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Abstract: The aim of this study is to expand understanding of satisfying service 
encounters. In particular, this research study will investigate both parties of the 
service encounter (customers and frontline employees). A dyadic approach will 
help to identify whether customer expectations differ from what contact 
employees believe customers desire from the service encounter. Insights will then 
lead to a greater understanding of the service encounter as revealed discrepancies 
in perceptions will not only increase employees’ and management awareness, but 
also provide implications for training and recruitment of employees. An 
exploratory research study using the well-established laddering interviewing 
technique was regarded as appropriate as it allows researchers to gain a deeper 
insight into the research subject. In total, in-depth laddering interviews with 40 
respondents (20 customers and 20 frontline employees) were conducted.The 
findings of this study suggest that customers and employees identified several 
similar concepts as being important for a successful service encounter such as 
friendliness, competence, responsiveness, honesty, and communication skills.  

 
Keywords: service encounter, service quality, retail banking, dyadic approach, 
customer satisfaction, customer expectations, frontline employee behaviour, 
service dominant logic, means-end approach, laddering 

 
 

Biographical notes: Ms Nathalie Kania is a Marketing Communication Officer at 
IronFX Financial Services Ltd. She holds a MSc Marketing from the University 



                                                                                                                                                                                                           Satisfying Service Encounters 

 

 2 

of Manchester, Manchester Business School and a BA (Hons) in Business 
Administration from Manchester Metropolitan University.  
 
Dr. Thorsten Gruber is a Senior Lecturer (Associate Professor) in Marketing and 
Service Management at Manchester Business School, University of Manchester, 
UK. Prior to that, he was engaged in postdoctoral research at the Birmingham 
Business School, University of Birmingham and a part-time visiting lecturer at the 
University of Education, Ludwigsburg. He received his Ph.D. and M.B.A. from 
the University of Birmingham. His research interests include consumer 
complaining behavior, services marketing, and the development of qualitative 
online research methods. His work has been published in journals such as Journal 
of the Academy of Marketing Science, Journal of Product Innovation 
Management, Journal of Business Research, Industrial Marketing Management, 
Journal of Services Marketing, Journal of Service Management, and Journal of 
Marketing Management.  



                                                                                                                                                                                                           Satisfying Service Encounters 

 

 3 

 

1  Introduction 

In order to differentiate themselves in the competitive marketplace, service providers are driving for 

service excellence by continuously improving service quality (Berry and Parasumaran, 1991). Growth 

and value creation have thus become the dominant theme and human interactions between companies 

and customers are becoming the focus of value creation (Ostrom et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2008; 

Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004).  

 Furthermore, it has been recognised that value can only be co-created with the customer. The 

proposition that the customer becomes a co-creator of value is at the core of the concept of service-

dominant logic (S-D logic), which has generated new insights into our understanding of marketing and 

management (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). It therefore becomes critical to focus on the development of 

customer–service provider relationships through interaction and dialogue. These relationships usually 

develop at the service encounter between customers and frontline employees (Payne et al., 2008). 

Interactions between customers and employees are thus central for value creation.  

 Due to the fact that employees’ attitudes and their behaviour at the service encounter can positively 

or negatively influence customers’ perceptions of service quality, it is important that companies focus 

their resources on ensuring that such service encounters are delivered in a reliable and consistent manner 

(Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). Through continuous investment in the workforce and effective human 

resources practices companies will ultimately foster their organisational competences and be able to 

compete successfully in a global marketplace characterised by intensive competition (Bitner and Brown, 

2008).  

 The aim of this research is to compare customers’ with employees’ perceptions of a satisfying 

service encounter in a banking context. Moreover, the study will focus on face-to-face service 
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encounters as these occur most frequently in the banking context due to the interactive nature of the 

service. A dyadic approach was considered to be useful for understanding service encounters as it 

reflects the dynamics of service quality of a personal service encounter (Svensson, 2006).  

2 Principles of service-dominant logic (S-D logic)  

The emerging marketing and management framework of service-dominant logic (S-D logic) holds that 

all companies and customers exchange service for service as the fundamental basis of exchange (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2004; 2006; 2008abc; 2011). According to this view, service is defined as the application of 

knowledge and skills to co-create value. S-D logic also distinguishes between operand and operant 

resources. Operand resources are defined as resources on which an operation or act is performed to 

produce an effect, whereas operant resources are resources that produce effects on other operant or 

operand resources. Operant resources can be core competences, knowledge and skills and they are 

conceptualised as primary resources as they are producers of effects (Lusch and Vargo, 2006). Value 

creation is regarded as a collaborative process of co-creation between different parties. This brings along 

the need of sharing information and engaging in joint problem solving, which relies on mutual trust 

between different parties in the co-creation process (Vargo, 2008).  

 “Competing through service” (Lusch et al., 2007, p. 8) therefore implies a company’s strategic 

vision characterised by on-going relationships and collaboration with customers, employees and network 

partners in order to overcome internal and external resistances. The companies hereby need to draw 

upon internal and external resources, leading ultimately to value creation for all stakeholders. It is 

therefore important to achieve a meaningful dialogue and an understanding of each member’s role in the 

network in the value creation process (Vargo and Lusch, 2008b). Customers, partners and the external 

environment have thus to be viewed as operant resources (Lusch et al., 2007).  
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 The most important tenet of the concept of S-D logic for this study is the suggestion that “value can 

only be determined by the user in the ‘consumption process’ and the idea of co-creation of value is 

closely tied to ‘value-in-use’” (Lusch et al., 2007, p.11). Value can only be created in interaction with 

the customer and the company cannot deliver value, but only offer value propositions to the customer 

(Vargo, 2008; 2009). The concept of value-in-use is understood as being the experience of a customer-

centred process whereby customers use their own private and public resources in co-creation with the 

service provider’s private and public resources to create value. Therefore, both parties, the company and 

customer, are resource integrators and beneficiaries of the exchange (Vargo et al., 2008). Furthermore, 

the company follows a ‘market with’ philosophy instead of a ‘market to’ philosophy with the 

implication that customers need to be involved in the production and delivery process as customers have 

the desire to be part of the service operations (Lusch et al., 2007). Value is therefore seen as an 

experiential, contextual and meaning-laden construct (Vargo et al., 2008). 

  The aim of an organisation is to offer service quality, to invest in operant resources (employees) and 

to create long-term relationships. Various researchers argue that especially the financial service sector 

has a strong focus on building lasting relationships with customers (Barnes, 1997; Greene et al., 1994; 

Kelemen and Papasolomou, 2007; Tansuhaj et al., 1987). It was therefore decided to focus on this 

important service industry.  

