sector) and the general public (only 18% trusted these institutions). More recent studies
also support the thesis that the crisis had a negative emotional impact and led to the breakdown of
trust in the relationship between banks and their customers. Moreover, it verified the difficulties that
banks are still facing in designing strategies and introducing mechanisms that improve the sector’s
reputation and the positive relational bond between customers and banks [17]. These new conditions
have generated a profoundly emotional climate that has undoubtedly affected the relational behaviors
and attitudes of banking consumers toward the financial systems and firms operating in this sector [3,7],
and has raised social awareness among regulators, shareholders, employees and consumers, who
are now demanding socially responsible behaviors with a strong commitment to sustainability, and
calling for better tools with which to evaluate business practices [2,5,18,19]. In summary, the crisis
called into question a philosophy in the sector in which certain actions of dubious integrity were
undertaken as a matter of routine (abusive fees, disproportionate interest rates, sale of preferred
stock, etc.) [3]. The complex and difficult period experienced between 2008 and 2014 contributed to
the development of a new social awareness among customers seeking a more ethical and socially
responsible form of banking, accompanied by a certain widespread rejection of banks that continued
to implement unsustainable practices, even leading to the appearance of so-called ethical banking [20].
In recent years this new disruptive paradigm is driving the incorporation of the sustainability concept
in the banking sector, where, in contrast to the industrial and consumer sectors, it is a relatively
new concept, since the practice of socially responsible and sustainable actions was in its infancy and
responded to marketing needs rather than to a real awareness [2,21,22]. The above points would,
therefore, seem to suggest—and investigation into this little studied question is one of the main
contributions of the present article—-that one of the consequences of the banking crisis is the positive
evaluation of developing sustainable practices in banking among clients, shareholders and suppliers,
which is perceived as an important indicator of the quality provided by the bank and a basic element
in the relationship between the customer and the bank, thus in the development of the long-term
relational bond.

Second, in a turbulent environment such as the present one, it is crucial for businesses to know
which factors have the greatest influences on sustaining satisfactory and long-lasting relationships with
their customers [3–5,10,13,14,23,24]. The need to discover these factors is even more pressing in the
banking sector, if we bear in mind the increasing homogenization of the products and services banks
offer [2]; as a result, the alternative on which to consolidate a competitive advantage must involve
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improvements to the process of delivering this undifferentiated service to customers [6,13]. Managers,
therefore, need to identify which quality factors their customers most value in order to then assign
resources and design strategies to retain and increase their loyal customer base [3,13,25].

To this end we propose a holistic model that combines the effects on loyalty of four key factors
associated with service quality. There is a general consensus that the main function of any business is
to create value through the production of goods and services demanded by its customers [12,26,27].
Hence, the first of these four service quality elements corresponds to the value associated with the
product or service itself (outcome quality). Second, employees are the agents responsible for providing
the service, and therefore, exert a great deal of influence on the service quality perceived by the customer
(personnel quality). Third, services are delivered in a setting with physical and environmental features
that have a bearing upon the customer’s perception of quality (servicescape quality). In this study we
added a fourth determining factor of service quality, namely social quality, associated with social and
sustainable commitment, which many authors have called for in recent years [5,19,22,28–32].

In summary, and in line with Ha et al., [5], it is essential to jointly consider all the elements of
value involved in providing the service to the customer, since consumers’ assessments of the service
do not rely on one particular element of quality. For this reason, models focused on the basic quality
dimensions provide a partial and incomplete vision of the factors that determine the overall service
assessment [3,5,33].

Third, and in line with the previous argument, including social quality as an additional service
quality dimension makes some notable contributions. Studies analyzing the link between social and
sustainable responsibility initiatives and marketing outcomes are a relatively new area of academic
inquiry, particularly from the marketing perspective [19,22,28–32,34–38], and several gaps have
emerged in this recent field of research: (1) although socially and sustainable responsible initiatives
have been widely adopted by the global banking community, there has been no research on the
impact of social quality measures in determining customers’ relational behaviors during the service
experience [2,18,19,21,28,32,35]; (2) existing empirical research on consumers’ responses to social and
sustainable initiatives largely focuses on sectors associated with consumer goods, whereas studies
in service sectors, such as banking, are scarce and limited [18,21,31,32,34–38]. Thus, in view of the
growing social, sustainable and ethical initiatives by banks in response to negative public opinion
about the sector, the way to build solid and sustainable competitive advantages over the client by
financial entities in this social context, compared to the other traditional dimensions of service quality,
is a major question from both the academic and the managerial perspectives [19,28,29,32].

Finally, given the apparent lack of research on the relative and combined influence of possible
determining factors in purchasing intent in service contexts, the present research aims to offer a
more comprehensive vision of the influence of service quality elements from a marketing approach
by enhancing bank customer loyalty. To that end, we used a new methodological technique,
prediction-oriented modeling through partial least squares (PLS), which has seldom been applied in
business research [39]. Indeed, in 2016 the Journal of Business Research published a special issue on
advances in PLS and prediction, aiming to provide a springboard for predictive modeling in the social
science disciplines. Prediction adds a new dimension to the study of the causal relationship between
two variables, by following a methodology based on holdout samples, in which the model tested on one
sample is then tested on a second sample to evaluate the predictive validity using different indicators.
In contrast to the explanatory-predictive value of multilevel structural equation modelling (ML-SEM)
results, which is limited to the value of the parameter of the causal relationship, prediction-oriented
modeling enriches the interpretation by comparing different settings or scenarios [40].

Taking the above aspects into consideration, the objective of this study is to contribute to the
construction of a comprehensive model focused on the achievement of customer loyalty with respect to
their banks with which to identify and analyze the combined predictive power of the different variables
associated to service quality provisions (outcome, personnel, servicescape and social qualities). With
this aim, the Spanish banking sector is taken as a reference.
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The paper begins with a description of the theoretical framework that undergirds the hypotheses
for the model of effects of service quality in Spanish banks on their customers’ loyalty. The different
aspects associated with the methodology used are presented below, as well as the results obtained from
the analyses performed. Finally, the conclusions, limitations and future lines of research are presented.

2. Service Quality Determinants

Service quality is a personal and subjective concept in which the consumer’s perceptions are
an essential part of its definition [5]. On this basis, it has widely been defined as “those features of
products which meet customer needs and thereby provide customer satisfaction” [41]. In other words,
service quality implies a comparison of the perceived and the expected service, resulting from the
customer’s appraisal of a set of factors associated with the service [3,9,13,24,42,43].

This definition has given rise to considerable discussion in the literature about the particular
characteristics that underlie service quality [3,42,44–46]. Indeed, a large number of proposals have
arisen from this debate: (1) The Nordic model [47], which covers service quality dimensions in terms
of functional and technical quality; (2) the three-component model [48], comprised of the variables
service product, service delivery and service environment; (3) the multilevel model [49], a hierarchical
perspective that classifies service quality on three different levels: customers’ overall perceptions of the
service quality, primary dimensions, and sub-dimensions [50]; and (4) the SERVQUAL model, which
understands perceived service quality as gaps between customers’ expectations and perceptions of five
elements [51]: reliability or capacity to deliver the service; responsiveness/capacity to attend customers
quickly; appearance of the organization, equipment and physical facilities; the capacity to instill trust
in customers; and personalized or service empathy.

