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Abstract

The quest to understand customer behaviour has led researchers down many interesting paths. Is
it satisfaction with the product, a feeling of belonging, a basic need, or perhaps something more?
The literature lends itself to many theories and constructs that try to pin point what makes the
consumer tick. Generally the literature defines both physical and psychological aspects of the
consumer, that can help better predict the behaviour of the market. The research leaves many
questions: Does one rely on the other? Are we measuring too much? Or are we missing the main
points? This paper will look at the psychological aspect of the literature in trying to develop the
Consumer Comfort construct (Spake, Beatty, Brockman and Crutchfield 2003), and to identify the
basic determinates needed to measure buyer behaviour.

1. Introduction

he growth of the service sector has been astounding over the past few years. On a global level, the
service sector accounts for more than 50 percent of the gross national product (Bateson 1992). In the

United States, total service sector sales, adjusted for inflation, and increased 26 percent between 1987
and 1992. During that same time period employment within the services sector increased by 20 percent resulting in
an additional 3.2 million jobs and productivity of the workers increased by 5 percent (Du, Mergenhagen and Lee
1995).

Services sector dominance in the Canadian economy is even more dramatic. Over the past five years ser-
vices have consistently accounted for more than 65 percent of Canadian GDP (Statistics Canada') and have em-
ployed more than 70 percent of the Canadian workforce (Statistics Canada?). In fact, some believe that if current
trends continue that, by the year 2025, almost every Canadian will be working gin the service sector (Grubel and
Walker 1989).

Along with this intense growth comes a heavy reliance on the ability to measure service quality and to real-
ize the role of service quality as a driver of repeat purchase behaviour.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Consumer Evaluation Of Service Quality

With the importance of service offerings being recognized, firms are also realizing the importance of being
able to identify and meet service consumers’ needs and wants. The challenge for the firm is that the manner in
which consumers evaluate a traditional product purchase differs from the manner in which they evaluate the pur-
chase of a pure service or the service component of a product purchase. According to Levitt (1980), service con-
sumers typically do not know what they want or are getting until they do not get it.

Research supports the idea that the service evaluation process differs from that of traditional products. In

fact, Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry (1992) identify four very distinct characteristics that set services apart from
traditional product firms: intangibility, inseparability, heterogeneity and perishability.
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As a result of these differences, consumers are forced to use different methods to evaluate their satisfaction
with the services received and, consequently, marketers are forced to provide different cues to ensure consumer sat-
isfaction in the services setting. Within the services sector, the successful manipulation of consumer perceptions,
based on consumer needs and wants, may play a more important role for creation of satisfied service consumers than
for satisfied consumers of traditional, tangible products (Davidow 1988, Siehl, Bowen and Pearson 1992).

Perceptions of service quality and satisfaction evaluations have been found to be linked to consumer beha-
viour outcomes. Cronin and Taylor (1992) found that satisfaction had a strong and consistent impact on purchase
intentions, as did perceived service quality to a lesser extent. Fornell (1992) notes that while “loyal customers are
not necessarily satisfied customers... satisfied customers tend to be loyal customers” (p. 7). In times of increasing
competitive pressure, the importance of developing a loyal customer base intensifies.

Given the importance of service quality and customer satisfaction with respect to purchase decisions a
number of researchers have developed measurement tools which allow an assessment of service quality and provide
information regarding the criteria on which consumers base their evaluations. This information is important to aca-
demicians and practitioners alike. The identification of these criteria are paramount to the understanding of the ser-
vice evaluation process, either for the purpose of further study or to develop service offerings that are more effective
in terms of meeting the needs and wants of the consumer.

2.2. Measuring Service Quality

A number of researchers have developed measurement tools for assessing service quality and, as with any
measurement tools, some have proven more useful than others. The SERVQUAL scale, developed by Parasuraman,
Zeithaml and Berry (1985), has proven to be one of the more popular and enduring of these measures. Since its de-
velopment, SERVQUAL has gained wide scale acceptance and has proven to be a popular measurement tool with
academicians and practitioners alike.

Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985) identified five general areas that affect consumer assessments of
service quality. They classified these factors as: tangibles - what the consumer comprehends; responsiveness - wil-
lingness and ability to provide prompt service; assurance - competence and courtesy direct toward increasing con-
sumer confidence; empathy - caring attitude toward the customer which allows flexibility when circumstances war-
rant it; and reliability - the ability to do things right the first time.

They conceptualized service quality as a function of the measurement of differences between expectations
and perceived actuality on measurements of these five constructs. The SERVQUAL scale is designed such that it
measures both consumer expectations and assessments of actual service performance. Parasuraman, Zeithaml and
Berry (1988) believed that this scale would not only provide an overall measure of service quality but would also
enable service providers to identify areas where consumer expectations were not being met.