3 The crucial role of service encounters 

Vargo and Lusch (2007) suggest that concepts such as the service encounter are at the heart of S-D 

logic. Similarly, according to service experts a continued exploration of the service encounter is 

important for the future of services marketing (Grove et al., 2003). More recently, Kunz and Hogreve 

(2011, p. 244) suggested that “a stronger focus on employee–customer interactions during service 

encounters” would be necessary for the future of service research. 
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 Solomon et al. (1985) define service encounters as person-to-person interactions between customers 

and service providers. Interactions with the service provider, hence the employees, play a vital role in 

the customer’s perception related to quality and ultimately determine satisfaction (Bitner et al., 1990). In 

retail banking, customer satisfaction is based on the evaluation of multiple interactions between the 

employee and the customer (Jamal and Naser, 2002). Therefore, it is important that employees know 

their roles as their behaviour in the current service encounter determines success in future service 

encounters (Broderick, 1999).  

 The service encounter has a crucial role in service differentiation and quality control (Solomon et al., 

1985). According to Czepiel et al. (1985) the outcome of the dyadic interaction is the service experience 

created by both parties and the challenge for organisations is to control these service experiences. As 

value can only be created in interactions with the customer (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), it is therefore 

important to examine the perspectives of both participants in the service encounter.  

4 The important role of service quality for customers 

Over the last two decades, research on service quality has grown extensively and substantively 

(Grönroos, 2007). Moreover, Kunz and Hogreve (2011), who recently analysed the structure and 

evolution of the service research field, revealed that service quality articles make the most important 

contributions to the discipline.    

 The importance of service quality research is also reflected in developments in the business sector. 

Consumers nowadays are more educated and aware of alternative services, urging organisations to 

differentiate their offerings in order to maintain a competitive advantage (Lewis and Gabrielson, 1998). 

It is thus critical to improve customers’ perceptions regarding service quality, as they influence customer 

satisfaction and brand perception. This will on the other hand increase long-term loyalty, lead to positive 

word-of-mouth and higher profitability for the company (Fisk et al., 1993; Tam and Wong, 2001).  
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As a consequence, service companies strive for ‘zero defections’ with the aim to retain customers the 

company can profitable serve, and through learning from defecting customers, companies intent to 

continuously improve service quality (Reichheld and Sasser, 1990).  

 According to Bowen and Hedges (1993), achieving superior levels of service quality is a critical 

imperative for retail banks, leading to increased market share and shareholder value. Banks need to 

focus hereby on reducing customer defection rates, as this will ultimately lead to an increase in value for 

the company and customer (Beaujean et al., 2007). Increased loyalty can lead to reduced servicing costs, 

improved comprehension of customer needs, more effective targeting and increased opportunities of 

cross-selling of financial products and services (Levesque and McDougall, 1996). Therefore, banks need 

to focus on a differentiation strategy by providing their customers with a high quality banking service, 

leading to enhanced customer satisfaction (Bedi, 2010).  

 Service quality is argued to be based on the disconfirmation paradigm, suggesting that quality results 

from a comparison of customer perceived with expected performance (Grönroos, 2007; Parasuraman et 

al., 1985, 1988). It is therefore important for the company to have adequate knowledge about customer 

needs in order to improve service quality (Grönroos, 2007). According to Beaujean et al. (2007) gaining 

customer insights through market research has to be seen as a continuous journey for the banking 

industry. Cooperation throughout all the departments of the bank will then result in innovative strategies 

for the customer.  

 Customer expectations exist at two different levels, a desired and adequate level. The desired service 

reflects the service the customer hopes to receive, whereas the adequate level of service refers to the 

level of service the customer will accept. A zone of tolerance is the extent to which the customer is 

willing to accept a deviation in performance as a performance below the tolerance level will decrease 
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customer satisfaction and loyalty, whereas a performance above it will delight the customer 

(Parasumaran et al., 1991). The aim for the organisation is thus to meet or exceed customer expectations. 

 Nadiri et al. (2009) found that customers use these two types of expectations in evaluating the 

service experience in banks. Similarly, Beaujean et al. (2007) argue that banks attempt to exceed 

customer expectations increasingly. Holmlund and Kock (1996) posit that service quality has to at least 

meet customer expectations; otherwise the customer will be inclined to switch to another bank. If a bank 

promises more than that it can actually deliver, it can lead to bad word-of-mouth, result in complaints 

and hence, damage the company’s reputation (Papasolomou and Vrontis, 2006).  

 From an S-D logic perspective it is crucial for companies to understand what customers expect as 

companies can then make value propositions that hopefully will be perceived to be of value by their 

customers. Moreover, Bitner and Brown (2008) argue that in practice many service businesses still focus 

on productivity improvements and operational efficiency, rather than on co-creating value with their 

customers. More recently, Ostrom et al. (2010) pointed out the need for studies on the co-creation of 

value as insights are needed into creating value for the customer and capturing value for the company.  

5 The important role of frontline employees  

Frontline employees play a crucial role in satisfying service encounters as their behaviours and attitudes 

primarily determine the customers’ perceptions of service quality (Hartline and Ferrell, 1996). Similarly, 

Bitner et al. (1994, p. 95) suggest that for services, “customer satisfaction is often influenced by the 

quality of the interpersonal interaction between the customer and the contact employee”.  Frontline 

employees shape the ‘moments of truth’ not only by the tasks they perform, but also by the way they 

look, talk and interact with customers (Bitner et al., 1994). Further, Pieters et al. (1998) suggest that the 

behaviours of service employees have a strong impact on customers’ ability to attain their goals.  
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 As frontline employees’ behaviours and performances determine service quality, companies must 

carefully manage them. For example, it becomes imperative for employees to be taught their role in the 

service delivery process and to know the company’s offerings. According to Bitner et al. (1990), 

customers evaluate the service encounter based on the employee’s ability to deliver the service right the 

first time, their attitudes and actions and how well they deal with special requests, and to recover in 

cases of a service failure. Therefore, in order to deliver the service promises to customers, employees 

must have the abilities, skills, tools and motivation to deliver the service (Bitner, 1995). It is thus critical 

to recruit and select the right staff and to have training programmes in order to make the service 

encounter as effective as possible (Lewis and Entwistle, 1990).  

 Furthermore, employees are not only expected to fulfil physical labour, but also emotional labour 

which is defined as the employee’s ability to work on emotion in order to present a socially desirable 

performance (Hochschild, 1983). Emotional labour is the act of attempting to change an emotion or 

feeling so that it is appropriate for any given situation such as smiling during the service encounter and 

showing genuine concern for customer needs (Blake and Humphrey, 1993). Employees thus need to be 

able to be empathetic, responsive and show that they care about customers (Barger and Grandey, 2006). 