Despite the numerous contributions to the literature, there is still little consensus on the variables
associated with service quality [44–46]. In fact, a growing number of authors are calling for further
inquiry into the specification of variables with which to define service quality in the financial
sector [3,12,13]. In this study we use the definition of quality from Brady and Cronin’s model [50]. This
is the most recent model of service quality, in which, for the first time, service quality was considered as
the sum of three types of basic quality factors when delivering services in a financial entity: outcome,
servicescape and personnel qualities [3,12,13,27].

In addition to these three factors, services differ from tangible goods due to their characteristics
of inseparability, heterogeneity, intangibility and perishability [10,13], with the result that consumers
approach the purchase of services in a different way, establishing a stronger and more personal
relationship with the provider of the service. On this point, authors such as Ha et al. [5], García et
al. [33] and Sureshchandar et al., [52] consider social responsibility, understood as the firm’s ethical and
sustainable behavior, to be a further component of service quality. As these authors point, a company
that is considered to behave ethically instills confidence in its clients and positively affects their global
perception of the service quality they receive [2,18,19,22,28,53]. The recent literature has paid particular
attention to this circumstance in relation to the banking sector, due to its influential intermediary role
and the impact it has on many other industries. Because of this influential role, the sector is a vital
agent for achieving social and sustainable development goals, through an approach tackling diverse
forms of ecological and environmental challenges [30,32].

This particular view, in line with findings from recent studies [12], highlights the need to
analyze the individual influence of the different dimensions associated with service quality, since each
one may present a wide diversity of potential relational results according to the other antecedent
variables considered and the contextual conditions of the research [54]. To this end, this study
considers the explanatory-predictive value of the four general dimensions of service quality identified,
within a comprehensive conceptualization that includes each of the variables associated with these
principal dimensions.
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2.1. Outcome Quality

Outcome quality is related to the fact that the services offered by the bank to its customers are
provided effectively (3). In 1984, Grönroos defined outcome quality as “what the customer is left with
when the production process is finished” [47]. In a similar statement, Czepiel et al., [55] referred to this
outcome as the “actual” service and indicated that it contributes to the determination of the quality
derived from a service encounter. In our review of these outcome qualities we identified four types of
conditions: (1) service conditions, related to the outcome obtained from the service compared to the
expected outcome and its correct reception [56]; (2) product conditions, associated with the variety
and convenience of the products offered [57]; (3) price conditions, covering both price perceptions
and price fairness [6,11,56,57]; and (4) access conditions, related to the perception of the waiting time
during the service provision [56,57].

2.2. Personnel Quality

Personnel quality is related to the competencies and abilities employees bring to the job. Unlike
manufacturing firms, service firms interact directly with their customers, meaning that service quality
can be perceived immediately in situ from the interactive process and the activities and actions
occurring between the customers and those providing the service [7,10,14,23,24,27].

Our extensive literature review revealed four types of conditions associated with personnel quality:
(1) conditions of image, concerning the perception of the physical attractiveness of the staff [1,11,58–60];
(2) technical conditions, related to the expertise and knowledge of service personnel, enabling them to
provide a good service objectively [1,11,56–58,60]; (3) conditions of reliability, regarding the perception
of trust and competence in the staff [11,57,58,60]; and (4) conditions of empathy, an employee’s
predisposition or tendency to satisfy customers’ needs in a work context [1,11,57,58,60].

2.3. Servicescape Quality

Booms and Bitner [61] defined servicescape as the environment where service is constructed for
clients, where they and the service provider interact, thus acknowledging the importance of a physical
place in the management and marketing of the service [3,5,27,62].

Recent research on servicescapes has taken a multidimensional approach [59,63]. A review of the
literature revealed a series of common and generic conditions that can be applied to a wide range of
service sectors: (1) environmental conditions, comprised of intangible elements, such as temperature,
lighting, smell and sound [5,10,60,62,64–66]; (2) conditions of cleanliness, defined as the existence of
cleanliness, including the absence of odors, dust and stains [10,57,59,60,62–66]; and (3) conditions of
design, including functional or aesthetic elements, and aspects such as architectural design, materials
and colors used in the decoration, arrangement of equipment and furnishings, and the spatial layout
among them [1,5,10,11,57,59,60,62,63,65,66].

2.4. Social Quality

Social quality refers to the social obligations manifested in the delivery of a service to the
customer [53,67]. While this is a commonly accepted definition, the nature and scope of these
obligations are vague and lack consensus [33,68].

One seminal thread, following Carroll [69], holds that a company’s social initiatives and obligations
are associated with philanthropic, ethical, economic and legal responsibilities [33,67]. However, the
same author [70], and subsequently, other researchers [33] have demonstrated the limitations of this
proposal, alleging that some of these dimensions cannot easily be differentiated.

On the other hand, some authors expressly favor the theory of sustainable development to
justify considering three components: economic, environmental and social [71]. In this model the
environmental dimension is already highlighted. However, this proposal mainly focuses on productive
contexts, meaning that these forms of definition and measurement are more appropriate for studies
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in sectors with a greater environmental impact, and are not so easily applied in the service sector in
general, and the financial sector in particular [2,18].

In an attempt to resolve the problems deriving from these two perspectives, the stakeholder
approach appeared at the beginning of this century [26]. According to this proposal, social responsibility
actions should ideally be defined based on the stakeholder, who benefits more from them [2,18]. On this
premise, on the one hand some authors [67,68] defend that firms only have to be concerned about
firm stakeholders (such as customers). On the other hand, others authors hold that this responsibility
should extend to society as a whole [72]. Based on the stakeholder approach, and looking at its
most sustainable aspect, this new social quality dimension can be said to cover the strategic search
of environmental integrity, economic prosperity and social justice for both the firm and its main
stakeholders [32,73,74]; namely, the customer and society. We, therefore, adopt a conciliatory position
in this study by considering both types of initiative: those conceived mainly to benefit customers, and
those designed to provide greater benefits for society as a whole [75].

On the one hand, social quality focuses on the firm’s central stakeholder—-the customer—-and is
expressed through a relational orientation in the service designed to implement initiatives providing
benefits and assistance that are grounded on customers’ needs, understood in a broad sense that
goes beyond the strictly commercial [5,28,29,76]. Deshpande et al. stressed that the determining
characteristic of firms with a customer relationship orientation lies in adopting an organizational
culture in which a “set of beliefs puts customer interests first” [77] (p. 27).

On the other hand, social quality covers initiatives related to the environment [78] and society as a
whole [79]. Environmental social activities include preventing pollution, saving energy and providing
environmentally friendly services. Societal activities include philanthropy, contributions to public
welfare, community outreach and development, promoting culture and sustainable development.
The central value in all these social quality categories is to do what is right and fair, rather than simply
pursuing the profit motive [21].

In summary, with regard to both stakeholders—-the customer and the environment—-the firm
aspires to satisfy the needs of its present customers, but without affecting its capacity to serve them in
the future, which in operational terms reflects a high level of commitment to promoting its economic
and social progress, while at the same time respecting its environment [80,81].

3. Service Quality and Loyalty in a Negative Context

Loyalty may be considered as the committed intention of the client to carry on an existing
relationship with the firm, essentially manifested in repeat purchase behavior in spite of any
circumstantial marketing actions and influences from competitors [82]. Loyalty is, therefore, related
to the likelihood that the customer will generate positive word-of-mouth and have repurchasing
intentions [5,83].