2.3. SERVQUAL Concerns

For years the service industry has relied on SERVQUAL as a tool to measure customer satisfaction and as a
tool to predict customer satisfaction. From that data we often extrapolate the likelihood that a consumer will revisit
a service provider based on their assessment of service quality and satisfaction. Those responsible for the develop-
ment of SERVQUAL encourage researchers to explore the dimensions that constitute SERVQUAL and the nature of
the relationships that may exist between them (Parasuraman, Berry and Zeithaml 1991). Since that time many have
taken them up on their suggestion questioning everything from the number of dimensions, the accurate descriptor
that encapsulates the essence of the dimension, as well as the applicability of the dimensions and the instrument out-
side of the services application.

Perhaps most interesting is the question regarding the stability of the five dimensions of the SERVQUAL

Scale. While this topic has not yet received much attention in the literature, preliminary research results call the
five-factor solution into question. Mels, Boshoff and Nel (1997) were unable to replicate Parasuraman, Zeithaml
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and Berry’s (1988) five-factor solution. Instead they identified only two dimensions: intrinsic and extrinsic service
quality. Intrinsic service quality is produced by human interaction during the service encounter and extrinsic service
quality is based on the tangible aspects of service delivery. Babakus and Boller (1992), on the other hand, see ser-
vice quality as a uni-dimensional construct.

2.4. New ldeas

Following through from the questions concerning dimension stability, come the introduction of new con-
structs that may provide a clearer linkage between consumer perceptions and consumer behaviour. In the most re-
cent issue of the Journal of Service Research (Vol. 5(4); May, 2003) Spake, Beatty, Brockman and Crutchfield in-
troduce the concept of consumer comfort. These researchers define comfort as having three primary components:
physical, physiological and psychological. However, they choose to only focus on psychological comfort in their
research seeing it as a primary factor in customer loyalty. Their research suggests that comfort has a “significant
and incremental impact on satisfaction, trust, commitment and active voice with service providers”. There results
also suggest that comfort may be an intervening variable in the relationship between satisfaction and commitment.

It would appear that the psychological elements are the intangible factors in a customer’s assessment of
comfort. If comfort is indeed linked to satisfaction and commitment, both often sited as predictors of customer
loyalty and repeat purchase behaviour, the question becomes: are consumers loyal to a brand name or a chain of
service providers because they are satisfied or they are rewarded or is it because they have developed a sense of
“comfort” based on consistency, reliability and/or predictability that has increased the perceived cost of switching
behaviour. Does it really matter if it is McDonald’s or Wendy’s or the Hilton or the Sheraton or is the deciding fac-
tor the comfort one associates with a known national chain in comparison to a local, unknown provider?

Another entrant into the customer satisfaction dilemma is the construct of commitment. In Fullerton’s
(2003) study of commitment the construct is investigated using two components: continuance and affective com-
mitment. Continuance commitment is a result of reliance and switching costs. Affective commitment is based on a
fondness and identification with the good or service. The affective commitment creates an emotional attachment
within the consumer found to have a positive affect on repeat purchase behaviour. The level of continuance com-
mitment, however, impacts this purchase behaviour. If affective commitment is not present continuance commit-
ment has a positive affect, however, if affective commitment is present continuance commitment can actual have an
injurious effect. Literature reviewing customers’ needs (Schneider & Bowen 1999), sheds light on this reverse reac-
tion through the investigation of three basic human needs: security, justice and self-esteem.

In recent years service organizations, in particular airlines and large hotel and food chains, have moved to
loyalty programs to further develop their repeat client base through the development of relationships. Again, the
belief is that the investment in rewarding relationship building and repeat behaviour is far surpassed by the benefits
of retaining a stable customer base. The basis upon which these loyalty programs are built is that good service and
the added benefits of rewards will heighten customer satisfaction levels thus encouraging repeat consumption. But
what determines customer loyalty or repeat purchase behaviour? Can it be measured? How?

3. Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to present a framework for the further definition and examination of the con-
structs of service quality, commitment and consumer comfort, their respective dimensions and their role in the de-
termination of repeat engagement of service providers. Initial data is presented questioning the validity of the five
dimensional SERVQUAL construct. The relationship between the identified SERVQUAL dimensions and he con-
structs of commitment and comfort are examined and suggestions for future research endeavors made.

4. Preliminary Results

The first stage of this study involved the investigation of the stability of the dimensions of the SERVQUAL
scale. For the purposes of this preliminary investigation, a sample of business students were asked to read a service
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encounter scenario describing one of four negative service outcomes; an incorrect fast food order, a lost text book, a
missed exam or inaccurate advising. The subjects were then asked to fill out a SERVQUAL scale adapted to the
scenario they had just read (See Appendix A). Four hundred and eleven useable surveys were obtained. While the
authors acknowledge that the use of students as study subjects has been questioned a number of times in the litera-
ture, the service encounter scenarios used in this study are based on services typically patronized by university stu-
dents. Due to the nature of the services studied, the use of student subjects is believed acceptable.

Examination of the scree plot suggested a three-factor solution as opposed to the five dimensions suggested
by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988). The three dimensional solution was also supported by the results of
the factor analysis. The decision criteria of no less than .50 for factor loadings were applied and only factors with
eigenvalues of over 1 were considered.