  By engaging with customers, employees can create rapport which is defined as “a customer’s 

perception of having an enjoyable interaction with a service provider employee, characterised by a 

personal connection between the two interactants“ (Gremler and Gwinner, 2000, p.92). The authors 

further argue that rapport includes feelings of care and friendliness and personal connections which can 

be created through psychological similarity or a genuine interest in the other party. Rapport is 

considered to be important for the development of relationships, and the creation of a successful 

relationship can positively influence customer satisfaction, loyalty and word-of mouth recommendation 

(Price and Arnould, 1999; Pullman and Gross, 2004).  
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6 Research objectives 

Following an extensive review of the literature it can be concluded that the role of frontline employees is 

central in order to improve the customer’s perceived service quality during the service encounter. 

However, service quality has predominately been conceptualised from the service receiver’s perspective. 

Therefore, existing service quality models seem to neglect the service provider’s perspective and 

especially the role of employees in the creation of quality. Surprisingly, only a few attempts have been 

made to investigate both perspectives in the service encounter (e.g. Chandon et al., 1997; Svensson, 

2001).  

 In addition, the literature discussed demonstrates the importance of personal interactions between 

customers and employees during the service encounter. A dyadic approach therefore not only fits the 

nature of the service encounter but could also reveal important gaps between the different parties. 

Previous studies indicate large gaps between customers’ and employees’ perceptions of good service 

quality and what constitutes a satisfying service experience (Bitner et al., 1994; Matilla and Enz, 2002; 

Swartz and Brown, 1989). Similarly, according to a Bain & Company survey with 362 leading firms 

from multiple geographical locations, 80 % believed they delivered a ‘superior experience’ to their 

customers. In contrast, customers rated only 8% of companies as truly delivering a superior experience 

(Allen et al., 2005).  

 It was therefore decided to conduct an exploratory study in a well-established service industry (retail 

banking) to investigate this interesting phenomenon further. The aim is to expand understanding of 

satisfying service encounters. In particular, this research study will investigate both parties of the service 

encounter by using the well-established laddering technique (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988). A dyadic 

approach will help to identify whether customer expectations differ from what contact employees 

believe customers desire from the service encounter (Gruber et al., 2009a; Svensson, 2006). Insights will 
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then lead to a greater understanding of the service encounter as revealed discrepancies in perceptions 

will not only increase employees’ and management awareness, but also provide implications for training 

and recruitment of employees (Bitner et al., 1994).   

7 Methodology – Using laddering to investigate satisfying service encounters 

The well-established laddering in-depth interviewing technique was used to gain a deeper understanding 

of both customer and employee perceptions. Laddering is a valuable method especially for the 

exploratory stages of research projects (van Rekom and Wierenga, 2007). The technique has been used 

widely, originally for brand or product positioning issues (Gutman, 1982; Olson and Reynolds, 1983), 

and recently in research areas such as sales management (Deeter-Schmelz et al., 2008), services 

marketing (Gruber et al., 2006; 2009ab), higher education services (Voss et al., 2007), business-to-

business marketing (Henneberg et al., 2009), health services (Gruber and Frugone, 2011), and ethical 

clothing consumption (Jaegel et al., 2012). 

 Laddering is generally employed to reveal the relationships which exist between the attributes of 

products, services or individuals (“means”), what consequences these attributes represent for the 

respondent, and the personal values or beliefs, which are strengthened or satisfied by the consequences 

(“end”) (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988). Attributes are the tangible and intangible characteristics of a 

product or service. Consequences are the reasons why a certain attribute is important to the consumer. 

They are the psychological or physiological results that consumers think they can achieve by using the 

product or service (Gutman, 1982). Values are the consumers’ universal life goals and the most personal 

and general consequences individuals are striving for in their lives (Rokeach, 1973).  

 Laddering usually involves personal semi-standardized in-depth interviews where the interviewer’s 

probing questions are used to reveal attribute-consequence-value chains. Cognitive concepts gleaned 

during the laddering interviews are summarised in a graphical representation of a set of means-end 
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chains known as a Hierarchical Value Map (HVM). An HVM, which is the key outcome of a laddering 

study, consists of nodes representing the most important attributes/consequences/values (conceptual 

meanings) and lines, which indicate links between concepts. 

8 Data collection 

8.1 Sample size and characteristics 

 The minimum sample size for laddering research is 20 respondents per subgroup as it provides a full 

range of attributes, consequences and values (Reynolds et al., 2001). According to Reynolds et al. 

(2001) each respondent provides at least five ladders, each of which includes five elements on average. 

Ladders from 20 interviews will thus include a minimum of 500 data points. Therefore, interviews with 

20 bank employees (customer service officers who deal with customers both by appointment and on an 

ad hoc basis) and 20 customers of this bank were conducted to gain significant insights into customer 

and employee perceptions in the banking industry in a European country.   

 The first step in the sampling design process is to determine the sampling frame, a means by which 

elements of the population are represented. Commonly used sampling frames are telephone books and 

electoral rolls (Bryman and Bell, 2007). However for this study, it was not possible to obtain a 

confidential list of retail customers from the bank. As a consequence, a non-probability sampling 

technique was used to identify customer respondents. A technique which is considered to be useful for 

exploratory research (Malhotra and Birks, 2007) and that has been used successfully in similar service 

research recently (Groth et al., 2009) is snowball sampling. It consists of asking recruited respondents to 

refer subsequent participants that share the characteristics desired for the research (Malhotra and Birks, 

2006). Employee respondents were selected by the management of the participating bank, which is the 

market leader in the country.  
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 The age of respondents ranged from 21 to 65 years with averages of 24.5 for the customer subgroup 

and 39.5 for the employee subgroup. Customers’ years of patronage ranged from 1 year to 35 years, with 

an average of 12.75 years. Employees’ years of employment ranged from 2 to 30 years, with an average 

of 14.1 years. Moreover, it was also attempted to maintain balance between the genders as a significant 

imbalance could otherwise have affected value preferences and thus distort the results (Rokeach, 1973). 

The sample characteristics are summarised below in table 1. 

--------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 

-------------------------------------- 

 
8.2 The laddering interview process  

Respondents were interviewed face to face; allowing them to speak freely about their experiences and 

feelings. The interview environment is argued to be important so that respondents are willing to provide 

insights into their underlying motivations and perceptions and talk freely about their service experiences 

(Reynolds and Gutman, 2001). Therefore, interviews with customers were conducted at their homes in 

order to make them feel as comfortable as possible. Similarly, employees were interviewed at their own 

desks or office in the bank, which can be seen as their comfort zone. 

 Before the laddering interviews began, the critical incident technique (CIT) was used as a “warm-

up” technique for the interview due to its ability to provide insight into customer experiences (Burns et 

al., 2000). Flanagan (1954, p. 327) defines CIT as “consisting of a set of procedures for collecting direct 

observations of human behaviour in such a way as to facilitate their potential usefulness in solving 

practical problems and developing broad psychological principles “. During CIT interviews, respondents 

are asked to tell a story about an experience which was either satisfying or dissatisfying (a critical 

incident) (Gremler, 2004). CIT has been used in previous studies in the area of service quality by 
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assessing favourable and unfavourable incidents in service encounters from the customer and contact 

employee’s point of view (Bitner et al., 1990, 1994; Johnston, 1995). 