In a services sector, such as banking, creating a positive service experience grounded on different
facets of quality leads to a reduction in the perception of the risk associated with the result of the service,
and increases customers’ barriers to other offers from competitors. In consequence, it contributes to
maintain customer loyalty to the firm in the short, medium and long term by strengthening the idea that
opportunism is not the reason on which the relationship between the parties has been generated [3,6,13].
Service quality elements are, therefore, crucial in exchange situations and can be considered influential
factors in the likelihood that the customer will repurchase or reuse a service, and recommend the firm
to others (3). Therefore, taking a general perspective we propose that:

HG: Service quality perceived by customer positively influences loyalty.

Starting from this general overall assumption, it is important to take into account that the
perception of the service quality offered by banks and its effect on loyalty is not only determined
by the firm’s positive intentions, but also on its ability to implement these promises and intentions
effectively [13,24]. Thus, following a period of steady worsening in the strength of the relational
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link between banks and clients, in which many assets have been removed (closed branches, staff

restructuring, mergers, obligatory use of ATMs for some operations, etc.), and the honesty of many
of the main entities of the sector has been questioned (reduced availability of loans and mortgages,
commissions and abusive clauses) and a loss of benevolence (obstructing dation in payment, evictions,
etc.), an in-depth analysis of the particular effects on loyalty of service quality variables is an urgent
challenge for scholars and managers [3,65]. In this vein, and considering the four service quality
variables identified in this study (outcome, personnel, servicescape and social qualities), the following
sections explore the hypotheses derived from the general proposal.

3.1. Outcome Quality and Loyalty

The variable outcome quality is not bound to the market context, and regardless of whether the
market is more stable or more turbulent, all customers base their future relationship with the firm
on one minimum condition: that the product or service is of optimal quality [3]. The implication of
this premise is that outcome quality is seen as the central quality of the service. Specifically, outcome
quality will be linked to the conditions of service, product, price and access.

Regarding the first of these conditions, namely service, Amin and Isa [84] noted that client positive
relational experience in the financial sector depends on the efficiency of service provision, which should
fall within suitable limits of what customers want and what they perceive as adequate. When these
conditions of service are met, certain internal barriers to change are generated in customers. Then they
see their relational bond with the bank as sustainable over time [83].

Turning to conditions of the product, the more extensive the portfolio offered, the greater the
opportunities to offer packages of services tailored to the customer’s individual needs [85–87], which
has positive repercussions in their relational behavior with the bank [10].

As for conditions of price, although they are relevant to customers’ overall satisfaction, they seem
to take on greater importance in the case of services, since they are understood to be a clear indication
of intrinsic quality [6,11]. In the banking sector, where price structuring is complex and difficult to
understand, transparency and fairness in setting prices favors the development of positive feelings
towards the service provider [10,85,88], which in turn evolve into behavioral intentions and then
impact customer loyalty [6,89].

Finally, regarding conditions of access, Amin and Isa [84] found a direct impact on customer
satisfaction from the speed of commercial transactions in the banking sector. Onkvisit and Shaw [90]
consider services to be “time dependent” and “time important.” If a service is delivered efficiently and
quickly, it will meet or even go beyond the customer’s expectations, leading to long-lasting relational
bonds between the provider of the service and the client [13]. Therefore:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Outcome quality perceived by the customer positively influences loyalty.

3.2. Personnel Quality and Loyalty

There is a widespread consensus in the traditional literature on the importance of employees’
attitudes, behaviors and skills in shaping customers’ evaluations of service quality [13,27,55]. However,
this influence—-determined by the conditions of image, techniques, reliability and empathy—-has
usually been analyzed in positive relational contexts.

It has traditionally been held that personnel appearance transmits a hidden information to
customers [91], thus helping them form judgments about the service before and after it has been
consumed. As a result, an attractive physical demeanor conveyed through smart clothing and good
personal grooming will improve customer satisfaction, retention and loyalty [92,93].

With regard to technical conditions, authors such as Hill et al. [94] and Berry and Parasuraman [95]
found these to be the most relevant criteria identified by customers in returning to service providers,
since the intangibility associated with the services delivered heightens customers’ dependence on
personnel to solve their problems [1,86–88,96].
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Confidence is conditional, being linked to the projection of credibility by the service provider,
which is designed to influence customers’ attitudes and purchase intentions [1,97].

Conditions of empathy have been associated with employees’ emotional competence in
personalizing and putting themselves ‘in the customer’s shoes’ as a successful antecedent to this
relationship [11,12,98]. Empathetic employees express familiarity with the personal situation of clients,
make them feel recognized and treat them as individuals [43], thereby developing the mutual trust
essential to strengthening relationships built over time with the customer [11].

In light of these assumptions, Monferrer et al. [3] and Monserrat [99] recently questioned the sign
with which these influences would occur in a turbulent market context that has negative connotations for
the relationship. The notion underlying the arguments in the traditional literature is that consolidation
of the customer-firm relationship should be grounded on the customer’s acceptance that when the
employee attempts to sell the bank’s products, he or she is also serving the interests of the bank, so
long as it is conducted in a way that is personalized, responsible, professional and honest [3,10,100].
However, the present post-crisis context could jeopardize perceptions of employees’ honesty, since
customers’ recent experiences during the crisis may have lead them to consider that the genuine
concern of bank staff to provide the service in recent years—-in principle oriented to satisfy their
interests [88,98]—-has actually brought about a profound economic and social crisis with marked
negative consequences that directly affect the large majority of customers to a one extent or another.

This assertion falls in line with the works of Lee et al. [101], Moschis [102], Obal and Kunz [103]
and Wang [104]. These authors argue that the thoughts and actions of consumers can vary according
to their life circumstances. These circumstances include events occurring in the physical and social
environment experienced during a relatively long period (period effect), such as periods of economic
prosperity or crisis. These events will, therefore, affect a person’s mentality and their usual behavior
and consumption patterns. The long-standing abusive practices implemented by financial institutions
(abusive fees, sale of preferred stock, etc.) challenged the credibility of the whole sector, and, therefore,
of its employees. The customer, who it should be remembered suffered greatly during this period
(evictions, unemployment, a paralyzed credit system, frozen salaries, etc.), sought a scapegoat to blame
for all their ills, and found it in the banking system, and hence, its employees. Indeed, it is an innate
condition of human nature to personify the causes associated with one’s individual problems. For
this reason we might suppose that, in the current post-crisis climate, customers may be suspicious
and mistrustful of personnel quality as a result of recent events, to the point that its relational effect is
reversed. We, therefore, propose that:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Personnel quality perceived by the customer negatively influences loyalty.

3.3. Servicescape Quality and Loyalty

Servicescape has always been associated with the analysis of its impact on purchasing behavior [1,60,66]
and with establishing a long-term relational link between the client and the firm [62]. When customers
visit commercial premises, the setting is the first aspect of the service they perceive and in this initial
moment they build an impression of the service quality they will receive [66].

First, elements of the environmental conditions, such as sound, are not only able to stimulate
emotions and moods during the service delivery [105], but can also induce purchasing behavior [1,62].
A pleasant aroma also invites customers to spend more time on the premises and may also modify
their purchasing behavior [1,62].

Regarding conditions of cleanliness, customers are aware that optimal levels of hygiene and
cleanliness are easy to control and inexpensive to maintain, and if these standards are not strictly met
they constitute one of the most serious service deficiencies reported by customers [1,65,66,106].

Finally, design conditions, including the materials used in the construction, artwork, floor
coverings and technological aspects are an implicit element of communication that customers use as
‘informational clues’ to the norms of appropriate behavior in the service delivery setting and the levels
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of service they should expect to receive [3,5,10,27,62,65,66,92]. In the banking context these conditions
have an additional function related to the confidentiality the setting affords, which is central to the
customer’s perception of privacy [84].