Two questions loaded on more than one factor,
and one question did not load significantly on any factor.
Compared to the five dimensions suggested by Parasura-

Table 1

Dimensionality Comparison

man, Zeithaml and Berry (1988)(tangibles (T), reliability Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3
(RL), assurance (A), empathy (E) and responsiveness | Q4 (A) Q2 (RL) Q1 (M)
(RS)), the three factor solution appears to combine the Q5(B) Q10(E) Q6 (1)
assurance, responsiveness and empathy dimensions, leav- | Q7 (RL) QL1(RL) Q14(T)
ing the tangibility and reliability dimensions relatively | Q8 (RS) QI5(RL) Q20(T)
intact (see Table 1). Q12(RS) Q18(RL)
Q13(E)

Factors two and three correspond to Parasura- Q16(A)
man, Zeithaml and Berry’s original reliability and tangi- Q17(A)
bility dimensions respectively. Factor one, which com- Q19(E)
bines the original assurance, empathy and responsiveness  |_Q21(RS)

dimensions, may be better labeled as a “compassionate”

or “emotional” dimension. These results bear a striking resemblance to the findings of Boyt (1994). He also identi-
fied a three-factor solution consisting of tangibility, reliability and trust. This “combination factor” also bears a
striking resemblance to general descriptions of the constructs of psychological comfort (Spake, Beatty, Brockman
and Crutchfield 2003) and affective commitment (Fullerton 2003).

Looking first at comfort, as proposed by Spake, Beatty, Brockman and Crutchfield (2003), we see striking
similarities between their definition of the construct and the factors which comprise the “combination factor” found
in this study. Where comfort means “feeling at ease” and experiencing “reduced anxiety”, the questions that cluster
in factor 1 focus on confidence, willingness to help and individual attention. This leads then to the question; is com-
fort a new construct or has it always been a component of the traditional SERVQUAL scale? Further is the comfort
construct actually a better predictor of consumer loyalty and repeat purchase behaviour than the metrics currently in
place?

Similar comments are fitting when discussing the commitment construct as well. Where Fullerton (2003)
defines commitment as “emotional attachment” and “fondness”, the “combination factor” that emerged from the
data in this study also shows these characteristics. Questions with emotional phrases such as “your best interests at
heart” and “sincere interest in solving your problems” coupled with others that suggest a trust relationship, “tells you
exactly when services will be performed” and “always willing to help you”, bear a striking resemblance to the con-
struct of commitment. Again, however, the important question remains: which is the better predictor of consumer
loyalty and repeat purchase behaviour?

5. Suggestions For Future Research
There is no question that SERVQUAL as a metric requires further investigation. First, the stability of the

previously identified dimensions needs to be reexamined. Perhaps of even more interest is the need to examine the
ability of SERVQUAL and each of its component parts to predict customer satisfaction levels, loyalty and repeat
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purchase behaviours. At the same time the newly introduced constructs of commitment and comfort require the
same scrutiny.

The next step for the authors is to test each of the three constructs within the hospitality service sector,
namely food and beverage. The stability of the constructs and their metrics will be investigated. In addition rela-
tionships between the three constructs and their ability to predict customer loyalty and repeat purchase behaviour, on
their own and in combination, will also be examined.

One cannot underestimate the value of such information. In an age where the services sector is growing in
importance, any knowledge that can provide a competitive advantage is of value to the practitioner. From a theoret-
ical standpoint, any research that helps us better understand the drivers of consumer behaviour are of the utmost
value.
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Instructions

Appendix A

The following set of statements relates to your feelings about the ***** Office in the College of Business at the
University of Oklahoma. For each statement, please show the extent to which you believe the ***** office has the
feature described by the statement. Use a scale from "1" to "7" where a "1" means that you strongly DISAGREE
that the ***** office has that feature, and a "7" means that you strongly AGREE. Numbers between "1" and "7"
represent more moderate levels of agreement or disagreement.

Record your level of agreement or disagreement for each statement in the space before each statement. There are no
right or wrong answers.

©CoOoNoA~LNE
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15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

***** has modern-looking office and service equipment.

When ***** promises to do something by a certain time it does so.
Employees of ***** give you prompt service.

The behaviour of employees of ***** instills confidence in you.
****% gives you individual attention.

***xx'g physical facilities are visually appealing.

When you have a problem, ***** shows a sincere interest in solving it.
Employees of ***** gre always willing to help you.

You feel safe in your transactions with *****,

***** has operating hours convenient to all students.

. **Exx performs its services right the first time.

. Employees of ***** agre never too busy to respond to your requests.

. ****% has employees who give you personal attention.

. Materials associated with the ***** office (pamphlets, brochures) are visually appealing at the *****

office.

**x%% provides its services at the time it promises to do so.
Employees of ***** gre consistently courteous to you.

Employees of ***** have the knowledge to answer your questions.
***** nsists on error-free records.

***** has your best interests at heart.

*****'s employees are neat appearing.

Employees of ***** te|| you exactly when services will be performed.
Employees of ***** ynderstand your specific needs.
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