 For the purpose of the present research study, respondents were asked at the beginning of each 

interview to talk about one of their satisfying service encounters with a frontline employee. CIT was 

used to create a frame of reference for the respondents, to show them that the researcher was genuinely 

interested in their experiences and to make them feel comfortable to answer succeeding questions 

(Gruber et al., 2009b).  

 The laddering interviews with customers and employees then started by asking them for socio-

demographic information including, age and occupation. Employee respondents were then asked for 

theirs years of patronage/employment with the bank. Thereafter, customers were asked to elicit the 

attributes they expect from frontline employee during personal interactions: What are the main 

attributes you are looking for in a frontline employee while dealing with your request? The interviewer 

then tried to construct the chains of means-end relationships and helped the respondents climbing up the 

ladder of abstraction by asking: ‘Why is that important to you?’; ‘How does it help you out?’; ‘What 

happens to you as a result of that?’ (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988). The same procedure of probing was 

applied to frontline employees: ‘What are the main attributes a customer is looking for in a frontline 

employee while dealing with his/her request? Every time a respondent provided an answer the 

interviewer then asked: ‘Why do you think that is important for the customer?’; ‘How does it help the 

customer out?’; ‘What happens to the customer as a result of that?’ Questioning continued until 

respondents reached the value level; gave repeating answers, or were simply not able or willing to 

provide an answer. In some cases, respondents were not able to proceed further and in this case it was 

important that the interviewer did not put words into the respondent’s mouth or gave examples to the 
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respondent to avoid obtaining biased responses (Reynolds et al., 2001). The interviewer would then go 

back to elicit another attribute.  

 If in some cases the respondent provided more than five attributes, the interviewer asked respondents 

to rank them in order of importance as suggested by Deeter-Schmelz et al. (2002) and probed from 

there. In situations when a respondent seemed unable to articulate the reasons why an attribute was 

important, negative laddering was employed (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988) by asking for example 

‘‘ What might be the effect if a contact employee did not have [attribute]?’’.  

 After each interview, respondents were asked to review the established ladders with the researcher in 

order to make sure that there was no misunderstanding of the concepts. According to Bryman and Bell 

(2007) member checking is a useful technique for qualitative research in order to enhance the credibility 

of findings. The interviews lasted between 20 and 60 minutes and were recorded for verbatim 

transcription used for the data analysis. 

9 Data analysis 

The laddering data were analysed in three stages (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988). First, content analysis 

was conducted in order to categorise and code the data from the laddering interviews. Content analysis 

is a data reduction process involving systematic techniques which are used to analyse the informational 

contents of textual data (Forman and Damschroder, 2008).  

 In order to develop a coding scheme each interview transcript was examined carefully. The process 

of coding hereby helps to eliminate irrelevant responses from the interviews (Miles and Huberman, 

1994). The decision-support software programme LADDERMAP (Gengler and Reynolds, 1993) was 

used for this purpose as it allowed entry of up to ten chunks of meaning per ladder and the 

categorization of each phrase as either an attribute, consequence or value. Coding was an iterative 

exercise of recoding data, splitting, combining categories, generating new or dropping existing 
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categories. The coding process produced meaningful categories to group together phrases with identical 

meanings. The identification of categories was through phrases and key words that respondents used 

during the interviews and from concepts derived from the literature review. 

 The following tables display the 22 attributes, 24 consequences and 9 values which resulted from the 

40 interviews. The table provides a short description of each construct, reference to similar concepts in 

the literature and the number of times the concepts were mentioned by each subgroup. The codes are 

listed in alphabetical order. 

--------------------------------------- 
Insert Tables 2-4 about here 

-------------------------------------- 

Second, the codes for individual means-end chains had to be aggregated across subjects and illustrated 

in an implication matrix to express the number of associations between the conceptual meanings 

(attributes/consequences/values). This implications matrix details the associations between the 

constructs and acts as a bridge between the qualitative and quantitative elements of the technique by 

showing the number of times one code leads to another (Deeter-Schmelz et al., 2002). The numbers to 

the left of the decimal show the direct relations that an element has to another, while the number on the 

right shows the total amount of direct and indirect relations (Gruber et al., 2006). For example in the 

extract of the implicaiton matrix from customers shown below (Table 5), “responsive” leads to “save 

time” 11 times directly and zero times indirectly (11-11). Therefore, 11 respondents associated 

employees when being responsive as direclty saving their time and there were no indirect linkages 

between these two concepts.  

--------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 5 about here 

-------------------------------------- 
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 Finally, two HVMs were generated:  one for employees and one for customers. Gengler et al. (1995, 

p. 245) define a HVM as “a graphical representation of a set of means-end chains which can be thought 

of as an aggregate (e.g., market-level) cognitive structure map”. The map consists of nodes, which stand 

for the most important attributes/consequences/values (conceptual meanings) and lines, which represent 

the linkages between the concepts. The map graphically sums up the information collected during the 

laddering interviews (Claeys et al., 1995) and normally consists of three different levels, which relate to 

the three concepts of meaning.  

 In order to make the maps interpretable a balance between data reduction and retention had to be 

achieved by specifying a so-called “cut-off” level (Gengler et al., 1995). The cut-off level of four was 

determined for both subgroups as it was considered to depict the most important constructs and not 

eliminating any relevant information; maintaining thus the balance between interpretability and detail 

(Christensen and Olson, 2002). The cut-off level of four means that respondents had to mention linkages 

between concepts at least four times for concepts to be graphically represented in the maps (Gengler et 

al., 1995). In addition, the information presented in the map had to be structured by placing the values at 

the top of the HVM map, whereas consequences were positioned near the middle and attributes at the 

bottom of the maps. The size of the circles indicates the relative frequency mentioned by the 

respondents. The thickness of the lines between concepts shows the strength of the relationship.   

10 Results and discussion  

10.1 The customer perspective 

The HVM reveals a complex structure. The attribute most desired by customers is “friendliness”, which 

was mentioned by 14 participants. It leads to the most important consequence, to establish trust in 

employees (“trust”). The consequence “trust” was mentioned 18 times. In addition, the consequences of 

friendliness are also to create a connection with employees (“rapport”), to feel comfortable in the bank 
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(“comfort”), and it is also considered as an attribute that is taken for granted (“meet expectations”). 

“Rapport” is then linked to the values “happiness” and “feel good”.  