In summary, the common thread running through the literature on the relational effects of
servicescape quality is that while it is a necessary factor, it is not sufficient to generate relational
behaviors. In other words, if the environmental conditions are considered to be satisfactory they
will not directly motivate purchase, but if they do not meet the acceptable standards they will have
a negative effect on customer behavior [107]. This aspect is, therefore, central to understanding the
effects of servicescape quality in negative relational contexts. As argued earlier in the paper, in such
contexts, customers focus their demands on basic service quality dimensions, such as outcome quality,
and place relatively less importance on other complementary dimensions like servicescape quality.
Thus, as a result of the crisis, customers’ behavior patterns may have been affected by a change in
their mentality [101–104], making them more cognitive, more practical and outcome-driven, more
focused on what they are being offered (interest rate, investment security, etc.) and pushing into the
background certain elements of service quality that were previously determinant in the evaluation of
relationship quality in the economic boom period. In this study we, therefore, propose that the effects
of servicescape quality and loyalty will not be significant if a direct causal relationship is considered,
although their presence will be relevant when their effect is considered in combination with the other
quality dimensions in predictions scenarios. Our next hypothesis is therefore:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Servicescape quality perceived by customer has no direct impact on loyalty.

3.4. Social Quality and Loyalty

The relationship between firms’ socially, ethically and sustainably responsible initiatives and
customer behavior has been the subject of ongoing debate in recent years. While some studies find this
is not always a direct relationship and that it is only understood to have a marginal effect [33,53,108],
there seems to be a wider consensus on the positive effects that firms’ social and sustainable programs
have on relationship quality [5,18,22,28,29,32,109–111].

The present study proposes that, regardless of the central role of outcome quality, the positive
role of social quality will be considerably strengthened in this new context of analysis, compared to
the other complementary qualities. Thus, following an emotionally negative period, such as that
of the recent crisis—-which has had serious social consequences and caused widespread negative
public opinion about the banking sector in particular—-social, ethical and sustainable activities
instigated by banks should be rewarded by their customers through improved relational behaviors
and attitudes [18,22,32,35].

In terms of customer quality, Boles et al. [109] suggest that the dominant culture in organizations
with a high positive orientation to relational services is based on a clearly proactive concern for the
customer. For this to materialize, firms must understand their function in relation to the customer
without focusing strictly on the clearly commercial perspective [28,29,76]. Today’s customer is an
emotional being with a sharp awareness of sustainability and social issues. This obliges firms to
nurture their relationships with customers not only by offering them a specific service, optimally and
commercially tailored to their particular needs, but by also paying close attention to the form and
the context in which this service is delivered. This helps to increase the benefits customers receive
through a high level of service quality, and significantly contributes to fostering their positive relational
attitudes [5,110].

Turning to societal quality, some studies have demonstrated the influence of social actions in
advancing sustainable development, such as corporate donations to social causes, participation in
community activities, sponsoring local social and cultural events or concern for the environment, finding
a positive effect on consumers’ appraisals and contingent effects on their purchasing intentions [21,22,
67,111,112]. Therefore:
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Hypothesis 4 (H4). Social quality perceived by customer positively influences loyalty.

The model of effects derived from this theoretical development is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Model of effects.

4. Method

4.1. Sampling and Data Collection

The researchers signed a collaboration agreement with one of the top five Spanish financial entities
in terms of resources according to Moody’s international rating agency. Thanks to this agreement,
interviews with clients from the branches of four different Spanish territories could be carried out:
Baleares, Murcia, Valencia and Catalonia.

At the end of 2015 a pretest was carried out on the designed questionnaire, which was reviewed
in a double sample composed of 25 clients, and 10 experts from the banking sector. Thanks to this,
the wording of certain indicators was modified, ensuring a correct final design (in form, structure
and length) and understanding. The final version of the questionnaire was used by a group of hired
researchers to interview clients between January and March 2016. As recommended by Hox [113],
Kish’s intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) was used to verify the absence of a significant influence
from the interviewer that could affect the results obtained [114]. The values obtained in the ICC, close
to 0.031, correspond to what was agreed in the literature for personal interviews [115,116].

Only regular clients were interviewed while they were waiting to be served at branches. Specifically,
a total of 5 clients were interviewed for each one of the branches. The result was a final sample of 1524
clients from a total of 305 branches (43.27% of the total existing branches in the analyzed territories).
In order to ensure the correct interpretation of the questionnaire, the interview was chosen instead
of self-completion.

4.2. Measurement Instruments

We followed the recommendations of Ye et al., [117] in the questionnaire design, to counteract
“self-generated validity”. For this, an understandable vocabulary for the interviewees was used,
and a thorough structuring of the questions was carried out, guaranteeing that the variables studied
were not presented in the same order as the contemplated in the hypothesis proposal (antecedents→
consequence). Moreover the back-translation method [118] was followed in order to ensure a rigorous
translation of the items from English into Spanish.
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All the scales considered to measure the four types of service quality (outcome, personnel,
servicescape and social qualities) correspond exactly to their conceptualizations. We used adaptations
of attitudinal five-point Likert measurement instruments (1 represented completely disagree, and 5
completely agree) that had been previously tested by other authors, adapted to the banking sector and
from a branch level. The same applies to the attitudinal loyalty construct.

Table 1 Includes the sources of the scales employed in this research, which are presented in Table 2.

Table 1. Measurement instruments.

Factor References Items

Outcome quality [11,56,57] 14
Personnel quality [1,11,57,60] 16

Servicescape quality [11,57,60,65] 12
Social quality [2,5,21,33,119] 6

Loyalty [120,121] 5

5. Results

Compared to the maximum-likelihood approach of SEM (ML-SEM) [122], partial least squares
(PLS) methodology is a recent relevant alternative to structural equation modeling. Hair et al. [40]
and Squillacciotti [123] highlight the considerable advantages of this methodology: (1) PLS overcomes
the limitations of structural equation modeling (SEM) caused by the assumption that all the units on
which the model is estimated are homogenous, a false assumption in many cases; (2) PLS is preferable
to ML-SEM as it is a more robust method with fewer identification problems; (3) these conditions
are even more important when a small sample is used, when data are not multinormal and when
the complexity of the model can lead to non-convergent results; (4) PLS overcomes the limitations
of ML-SEM in statistical comparison tests; (5) PLS is the most suitable method when the purpose of
the study is to predict key constructs and when latent variable scores must be used. In light of the
above, in marketing studies where data are highly multinormal, PLS is the most appropriate technique,
since it allows scores to be calculated for the latent variables which serve as indexes for the latent
construct [123].

In our study, we followed Shmueli et al.’s guide [124] based on the methodological contributions
from predictive PLS to combine partial least squares (PLS) and fuzzy-set qualitative comparative
analysis (fsQCA). First, Gigerenzer and Brighton [125] reported that a good fit from a PLS model
(R2) does not necessarily mean the model will predict well, and even the best fit of R2 will possibly
present a poor prediction. A second step is, therefore, necessary: to examine the significant paths for
the outcome variables from the PLS result using fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA),
given the importance of testing for causal asymmetry [126]. To this end, we used a cross-validation
of the divided sample with the estimated model to predict the scores of the two parts of the sample
(formative and holdout sample) to confirm predict validity. Additionally, we used fsQCA in the
current study to extend knowledge about different configurations of conditions (composites of service
quality) that predict the outcome (loyalty); in this case we tested presence/absence of loyalty and also
the differences between the levels of loyalty (high/low). Third, we used out-of-sample measures of
predictive analytics: root mean squared error (RMSE) and mean absolute error (MAE), aggregating
in this way case-wise prediction errors from a set of out-of-sample data to benchmark the predictive
quality of the configurations detected in the previous step.

5.1. Validity of the Measurement Model

PLS path models differentiate between two methods of construction measurement: a composite
model and a factor model [127]. The composite model places no restrictions on the covariances between
the items of the same factor, and therefore, the covariation between a set of items is not determined
by a common variable. In contrast, in the factor model the variance of a set of items is determined
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because there is a latent factor (the common variable) and a particular random error. PLS can also
differentiate when measuring formative and reflective measurement models; we, therefore, used a
composite model with reflective indicators.

We performed the study of the results of the proposed model centering on variance (PLS) with
SmartPLS 3.0 [128], hence we first considered the measurement model, and second, the structural
model. We used five criteria to analyze the measurement model. First, we checked individual reliability
(IR) for each factor, loading associated with its respective construct [129], where the threshold was
0.707 [130], and used a bootstrap resampling procedure. Second, we assessed internal consistency
through Cronbach’s alpha, with a threshold of 0.7 [40]. Third, we tested composite reliability (CR), for
which the threshold was 0.7 [131]. Fourth, we confirmed convergent validity, with a threshold average
variance extracted (AVE) of 0.5 [132]. According to Hair et al. [133] some factor loadings between 0.600
and 0.707 are considered acceptable because they do not assume a decrease in the suggested AVE
threshold. Table 2 reports the values of individual reliability, AVE and composite reliability.

Table 2. Validity, reliability and factor analyses.

Items IR

SERVICESCAPE QUALITY (α= 0.942; CR=0.947; AVE=0.600)

Environmental conditions
SERV1: The lighting is appropriate. 0.705
SERV2: The level of noise is acceptable. 0.785
SERV3: There is a pleasant ambient temperature. 0.784
SERV4: The aroma is agreeable. 0.802
Conditions of cleanliness
SERV5: The entrance and waiting area are clean. 0.757
SERV6: The branch seems to be tidy and organized. 0.722
SERV7: This branch is generally kept clean. 0.804
Conditions of design
SERV8: Privacy is facilitated by the design. 0.719
SERV9: The premises are large and spacious. 0.849
SERV10: The branch is attractively decorated. 0.845
SERV11: The building’s architecture is attractive. 0.786
SERV12: It has modern equipment. 0.720

PERSONNEL QUALITY (α = 0.976; CR = 0.976; AVE = 0.720)

Conditions of image
PERS1: The employees look clean and tidy. 0.766
PERS2: The employees have a good appearance. 0.773
PERS3: The employees dress smartly. 0.821
Technical conditions
PERS4: The employees provide valuable and useful information. 0.874
PERS5: They are familiar with the services the bank offers. 0.880
PERS6: They provide a fast service. 0.886
PERS7: They are able to solve my problems. 0.825
PERS8: They attend to me without making mistakes. 0.890
Conditions of confidence
PERS9: The employees’ behavior conveys trust. 0.873
PERS10: The transactions undertaken with the staff inspire me with confidence. 0.885
PERS11: The employees are always polite. 0.848
PERS12: They have the necessary knowledge to answer my questions. 0.867
Conditions of empathy
PERS13: Opening times are convenient for all the bank’s customers. 0.840
PERS14: They understand the customer’s specific needs. 0.818
PERS15: They have the customer’s best interests at heart. 0.850
PERS16: They give personal attention to customers. 0.868

Note: AVE = average variance extracted; CR= composite reliability; IR= individual reliability.
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Table 2. Cont.

Items IR

OUTCOME QUALITY (α = 0.941; CR = 0.946; AVE = 0.561)

Service conditions
OUTC1: On the whole, the service I have received is fitting. 0.817
OUTC2: Compared with other banks the level of quality here is acceptable. 0.829
OUTC3: I received the service I expected. 0.686
OUTC4: I am happy with the outcome I obtained. 0.609
Product conditions
OUTC5: The employees have a thorough knowledge of their job. 0.781
OUTC6: They are well qualified. 0.795
OUTC7: They provide me with valuable and useful information. 0.776
Price conditions
OUTC8: Interest or commission payments are justified. 0.782
OUTC9: The charges I have to pay are normal for the quality of service offered. 0.812
OUTC10: Information is provided about any modifications to charges. 0.712
OUTC11: Charges are transparent. 0.671
Access conditions
OUTC12: In general I do not have to wait long in line. 0.849
OUTC13: I do not have to go far to visit my bank branch. 0.670
OUTC14: The number of tellers attending the public is sufficient. 0.640

SOCIAL QUALITY (α = 0.874; CR = 0.899; AVE = 0.603)

Conditions regarding customers
SOCI1: They are honest with their customers and meet their contractual obligations with them. 0.646
SOCI2: Mechanisms are in place to resolve customer complaints. 0.814
SOCI3: They strive to know my needs in a broad sense (commercial and social). 0.809
Conditions regarding society
SOCI4: They are committed to ethical principles and social issues. 0.879
SOCI5: They are committed to improving welfare in the neighborhood/city where they operate. 0.603
SOCI6: They incorporate measures to protect the general environment. 0.864

CUSTOMER ATTITUDINAL LOYALTY (α = 0.918; CR = 0.941; AVE = 0.762)

LOY1: I try to visit my usual branch every time I need financial services. 0.876
LOY2: I will try to continue with my usual branch in the coming years. 0.927
LOY3: I will encourage my relatives and friends to become customers at this branch. 0.666
LOY4: If I continue to be treated in the same way I do not expect I will change my branch. 0.932
LOY5: When I need a financial service I will come to this branch. 0.934

For the fifth criterion, results for discriminant validity tested using the heterotrait–monotrait
(HTMT) ratio in the measurement model, a new indicator for assessing in PLS [134], are reported in
Table 3. Although two of the values were above 0.9, we verified that, in all cases, none of the upper
confidence intervals were beyond 1.

Table 3. Heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio in the measurement model.

1 2 3 4 5

1. Loyalty
2. Outcome quality 0.790
3. Social quality 0.834 0.921
4. Servicescape quality 0.579 0.712 0.726
5. Personnel quality 0.708 0.856 0.923 0.758

5.2. Structural Model Hypotheses Test with PLS

We performed a nonparametric bootstrap resampling procedure using SmartPLS to evaluate the
structural model, confirming all the hypotheses proposed (Table 4). Path coefficients related to H1 and
H4 are statistically significant and positive at the 95% confidence level according to the t-test and the
confidence intervals, since they do not include the value zero [135]. The path coefficient related to H2
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was also significant, but reflected a direct negative effect of personnel quality on loyalty. In turn, the
direct causal influence of servicescape quality on loyalty (H3) was not significant. We evaluated the
predictive power of the structural model by the R2 of the dependent factors (loyalty) and the SRMR
indicator. Both presented adequate values above 0.6 and below 0.08, respectively [136].

Table 4. Summary of the results of hypotheses test.