--------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

-------------------------------------- 

The second two most important attributes for customers are employees who are “responsive” and 

competent (“competence”). Responsiveness is one of the five determinants of service quality in the 

SERVQUAL scale (Parasumaran et al., 1988), whereas competence was conceptualised as one of the 10 

dimensions that customers use in forming perceptions of service quality (Parasumaran et al., 1985). 

Similarly, Zeithaml et al. (1988) argue that employees’ knowledge of the company’s offering is critical 

in order to close possible pitfalls in the sevice delivery. Competence or expertise is also conceptualised 

as one of the primary dimensions in the service quality model proposed by Brady and Cronin (2001). 

Findings from previous studies in banks indicate that friendliness and competence are two major factors 

influencing customer satisfaction with bank employees (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987).  

 Customers associate employees’ “competence” as solving their request (“solution”) which has a 

strong link to customers’ desire to feel safe (“security”). The attributes “competence” and “responsive” 

will allow customers to save their time (“save time”). “Save time” is direclty linked to “satisfaction” and 

“happiness” and indirectly linked to “hedonism”. Being “responsive” leading to “save time” and then 

leading to “happiness” and “hedonism” represents one of the most dominant paths in the value map. In 

particular, as the width of the linkage indicates, as customers can save their time (“save time”), it allows 

them to devote attention to other issues (“concentrate on other issues”). By being able to focus on other 

issues customers can enjoy life (“hedonism”).  

 In additon, being flexible, meaning that employees should be less strict with regulations 

(“flexibility”), allows customers also to “save time”. To our best knowledge, “flexibilty” in the sense of 
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being less strict with regulations has so far not been proposed as a desired attribute of frontline 

employees in order to create a successful service encounter. So far, the concept of flexibilty, which is 

considered to be an important criteria of perceived service quality (e.g. Armistead, 1990; Bearden et al., 

1998; Gwinner et al., 2005), has been defined as either customising the service or adding addtional 

service components.  

 To “save time” was also mentioned to give customers the feeling that their needs are being 

understood (“feel understood”), which makes them feel important and valued by employees (“self-

esteem”). The consequence “feel understood” is also evoked by employees’ “communication skills”.  

 The main consequence “trust” is strongly influenced by employees being honest (“honesty”) and 

“reliable”. Customers think that if they can “trust” the employees, they will stay with the bank 

(“loyalty”) and achieve the feeling of being safe and secure (“security”), which is the most important 

value customers aim to satisfy (mentioned 16 times).  

 For customers in order to be able to feel secure (“security”) customers need to feel that they have 

“assurance” and “control”. The consequence “control” leads hereby back to the employees’ ability to 

advise the customer (“advice”) and to be “informative”. With employees being “informative” customers 

can understand the service and product provided (“gain knowledge”), which is crucial for them. As the 

width of the line in the HVM reveals, “control” is strongly linked to the value of “security”.  

 By addressing customers with their name (“know customer’s name”) it seems to be very important 

for them to feel as being treated like individuals (“treated as individual”) which makes them feel 

personally connected to employees (“rapport”) and ultimately makes them feel happy (“happiness”) and 

“feel good”. Being “treated as individual” also makes customers feel more comfortable (“comfort”) 

during the service encounter. If employees are “polite” customers also feel more comfortable 

(“comfort”).  
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 According to the HVM, customers in particular want to satisfy the following values: “security” 

(which was mentioned 16 times), “happiness” (14 times), “feel good” (10 times), “satisfaction” (8 

times), “hedonism” (7 times), and “self-esteem” (6 times).  

10.2 The employee perspective 

The HVM for employees reveals that employees perceive that the attribute most desired by customers is 

good “communication skills”, which was mentioned by 13 respondents. “Communication skills” is an 

important attribute that supports findings from the sales management literature which suggest that the 

contact employee’s communication skills play an important role for personal interactions (Deeter-

Schmelz et al., 2002; Ramsey and Sohi, 1997). The employee’s ability to communicate effectively with 

customers has been found as an important factor in banks (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987). Together 

with “friendliness” (mentioned 12 times) it makes customers feel that they can speak freely with 

employees about their needs (“open up”). Employees believe that when customers can “open up”, 

customers can easier establish a relationship with employees.  

--------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 about here 

-------------------------------------- 

“Trust” is strongly related by employees to the concept “relationship”. Even though the map shows a 

strong link between “honesty” and “trust”, the latter is also perceived to be attainable by being 

“reliable”. Being able to “trust” employees is strongly linked to the ability to build a “relationship” with 

employees and this ultimately makes customers feel safe (“security). By addressing customers with their 

name (“know customer’s name”) and through the establishment of “rapport”, employees perceive that 

customers also feel more comfortable (“comfort”) and are then satisfied (“satisfaction”) with the service 

provided.  



                                                                                                                                                                                                           Satisfying Service Encounters 

 

 21

 However, the strongest path in the map links “know customer’s name” to “rapport”, then to 

“relationship” and ultimately to the value of “security”. Employees consider building a “relationship” as 

the most important consequence (mentioned 17 times) which is most strongly associated with customer 

needs of “security”. When employees are able to show that they care of and show interest in customers 

(“empathy”), customers are eager to have a “relationship” with employees. According to employees the 

establishment of a “relationship” directly makes customers “feel good”. By being in a “relationship” 

customers stay loyal (“loyalty”), which is directly linked to the feeling of being important to the bank 

(self-esteem) and indirectly linked to “happiness” and “satisfaction”. It has also been argued in the 

literature that social skills such as empathy have a strong influence on customer satisfaction and 

retention, hence facilitating relationship building (Donavan et al., 2004; Hennig-Thurau, 2004).  

 The attribute “patient” has been identified by employees as leading to the consequence of providing 

customers a “solution”, which is directly linked to the feelings of “happiness“ and “security”. However, 

being “patient” was strongly related by employees to the feeling that customer needs are being 

understood . The feeling of understanding (“feel understood”) makes customers feel safe (“security”) 

and customers stay loyal with the bank (“loyalty”). “Loyalty” then is directly linked to feeling important 

and valued by the bank (“self-esteem”). Moreover, by being loyal (“loyalty”), employees perceived that 

customers will positively speak about the bank (“word-of-mouth”) which is leading to “happiness” and 

“satisfaction”. Similarly, Bowen and Lawler (1995) argue that satisfied customers are not only loyal, but 

they also generate positive word-of-mouth. Employees also consider that when customers are loyal 

(“loyalty”), they are willing to pay more (“price premium”), leading then to “satisfaction”.  

 The attribute “competence” has been identified by employees as not only leading directly to 

“loyalty” but most importantly to the consequence of having a “solution”, to know that employees will 

fulfil customer requests, which is strongly linked to the feeling of “happiness and “security”. Moreover, 
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the attribute of being “responsive” gives customers not only the opportunity to “save time”, but is 

strongly linked to “solution”. Responsiveness, reliability and empathy have not only been 

conceptualised as important dimensions of the SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman et al., 1988), but have 

also been confirmed by several studies conducted in the banking industry as being important in 

customers’ evaluations of service quality (Barger and Grandey, 2006; Bedi, 2010).  