Hyp. Path Beta 2.5% 97.5% t-test p-value R2 SRMR

H1 Outcome quality ≥ loyalty 0.397 0.317 0.477 10.101 0.000

0.610 0.069
H2 Personnel quality ≥ loyalty −0.106 −0.188 −0.019 2.479 0.013
H3 Servicescape quality ≥ loyalty 0.018 −0.034 0.073 0.680 0.497
H4 Social quality ≥ loyalty 0.497 0.411 0.580 11.341 0.000

5.3. Test Using a Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA)

We used qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) to complete the data analysis because this
theoretical method with sets, explicitly conceptualizes cases as configurations of specific attributes [137].
The application of QCA, and particularly fsQCA, is a relatively new approach in the social sciences and
has currently become very popular in management and business research [138], as it contemplates both
quantitative (oriented to variables) and qualitative (oriented to cases) strategies. While regression-based
analyses or structural equation models only provide a single solution to achieve a result, QCA aims to
find combinations of necessary and/or sufficient conditions that lead to a specific result [139,140]. This is
because other regression-based statistical techniques, such as SEM or multiple regression tests, assume
causal symmetry, uniformity, linearity and additive effects [126,139]. However, these assumptions
are relaxed in QCA, and fsQCA has at least four advantages over regression-based methods [141];
namely: (a) equifinality—a particular result can be obtained from various combinations of terms; (b)
multifinality—similar combinations of terms can lead to distinct results; (c) asymmetric causality—a
combination of terms determined as an definition for a particular result which is not the logical opposite
of the combination for the absence of this result; (d) and conjunctural causality—a combination of
terms rather than a single term may be sufficient or necessary to obtain a particular result.

In fsQCA, we transformed the raw data into established membership scores that varied between
0 and 1 (fuzzy fixed values) and then calibrated the data to construct the truth table (see Table 5). Next,
we performed the standard analysis.

Table 5. Study of variables and their calibration.

Variable Servicescape
Quality (F1)

Personnel
Quality (F2)

Outcome
Quality (F3)

Social Quality
(F4) Loyalty

Mean 4.07 4.14 3.58 3.63 3.77
Std. Dev 0.84 0.93 1.019 0.92 1.06
Minimum 1 1 1 1 1
Maximum 5 5 5 5 5
N Cases 1524 1514 1522 1502 1524
Missing 0 10 2 22 0

Calibrates Values at

95% 5 5 5 5 5
50% 3 3 3 3 3
5% 1 1 1 1 1

We determined the fsQCA fit with two main measures. Coverage index and coefficient
of determination, and consistency index and a correlation, are respectively analogous [126].
The consistency index is sufficient to achieve the outcome when the result is equal or higher than
0.75. In addition, we calculated the values of consistency for each configuration and two further
indicators. When raw coverage is between 0.25 and 0.65, then sufficiency conditions or combinations
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are adequate [142]. When the unique coverage of each combination is greater than 0, this solution
helps to explain the result, otherwise it should be removed [143]. We use these criteria in Tables 6–8.

Table 6. Findings from fsQCA of predictive validity in SmartPLS model.

Even Numbers (762 cases) Odd Numbers (Holdout Sample) (762 cases)

Complex solution Raw
Coverage

Unique
Coverage Consistency Raw

Coverage
Unique

Coverage Consistency

A F3*F4 0.560994 0.030012 0.901068 0.569041 0.016304 0.923669
B ~F1*~F2*F3 0.545203 0.021885 0.880143 0.539150 0.018423 0.907442
C ~F1*F2*F4 0.388171 0.010019 0.962450
D F2*F4 0.406090 0.008843 0.961820
E F1*~F2*~F3*~F4 0.366609 0.027426 0.897986 0.337694 0.024088 0.893928

Frequency cutoff 1 1
Consistency cutoff 0.88 0.89
Solution coverage 0.63 0.63
Solution consistency 0.85 0.87

Note: the symbol (~) preceding the explanatory variables indicates that a necessary and sufficient condition is there
in at least low scores in the explanatory variable.

Following Shmueli et al.,’s guide [124], first we analyzed the predictive validity of the PLS model,
and second, we checked asymmetric causality by fsQCA (a combination of terms determined for
a particular result that is not the logical opposite of the combination for the absence of this result).
The concept of asymmetric causality determines that equifinality may vary according to a result’s levels;
as one changes across result levels, distinct sets of other effective configurations could be found [144].
Table 6 shows the configurations found from a holdout sample of the questionnaires with odd numbers
versus those with even numbers.

The findings obtained up to this point reveal different configurations to achieve loyalty (A, B, C,
D and E). However, only three configurations (A, B and E) coincide with the configurations of the
two samples. Notably, one of them (E: F1*~F2*~F3*~F4) contains all the factors or dimensions of the
construct service quality, which implies the predictive validity of the model estimated with SmartPLS.
The properties of fsQCA analysis (conjunctural causation, equifinality, etc.) allow us to affirm some
assumptions of PLS, such as unifinality, additive effects, linearity and causal symmetry [126,139].

Woodside [126] interpreted visualizations of findings. As can be seen in Figure 2 the XY plot
for the model of membership in the result (Y) and the bottom right quarter of the plot is almost
empty. These circumstances, even though they do not indicate a necessary requirement for loyalty,
surpass sufficiency.

Figure 2. Plot of fsQCA results.
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Once the predictive validity had been verified, we studied the configurations of the presence or
absence of loyalty for the entire data sample in order to generalize the research results. Table 7 shows
four configurations that determine the presence of loyalty in banks; only good complex solutions
according to Table 6 (prediction validity) are denoted in gray. Although two of these configurations
determine the absence of loyalty, raw coverages are not between 0.25 and 0.65 [142], so we cannot
consider them as predictor configurations.

The final advantage offered by the fsQCA technique is presented in Table 8, which compares
cases of high loyalty (mean values > 3) and cases of low loyalty (mean values < 3). Table 8 shows
that levels of service quality variables result from different configurations of factors usually cited as
relevant antecedents of loyalty. While the symmetric logic underlying multiple regression models
assumes a “more of x implies more/less of y and vice versa” relationship between an outcome and its
predictors, the configurational logic adopted in this research shows that the relationship between a
factor and an outcome can be more subtle. Hence, different levels in a predictor variable can lead to the
same outcome if present in specific configurations. Such findings endorse the concept of equifinality,
whereby “a system can reach the same final state from different initial conditions and by a variety of
different paths” [145] (p. 30).

Table 7. Findings from fsQCA of the presence and absence of loyalty (1524 cases).

Presence of Loyalty Absence of Loyalty

Complex Solution Raw
Coverage

Unique
Coverage Consistency Raw

Coverage
Unique

Coverage Consistency

A F3*F4 0.565023 0.016832 0.912324 0.196 0.0002 0.771
B ~F1*~F2*F3 0.542173 0.020152 0.893525
D F2*F4 0.404913 0.010675 0.960247 0.139 0.001 0.805
E F1*~F2*~F3*~F4 0.352134 0.025754 0.896036

Frequency cutoff 1 1
Consistency cutoff 0.896 0.83
Solution coverage 0.63 0.98
Solution consistency 0.86 0.81

Table 8. Findings from fsQCA of comparisons between levels of loyalty.

Presence of Loyalty >3 (1159 cases) Presence of Loyalty ≤3 (364 cases)

Complex Solution Raw
Coverage

Unique
Coverage Consistency Raw

Coverage
Unique

Coverage Consistency

F F2*~F3*F4 0.504322 0.008086 0.930513
E F1*~F2*~F3*~F4 0.54879 0.047187 0.848810
A F3*F4 0.503279 0.052422 0.991594
G ~F2*~F3*~F4 0.499210 0.003081 0.949151

Frequency cutoff 1 1
Consistency cutoff 0.84 0.95
Solution coverage 0.71 0.91
Solution consistency 0.78 0.83

Although a new configuration F was found for the prediction of high loyalty, and configuration
G for the prediction of low loyalty, according to Table 6, configurations F and G are not recognized
as predicting the validity of the PLS structural model; only good complex solutions are, therefore,
denoted in gray. That is: configuration E for the prediction of high loyalty, that collects all the factors
or dimensions of quality; and configuration A to predict low loyalty.

Table 9 summarizes the results from the previous sequential process associated with Tables 6
and 7 (validity configurations) and 8 (dimensions that predict high or low loyalty). We report the
configurations with necessary and sufficient conditions (marked in gray) because the degrees of
membership in a set are established with the purpose of analyzing the data in the conditions of
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belonging to this set [140]. The most important configuration resulting in high loyalty is a unique
configuration, labeled E, with all dimensions. High loyalty requires high membership in servicescape
quality (F1) and the presence, even if it is low, of a low membership in the rest of the dimensions:
personal quality (F2), outcome quality (F3) and social quality (F4). However, low loyalty based on
configuration A requires high membership in two dimensions: outcome quality (F3) and social quality
(F4).

Table 9. Analysis from fsQCA of comparison between levels of loyalty.

Loyalty (P17) Validity Configuration
According to Tables 6 and 7

Servicescape
Quality (F1)

Personal
Quality (F2)

Outcome
Quality (F3)

Social
Quality (F4)

High E + - - -
Low A + +

5.4. Prediction for the manifest variable (MV) of SmartPLS: Quality Prediction

Additionally, we propose the contributions of the methodology from PLS models according to the
guide in [124]. We first obtained a good fit (R2 and SRMR), and second, we used a cross-validation
of the divided sample with the estimated model to predict the scores of the two parts of the sample
(Table 6). Third, we concluded with out-of-sample measures in predictive analytics: root mean squared
error (RMSE) and mean absolute error (MAE) in which case-wise prediction errors were aggregated
from a set of out-of-sample data (Table 10).

Table 10. Prediction MV of Loyalty by SmartPLS.

Configuration RMSE MAE Q2

A 0.528 0.391 0.540
B 0.541 0.386 0.455
E 0.537 0.384 0.490

A comparison of the predictive quality of the different models shows that the model with the
lowest RMSE has the highest predictive quality. There are no acceptable scores or thresholds for these
values. MAE and the RMSE produces absolute values. RMSE is too conservative and another is too
liberal. The results indicate the following order of quality predictions: configurations A, E and B.
SmartPLS also indicates predictive capability of the model by Geisser’s Stone-Q2 [146]. According
to [135], all of values of the cross-validation (CV-redundancy) are greater than the threshold (zero).

6. Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to analyze the explanatory power of service quality for
predicting customer loyalty in the banking industry context, the sector that was most deeply and
directly impacted by the recent economic crisis, with serious consequences for its customer relations.
For this reason, at a key moment in which firms are recovering their competitive capacity in a sector
characterized by great similarity across its services [6,13], identifying the factors that determine the
continuation of satisfactory and long-lasting relationships with customers has spawned great interest
in both the academic community and managerial circles [3–5,7,10,13,14,23–25]. In this line of inquiry,
the use of traditional structural equation models (ML-SEM) to estimate and explain loyalty establishes
causal relationships among variables, but is limited when latent variables are used. These limitations
can be overcome with prediction-oriented modeling (PLS), enriching the interpretation of results.
In the present study we were able to incorporate a large amount of information into the model by
considering four main dimensions associated with service quality (servicescape, personnel, outcome
and social) conceptualized through the elements associated with them in the literature. To this end,
two prediction-oriented methodologies—-partial least squares (PLS) and qualitative comparative
analysis (QCA)—-were combined, yielding different configurations of the service quality dimensions



Sustainability 2019, 11, 4930 18 of 27

that determine different customer loyalty scenarios, which enabled us to analyze the power, validity
and quality of the predictions, following guidelines in [124].

The paper’s first conclusion is the confirmation of the implicit hypothesis of the direct relationship
between service quality and customer loyalty using prediction-oriented modeling (PLS). In the proposed
model, service quality accounts for 61% of the variance of customer loyalty. These results demonstrate
that high levels of service quality project high customer loyalty, and low levels of service quality project
low customer loyalty. Although this is not a new general conclusion [3,13,25], the novelty of the study
lies in the use of holdout samples and the focus on the predictive validity of service quality when its
different dimensions are taken into account.

The second conclusion drawn is that when we explored the direct effects on loyalty of each of the
four dimensions, we find that in a post-crisis context, such as the present, two service quality variables
are central to determining customer loyalty: outcome quality and social quality.

On the one hand, we found that outcome quality (directly associated with the service provided to
the customer) is the only one of the three traditionally used service qualities (outcome, servicescape
and personnel) that influences loyalty. This finding allows us to confirm that negative relational
contexts—-exemplified by the present situation following the damaging effects of the profound
economic and financial crisis on the public’s opinion of the financial sector—-considerably alter the
behavioral determinants of banks’ customers, who now place much more importance on the outcomes
of the service they receive [3]. Today’s customers pay attention to the efficiency with which the bank
provides its services, modifying the role of servicescape quality and personnel quality, which are
related to elements that complement the main services provided by the bank but no longer have a
positive direct influence on customer loyalty in this context.

The result for the effect of personnel quality on loyalty, now shown to be negative, is particularly
important. In line with the findings of Monferrer et al. [3] and Bennett and Kottasz [147], negative
emotions tend to characterize individuals’ perceptions of the way financial sector personnel behave
during a crisis period. Thus, in negative relational contexts, customers tend to personify the problem
and channel their negative emotions through specific individuals. These emotions result in negative
and biased judgments that help to generate negative stereotypes of bank personnel to the point that,
in the wake of recent events, they may even regard employees’ greater capacities as suspicious or
untrustworthy, thus weakening the relational bond.

These results tie in with the postulate of the life-course paradigm; namely, in the way that
consumers’ behaviors and attitudes will vary depending on their life experiences [3,147]. Variables
from the social or physical environment experienced over specific periods, which may be periods of
prosperity or economic crisis, are included among these conditions [101,104]. There is no doubt that
the global crisis affected consumers’ attitudes and behaviors. Indeed, authors such as [147] anticipated
a substantial change in public attitudes to financial institutions following the crisis. The present study
sheds some light on the specific form this change has taken.

On the other hand, the direct effect of social quality on loyalty was verified, allowing us to
surmise that in the current context where deep emotional scars are still raw, customers expressly
reward firms with a social, ethical and sustainable commitments—not only to their customers, but to
society at large. This finding has far-reaching implications for scholarship and business [2,5,18]. In
the academic context, it confirms that social quality should be considered as an additional element
associated with service quality—-traditionally defined in terms of the three other qualities considered
in this study—-but which has only recently attracted academic attention, particularly in terms of the
services sector [18,19,21,22,28,29,32]. From the managerial perspective, this finding lends empirical
support to the social, ethical and sustainable strategies and actions recently undertaken by the banking
sector to the extent that it is now one of the most proactive industries in this field [18,30–32,34–38].

Society itself is now conscious of the intermediary role that financial services can play by either
encouraging or hampering the (non-)sustainable behaviors of governments, firms and individuals,
and may even help to bring about structural changes in society [30,32]. This means that given its
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direct or indirect impacts, the bank plays a crucial role in meeting sustainable development targets by
increasingly tackling social and environmental challenges and participating in numerous sustainable
practices [31,32,34]. We are entering a new era in which the customer, aware of these shifts, regards
banking as a “transformative service” [148], and makes demands of and rewards banks that take a
clearly committed position.