 Employees also strongly believe that when they are dressed well (“well presented”), customers will 

be more assured that their request will be handled professionally (“assurance”). Once customers feel 

assured they have the feeling of certainty and security (“security”). In addition, “assurance” leads to 

“solution”, which is also evoked by “greater effort” shown by employees. “Solution” is then directly 

linked to “satisfaction”, but most importantly to the values “happiness” and “security”. Providing 

customer with assurance was identified by Parasuraman et al. (1988) as one of the five determinants for 

service quality. In the literature it has been recognised that employees’ appearance influences customers’ 

perceptions of service quality in banks (Baron and Harris, 2003).  

 According to employees, customers in particular want to satisfy the following values: “security” 

(which was mentioned 18 times), “satisfaction” (18 times), “feel good” (13 times), “happiness” (13 

times), and “self-esteem” (9 times).  

10.3 Comparison of customer and employee perspectives    

 The two complex HVMs (Figures 1 and 2) show that both subgroups identify many of the same 

attributes, consequences and values. It also confirms the premise that employee behaviours and attitudes 

determine the evaluation of service encounters and thus shape customers’ perceptions of service quality. 

However, there are several concepts which only appear in one of the HVMs, and some attributes 

identified by customers and employees are leading to different consequences and end-values.  
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 In terms of similarities, employee characteristics such as friendliness, competence, responsiveness, 

honesty and communication skills were identified by both groups. These results corroborate previous 

research findings in banks that friendliness, responsiveness and competence are key attributes in shaping 

customer perceptions of service quality (e.g. McCullough, 1993; Schneider and Bowen, 1985; 

Surprenant and Solomon, 1987). In addition, both parties agreed on the importance of trust for 

customers. As suggested by Shemwell et al. (1994), the concept of trust is one of the fundamental 

elements in order to evaluate service quality. Similarly, Johnston (1995; 1997) argues that especially in 

the banking sector honesty, justice and fairness are fundamental for customers in order to maintain trust 

in the employee. Both customer and employee respondents agreed on the necessity of employees being 

reliable and honest in order to establish trust and to satisfy customers’ need to feel secure in the bank. 

 Security was identified by both parties as being one of the major values customers want to attain. 

This can be attributed to the nature of the financial service and its attached importance, but also to its 

complexity and high uncertainty for customers.  

 However, there are differences in the importance of trust and in the consequences mentioned around 

trust. Especially for customers establishing trust in employees seems to be the key for a successful 

service experience leading to increased loyalty with the service provider. Conversely, the findings from 

this study with customers contest findings by Shemwell et al. (1994) that the ability to engender trust 

between customers and employees will result in a relationship. Employees on the other hand established 

the link between trust and relationship development. This finding suggests that employees perceived 

trust as an important antecedent for a successful relationship, whereas customers did not (Morgan and 

Hunt, 1994). Moreover, customers directly linked trust to becoming loyal to the bank which leads to the 

desired end-state of security. This finding is in line with previous studies in banks that the development 
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of trust between customers and contact employees are important antecedents of customer loyalty in retail 

banking (Lewis and Soureli, 2006).  

 Another important concept mentioned by both parties is the creation of rapport during the service 

encounter. The results from the employees’ interviews corroborate previous research findings that 

rapport is an important antecedent for developing a relationship and can positively influence customer 

satisfaction, loyalty and word-of-mouth recommendation (Price and Arnould, 1999; Pullman and Gross, 

2004). However, from the customers’ point of view findings indicate that the establishment of rapport 

with employees is leading to the desired end states of feeling good and being happy. It is surprising that 

although the concept relationship was mentioned during the interviews with customers, it is not linked to 

rapport and does not appear at all in the HVM.    

 Nevertheless, both parties agreed that in order to create rapport with customers, employees need to 

use the customer’s name. However, customers mentioned that the feeling of having a personal 

connection with the employee can only be created if they feel that employees are treating them like 

individuals, not like numbers. This implies that only knowing customer’s name is not enough for 

customers. Employees thus need to be personal during the service encounter and be able to relate to 

customers at a human level. Only when this interest is shown customers are willing to talk about their 

personal interests and create a personal connection with the employee. In the literature, personalisation 

has been proposed by Mittal and Lassar (1996) as the most important determinant of perceived service 

quality for companies with high interactive service encounters.  

 The employees’ ability to be responsive during the service encounter was mentioned in both 

subgroups, enabling customers to save time. However, the consequence of saving time was less 

significant from the employee perspective, whereas for customers the opportunity of saving their time 

was highly emphasised during the interviews. As can be seen from the customers’ HVM saving time is 
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the second most important consequence for customers as it leads to the end values of not only being 

satisfied with the service provided, but also being happy and able to enjoy life. Customers feel that if 

they can save time in the bank, they can use it in order to focus on other issues, thus in the end enjoy 

their life more. However, customers’ need to concentrate on other issues and this consequence leading to 

the desired end-state of hedonism do not appear in the employees’ HVM. The two concepts have not 

been mentioned at all during the interviews with employees. On the contrary, employees identified their 

abiltiy to be responsive as providing customers a solution and hence making them happy and feel secure.  

 A similar finding was found for competence as it has been mentioned by customers as saving their 

time, giving them the opportunity to spend their time on other issues and reinforcing their desired values 

of pleasure and happiness. Employees on the other hand linked competence to the ability of providing 

customers a solution and thus leading to the end-states security and happiness. Customers also identified 

that employees providing them a solution will make them feel safe. In addition, employees implied that 

their competence will increase customer loyalty, and then increase customers’ need of self-esteem. 

Customer loyalty was also linked to positive word-of-mouth and customers‘ need to be happy and 

satisfied with the service provided. According to employees, loyal customers are also willing to pay a 

higher price or higher interest rates compared to competitors if they are satisfied with the service 

provided. However, these constructs around loyalty have not been established by customers as described 

above.  

 Further, to be informative and to give advice seems to be of relative importance to customers, but 

they do not appear in the employees’ HVM. Customers expect employees to be willing to answer 

questions, explain procedures and inform customers about changes in their accounts. They appreciate 

employees being eager to share information with them. Advising customers so that they can make the 

right decision gives customers the feeling of control as they need to be certain of making the right 
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decision in order to feel safe. Customers’ perceived control has been discussed in the literature as an 

important dimension for a successful service experience (Bitran and Hoech, 1990; Czepiel et al., 1985). 

The perception of having control and making the right decisons are strongly linked for customers to 

reinforce their security values. Conversely, the findings seem to point out a fragmentation in the way 

customers want to gain the feeling of security. On the one hand, customers want to have the feeling of 

control and make their own decisions but on the other hand customers seem to appreciate employees 

providing them with a solution. Employees on the other hand identified providing customers with a 

solution as one of the most important consequences for customers. Furthermore, employees identified 

their appearance as providing customers with the assurance that their request will be handled 

professionally, which gives customers the feeling of security. This attribute however does not seem to be 

of importance to customers, since it has only been mentioned once in the interviews. 

 In addition, the two most important attributes identified by employees, their ability to know how to 

interact and communicate with customers together with being friendly have been linked to the 

consequence that customers will be able to speak freely with the employees about their needs and thus 

enhance relationship building. Customers’ possibility to open up has been identified as the second most 

important consequence for customers as can be seen in the employees’ HVM. The concept of open up is 

however not shown in the customers’ HVM and thus seems to be of less importance for customers. 

Customers therefore imply good communication skills as giving them the feeling of being understood by 

the employees which will then enable them to save their time. Moreover, customers agreed that if 

employees are less strict with regulations, they have more time for other issues that are important to 

them, and it thus gives them the chance to enjoy life more. Saving time leads to customers’ desired end-

states of happiness and satisfaction. The attribute flexibility has not been mentioned at all during the 

interviews with employees, as this would imply that employees do not follow the code of conduct of the 
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bank. Not following the regulations could have negative consequences for employees such as the 

termination of employment.  

 Regarding the customers’ desired end-states from the service encounter, it can be concluded that 

customers and employees identified similar values, however their importance seem to differ. Both 

subgroups identified security as the main value which can be attributed to the nature of the banking 

service and thus customers’ sensation linked to feeling in safe hands, secure and protected (Maslow, 

1959). Customers then value happiness and feeling good, followed by satisfaction. Employees in 

contrast identified satisfaction together with security as the main values for customers, followed by 

happiness and feeling good. The value hedonism emerged as an important value from the customer 

perspective of a successful service encounter. Hedonism was however not mentioned at all in the 

interviews with employees. Therefore, it is suggestive that employees consider customer satisfaction as 

more important for a successful service encounter rather than customer feelings of being happy, feeling 

good and their needs to enjoy life. It can thus be argued that customers aim to satisfy personal values 

such as happiness and pleasure (Rokeach, 1973) and that satisfaction might only be of secondary 

importance to them. Employees on the other hand tend to take a more rational view, with a focus on the 

satisfaction of customer needs.  

11 Contribution of study and managerial implications 

The present research findings reveal customers’ and employees’ perceptions regarding a successful 

service encounter in the retail banking sector. The findings present the customers’ desired attributes and 

behaviour of employees. The major contribution of this research lies in its dyadic approach by 

comparing both perspectives of the service encounter in a bank setting. The study thus provides a first 

insight into the expectations of employee behaviour by identifying the desired attributes and linking 

these to consequences and values. Although previous service quality research in the banking industry 
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and other industries has arrived at similar findings, none of them have attempted to examine what lies 

behind the attributes “friendliness”, “responsiveness” or “competence” that customers ask for and the 

values customers want to achieve during the service experience. Moreover, none of these studies applied 

a dyadic approach which is the focus of this exploratory research study. Another strong contribution of 

this paper is the finding that all the identified concepts from the laddering interviews that are shown in 

the HVMs must not been seen in strict isolation, as in previous research, but have to be understood as a 

network of interrelated concepts. 

 Findings from this study can be used by employees and management in order to improve perceived 

service quality in the service industry, and particularly in retail banking. In particular, the implications 

arising from this study point towards a careful management of the service encounter as it is critical to 

focus on the development of the customer-employee relationship in order to create value for customers 

and the bank. Since interactions between customers and employees are determinant for value creation, it 

is argued that value can only be co-created with the customer (Edvardsson et al., 2005; Vargo and 

Lusch, 2004).  

 The study points out that frontline employees need to be friendly and show a genuine interest not 

only for customer needs but also in the customer as a person in order to create rapport. Employees thus 

need to carry out emotional labour as they need to adapt and control their emotions so that it is 

appropriate for any given situation (Hochschild, 1983). They do not only need to show empathy, but 

also a genuine concern for customer needs and their feelings, which supports recent findings by Gruber 

(2011). It can thus be concluded that customers do not only want employees to smile, be friendly, but 

also to engage with them. Engaged employees have been recognised as the most important factor 

influencing the customer experience (Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Schmitt, 1999). Various researchers 

argue that managers and customers’ expectations to fulfil emotional labour can cause stress in 
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employees, which can then negatively impact the service encounter (e.g. Blake and Humphrey, 1993; 

Hochschild, 1983; Kruml and Geddes, 2000). It is therefore important that employees learn how to 

manage their feelings and learn how to cope with stress. Socialisation programmes and seminars can 

hereby help to provide guidelines to employees on how to behave during the service encounter, and thus 

reduce role ambiguity and stress levels (Singh, 1993). This will then have a positive impact on 

customers’ evaluations of the service encounter.  

 Moreover, it is imperative to identify and recruit contact employees who are genuinely interested in 

their job, care about customers and put every effort to satisfy customer needs and make them happy. 

Employees should attempt to get to know the customer as a person and be able to interact with personal 

warmth. This study shows that customers wish to create rapport with employees and be treated as 

individuals. Hence, it is important not only to recruit people who have product or service expertise, but 

also people with strong social skills (Donavan et al., 2004). Companies should especially recruit 

employees who show genuine concern for their customers or at least are very skilled at giving the 

impression of being interested in their customers’ concerns (Gruber, 2011).   

 The findings of this study also indicate to recruit people who can build customer relationships. It 

also shows that the relationship concept has not been considered as an important component from the 

customer point of view. Since relationships are positively related with customer satisfaction, loyalty and 

positive word-of-mouth (Price and Arnould, 1999; Pullman and Gross, 2004), employees need to foster 

relationship building with customers. However, employees have to consider that the creation of a 

relationship depends on both sides and implies the customer’s willingness to open up and to share 

information. As pointed out in the literature the creation of rapport is the first step for a successful 

relationship with customers (Gremler and Gwinner, 2000). Customers therefore need to be aware of the 

direct benefits of entering into a relationship with the service provider. This can be done by showing 
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customers that a relationship can help them to establish trust, as trust was identified as being crucial in 

order to gain the feeling of security. Trust has been highly recognised in the literature as an effective 

element for establishing a successful relationship (e.g. Swan et al., 1999; Tam and Wong, 2001). In 

addition, in order to nurture and maintain trust, employees need to be honest, and not hide any details 

about service charges or interest rates.  

 Furthermore, customers want to get advice from employees and share information with them. 

Customers want to have the feeling of control during the service process and make the right decision. 