In line with this idea, banks should strive to introduce substantive strategies that help move
toward the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, and should aim to have a real impact in
the social commitments linked to their own environment. Customers’ perceptions of this responsible
business awareness demonstrated through the bank’s activities will help to strengthen the relationship
between the two parties [18,35].

These results are grounded in the micro-level analysis approach focused on the customers’
perception. This approach complements the macro-level and organizational perspective approach of
recent studies that have shown the positive influence of specific practices, such as impact investing [149,
150], environmental credit risk management [151,152] and sustainable project finance [153] on variables
like reputation [36] or banks’ results [37,38,154].

In general terms, our study makes a significant contribution to the specific implications of
each dimension by examining them together and holistically. The paper, therefore, responds to the
limitations recently noted in the literature regarding the possible biases in results from studies that
examine each quality individually and in isolation [3,5,33]. These studies present an incomplete picture
of customers’ overall evaluations of the service, thus highlighting the need to consider simultaneously,
all the elements of quality that customer service delivery implies, as the present study set out to do.

In addition to these contributions from our analysis of the direct effects analyzed, the use of
prediction techniques substantially enriched the study through other complementary techniques.
A third conclusion, therefore, concerns the various configurations of service quality that predict loyalty
yielded by the QCA technique.

First, the configuration with outcome quality and social quality (labeled A in the QCA tables)
allowed a low customer loyalty scenario to be projected. Both these dimensions are, therefore, necessary
and sufficient conditions to confirm low-intensity loyalty, or in other words, when those two service
quality dimensions exist, the servicescape and personnel quality dimensions do not determine a
prediction of loyalty, since its intensity is low. These results coincide with those arising from the
comparison of direct effects, showing that for more conservative customers, commercial conditions
associated with outcome and social qualities must be strengthened in combination to guaranteed
minimum levels of loyalty.

The second identifier allowed us to predict customer loyalty with all the dimensions of service
quality (labeled E in the QCA tables). Thus, the necessary and sufficient condition to attain high
intensity loyalty is a combination of the four service quality dimensions, where in addition, a significant
number of customers affirm that the main causal influence derives from servicescape quality. On that
point, although the relationship between servicespace and loyalty was not significant in the single
linear solution for the total sample in a structural model estimated with SmartPLS, this dimension
is crucial in combination with the rest of the dimensions to achieve a high level of loyalty when the
fuzzy-QCA technique is used. In summary, customers who most value outcome quality, social quality,
servicescape quality and personnel quality are those that demonstrate the highest levels of loyalty to
their bank branch.

These results are central to a comprehensive understanding of how each quality contributes to
determining customer loyalty. Although in the market context analyzed, only outcome quality and
social quality show direct effects on loyalty, the role of the other two complementary qualities is also
relevant, since the combined presence of the four service quality dimensions improves the capability to
predict high levels of customer loyalty. The results, therefore, point to outcome quality as a central
determinant in the service offered to the client, together with the new social quality that has appeared
in the current relational context. Servicescape and personnel qualities act to strengthen the predictive
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capacity of the two other qualities. This is related to the assumptions put forward by Monferrer et
al. [3], who advocate differentiating between two service quality typologies: those associated with
‘what’ (is offered) and those with ‘how’ (it is offered). On this basis, banks should not sacrifice personnel
and servicescape quality for the sake of maximizing profitability. Although, following the recent crisis,
customers now prioritize the most essential aspects of service quality, this should not be used as a
reason to cut back on quality in the bank’s facilities, staff professionalism and training, and so on,
as this will have serious repercussions on customers’ final perceptions of the bank’s quality, and by
extension, on its endeavors to strengthen high customer loyalty.

Furthermore, given the importance customers attribute to finance companies’ social, ethical and
sustainable behaviors, banks could improve and strengthen their customers’ perceptions of their other
service qualities—-especially those affecting servicescape and personnel qualities—-by ensuring they
embody this awareness of responsibilities. Authors such as Pérez and Rodríguez [18], Chen [22] and
Williams and Adams [28] show that efforts to provide a socially responsible, ethical and sustainable
service should affect all the company’s areas of interest, and that it is the responsibility of management
to make sure this is the case. Along those lines, interest in the sustainability of banks must be grounded
in a determined, credible business philosophy that is extended, as far as possible, to all other service
qualities. In the case of outcome quality, for example, this would involve setting sustainable prices,
removing the abusive clauses banks have imposed in recent contexts, offering green credit funds, or
working with suppliers that adhere to social, ethical and sustainable principles [3,155]. As regards
servicescape, actions would include using environmentally clean and efficient lighting on the premises;
controlling noise and temperature; installing sustainable furniture and infrastructure that is accessible
for people with disabilities; or resource preservation [22,32]. Finally, with regard to personnel quality,
this new form of management requires investment in new professional profiles, along with retraining
existing employees in ethics, and social and sustainable responsibility efforts, adopting selection
criteria that combine quality criteria with gender equality and diversity criteria, guaranteeing a healthy
work-life balance, and considering the possibility of encouraging employees to adopt certain internal,
personal behaviors that exemplify social and sustainable awareness, such as using public transport
and so forth [32,155].

Third, we found a configuration with servicescape quality, personnel quality and outcome quality
(labeled B in the QCA tables) that, although it determines the validity of the prediction through the
holdout sample, does not determine the prediction of high or low loyalty in the banking sector.

The above results show that as well as the contribution entailed by equifinality, the paper presents
an additional innovation, as the service quality configurations predicting various customer loyalty
scenarios are in congruence with the prediction that loyalty is present in the whole sample, as none of
the configurations predict an absence of loyalty. This result allows us to confirm through QCA that
there are no configurations of the service quality dimensions that do not lead us to predict loyalty,
and only three configurations (A, E and B) with predictive validity allow loyalty to be predicted, of
which configurations A and E are noteworthy; the former because it predicts low loyalty, and the
latter because it predicts high loyalty. This reaffirms the importance of conceptualizing overall service
quality because it is a necessary and sufficient condition to achieve customer loyalty.

In fact, when those three predictions are compared, the results show that configuration A has the
best predictive quality, followed by E and then B. This result confirms that the two value dimensions
(outcome quality and social quality) have a higher predictive quality when determining low loyalty
among banks, compared to a general model of all the service quality dimensions that predicts loyalty.
In consequence, and with very similar RMSE indexes, we can state that the differences in the predictive
quality of each model depend on the different configurations of the four dimensions (outcome quality,
personnel quality, servicescape quality and social quality) in QCA.

In conclusion, although the relationship between service quality and customer loyalty has
previously been analyzed in the marketing literature using ML-SEM, prediction-oriented modeling
offers a much deeper interpretation of the relationship and provides more robust conclusions.
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7. Limitations and Further Research

The main limitation of this research is related to the sample, which covers a particular industry
and country; we, therefore, propose the extension of the analysis to other territories and industries.
Likewise, the study focuses on a single entity, thus precluding the incorporation of multi-group
comparison techniques among entities, which would enhance the generalizability of the results.

Additional suggestions for future research include studies based on multi-agent approaches,
undertaking combined analyses with dyads of a simultaneous, dual branch and customer view of
the determining factors examined in the proposed model. Second, the predictive study described
here, under linear effects, could be complemented by new studies that explore the possible direct
interrelationship between the service quality dimensions considered. Finally, the overall view of
service quality adopted in our study may be complemented by adopting a similar perspective on
service quality: incorporating other variables into the model, such as satisfaction, trust, engagement
or advocacy.
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