They thus want to be integrated in the service provision. Therefore, employees need to understand that 

customers do not only want to be provided directly with a solution, but they want to be actively involved 

in the service offering. Value can thus only be created in interaction with customers and they need to be 

considered as active players during the service encounter (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). According to 

service-dominant logic, the ability to share information hereby relies on mutual trust between the parties 

and is essential for the co-creation process (Vargo, 2008).  

 Due to the fact that responsiveness has been identified as an important employee characteristic in 

this study, the need for empowerment has to be recognised by management, in order to deal efficiently 

with customers and help them save time (Holmlund and Kock, 1996; Rafiq and Ahmed, 1998). 

Empowerment allows employees to deal with customers efficiently and it is argued that empowerment is 

vital for service companies that require face-to-face contact between customers and frontline employees 

(Baron and Harris, 2003; Boshoff and Leong, 1998).  

 According to Bowen and Lawler (1992; 1995) empowered employees need to have information 

about the company’s performance and knowledge on how to contribute to business processes and 

performance. Power needs to be redistributed within the organisation by pushing down decision-making 

to employees in order to give employees the opportunity to respond fast to customers’ requests. Rafiq 
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and Ahmed (1998) posit that responsiveness, assurance and empathy are service quality dimensions 

which are highly dependent on the employees. The authors further assert that the higher the expected 

level of these dimensions from the customer point of view, the greater the need for empowerment. 

Similarly, Holmlund and Kock (1996) argue that empowerment in retail banking must be implemented 

in order to give employees the power to fulfil their job requirements and to satisfy their customers.   

 The high importance for customers of saving time has hereby to be more emphasised by 

management. Employees therefore need to understand that saving time does not only satisfy customers, 

but simultaneously makes them happy and gives them the opportunity to enjoy life. Employees need to 

be aware of the fact that customers do not only aim to satisfy their functional needs; but they also want 

to have their personal values and needs satisfied (hedonism and happiness).  

 The literature strongly suggests that service companies should use internal marketing in order to 

provide good service quality to their customers. Therefore, with an internal marketing programme, 

banking institutions can not only help to improve internal communications, but also motivate employees 

and create a sense of belonging, which on the other hand will foster relationship building (Richardson 

and Robinson, 1993; Tortosa et al., 2009). They thus need to nurture customer orientation among service 

employees, which can be built through on-the-job-training, continuous evaluation of employee 

performance and formal training programmes (Kelley, 1992). Moreover, management should not only 

provide feedback to their employees but also establish performance evaluations, based on which training 

programmes can be designed (Kelley, 1992). This will then help employees to improve their 

competences.  

 Furthermore, constant training about the service and products provided is crucial, in order to fulfill 

customers’ expectations of dealing with competent front-line employees. In particular, customers expect 

employees to have sufficient knowledge about the product and to know the bank’s procedures. This 
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reflects the work of Becker and Wellins (1990) who found that customers want employees to have an 

understanding of the company’s products, proecdures and policies releated to the the service provided.  

 This study also reveals that managers need to be aware of the fact that employees are not always 

impartial and do not always provide equal treatment to their customers. The findings indicate that 

employees not always strictly follow company rules, since customers identified flexibility as an 

employee characteristic. These actions could have implications on the value effects of the bank and thus 

need further examinations. Another issue to be taken into account by management is the identified 

discrepancy in perceptions regarding word-of-mouth and price premium.  

 In addition, the results of this study provide ideas for banking institutions for the development of 

their brands by shedding lights on the values and benefits that are important to customers. The means-

end approach has originally been used to help to identify positioning strategies for products (Reynolds 

and Gutman, 1988). Hence, when defining their brand identity, banking institutions can focus on 

aligning it with the benefits and values sought by their customers. Moreover, since employees are 

described in the marketing literature as ‘brand’s ambassadors’ (Harris and De Chernatony, 2001), their 

behaviours determine the service experience and thus the values associated by customers with the 

company brand. Therefore, managers need to clearly communicate the brand’s purpose to employees 

and help them to understand how their roles relate to it.  

 To conclude, by recruiting employees with the desired employee characteristics, providing them 

with intensive training and treating them as internal customers, the satisfaction of frontline employees 

can be increased who can then deliver an excellent service to their customers and also enhance customer 

loyalty (Heskett et al., 2008). Moreover, the overarching focus on service quality can only be established 

with a focus on building a strong service culture, including every employee in the organisation, hence 
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creating a successful service brand (Brown, 2003). A successful service brand is lived internally by 

every employee of the organisation and then translated to its customers through the service experience.  

12 Limitations and directions for further research  

This study was explorative in nature as it was the first dyadic study using the laddering technique in a 

retail banking setting. Although the results provide rich insights, the study also presents some limitations 

related to its methodology. These limitations, however, can provide a starting point for further research.  

 First, it would be worth to investigate whether there are differences in customers’ desired attributes 

of long-term customers compared to new customers of the bank. The sample in this study was also 

constrained to one bank, which implies to take caution when interpreting the results.  

 Although results obtained from laddering studies based on the means-end approach permit an 

understanding of customer’s underlying motivations with respect to a particular product class, service or 

individual, a means-end approach alone cannot explain or predict behaviour (Reynolds and Gutman, 

2001). A means end chain could thus be included or compared with existing consumer behaviour 

theories such as the theory of reasoned action (Grunert et al., 2001). In addition, there is neither any 

theory nor statistics that assist the researcher in deciding on the cut-off levels for the creation of the 

HVMs (Reynolds and Gutman, 2001). Therefore, further research should address these issues.  

 The study involved customer service officers. The results could be different if cashiers who help 

identify and meet the day-to-day needs of customers and perform basic financial transactions would 

have been interviewed as they have only short interactions with customers.   

 As findings from this study indicate that customers expect employees to be less strict with 

regulations, future research should examine the possible value effects for the bank. Moreover, more 

research using a dyadic approach should be conducted in order to compare customers’ and employees’ 
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perceptions of the concepts price premium and word-of-mouth as new insights might have an impact on 

the company’s external communication strategy.  

 What is needed now are more dyadic studies or even a triadic approach as proposed by Svensson 

(2006) by including the management perspective that would not only provide a deeper perspective of the 

service quality construct, but also capture the inherent complexities and dynamics of the creating 

satisfying service encounters in retail banking.      
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Figure 1  Hierarchical value map (HVM) for customers 
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Note: Attributes=white, consequences=grey and values=black; numbers (N) refer to the frequency 
with which concept was mentioned  
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Figure 2  Hierarchical value map (HVM) for employees 
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Table 1 Characteristics of customer and frontline employee sample  
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Table 2  Overview of attributes 
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Table 3  Overview of consequences 
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Table 4 Overview of values 
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Table 5 Extract from implication matrix (customer subgroup) 

 

 


