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IMPORTANCE-PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS OF RETAIL 
WEBSITE SERVICE QUALITY 

 
ABSTRACT 
This study intends to empirically explore the customer’s perceived ranking of the 
importance of a range of on-line services, and their perceptions of the retailers’ 
performance in delivering these services. An online questionnaire survey has been 
conducted to gather the data from respondents. The data was analysed using 
Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA). The findings suggest areas of e-service 
quality where retailers could improve, based on the customers’ perceptions of the 
retailers’ performance against the importance of some e-service quality features and/ 
or services on offer. Consequently, this study highlights that retailers should take 
active steps to understand their customers’ requirements, before developing an online 
customer services strategy. From a practical perspective, retailers could also apply the 
questionnaire developed for this study to canvas the opinions of customers, to help 
identify areas in which their performance needs to be improved. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
There is a growing body of work that has focused upon customers’ perceptions of the 
service quality that they experience, when visiting web-sites (Parasuraman et al, 2005; 
Cristobal et al, 2007; Loiacono et al., 2007; Yang et al., 2003). The customers’ 
perceptions of e-service quality are largely based on studies of the traditional service 
quality measurement. SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988) has been widely used 
in previous service quality studies but it has also been adopted and adapted in e-
service quality studies (e.g.  van Riel et al., 2003; Kaynama and Black, 2000).  As a 
result, SERVQUAL has been further developed and enhanced, i.e. E-S-QUAL and 
Rec-S-Q (Parasuraman et al., 2005), and this work is recognised as the most 
comprehensive work on e-service quality (Bauer et al., 2006).  Nevertheless, when 
studies have been directly aimed at the virtual experience they have tended to focus on 
the technical evaluations of web sites interface features such as: the web site design 
(e.g. Dabholkar, 1996; Liu and Arnett, 2000; Kaynama and Black, 2000; Cox and 
Dale, 2002; Siu and Cheung, 2001); and, the accuracy and relevance of information 
(e.g. Liu and Arnett, 2000; Yoo and Donthu, 2001;  Loiacono et al., 2007; Cao et al., 
2005), rather than the softer service elements. Some studies suggest that consumers 
have become more concerned with being able to reliably order and receive ordered 
goods (Barnes and Vigden, 2001). Thus, the technical evaluation focus has been 
shifted to the assessment of on-line transaction processing (Parasuraman et al., 20005; 
Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2003), which potentially renders softer issues as unimportant 
e.g., ease of use, responsiveness to complaints, availability of information.   

In recent years, significant numbers of new e-service quality measurement models 
have been developed and tested. For example: PeSQ (Cristobal et al., 2007);  e-
TRansQual (Bauer et al., 2006);  PIRQUAL (Francis and White, 2002);  e-TailQ 
(Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2003); E-S-QUAL and Rec-S-Q (Parasuraman et al., 2005). 
In contrast, some studies merely register lists of e-service quality dimensions (e.g. 
Yang et al., 2003; Yang and Fang, 2004; Long and McMellon, 2004, Cox and Dale, 
2002), without exploring the affects and implications of such dimensions.  

The previous body of literature can be criticised in a number of key respects. For 
example, there has been a tendency to focus solely on consumers’ perceptions of the 
service providers’ ability to satisfy a variety of service dimensions (e.g. Wolfinbarger 
and Gilly, 2003; Parasuraman et al., 2005), but without explicitly addressing how 
important each dimension is to their overall satisfaction to the same set of features / 
services. This is an important gap to be filled, because customers are not likely to be 



impressed by service providers who deliver an ultra fast service, if speed is of no 
importance to them. Consequently, it is necessary to better understand consumers’ 
perceptions of both the perceived importance and successful satisfaction of a range of 
service dimensions, as this will enable service providers to better align their service 
delivery with their customer’ expectations (O’Neil et al., 2001).  Therefore, the 
purpose of this survey is twofold: i) to gain greater understanding of customers’ 
experiences and perceptions of service quality, when using on-line shopping web-sites; 
ii) to investigate the customers’ perception of the importance of a variety of elements 
of e-service quality.  

2. IMPORTANCE-PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS (IPA) 
The IPA analysis is employed to gain a deeper understanding of the customers’ 
perceptions of the website service quality. The ‘importance’ dimension is used to 
canvas a person’s general assessment of the significance of a particular attribute, 
whilst the ‘performance’ dimension is used to assess how well that person’s 
requirements, with respect to that same attribute, are satisfied (Chu and Choi, 2000). 
For example, in the context of e-service quality, respondents could be asked to rate 
both the performance of a specified web-site in satisfying their need for ‘after sales 
service’, as well as the ‘importance’ of ‘after sales service’ to their experience of on-
line shopping at the same site. The IPA technique emerged from the earlier work of 
Martilla and James (1977). Although this technique has been widely used in the 
service quality domain (e.g. Ennew et al., 1993), as yet, it has rarely been applied in 
the context of electronic commerce (O’Neill et al., 2001). The findings of the IPA 
technique will be analysed in a four quadrant of Importance-Performance Matrix 
(O’Neill et al., 2001; Martilla and James, 1977; Chu and Choi, 2000), as shown in 
Figure 1. The step by step procedures in conducting the IPA analysis, adapted from 
O’Neill and Palmer (2004) and O’Neill et al., (2001).   

Figure 1: The Importance-Performance Matrix 



 
 
3. RESEARCH STRATEGY 
The internet was used to distribute the questionnaire to the respondents because it is 
perceived to be a relatively cheap and efficient means of conducting a customer survey 
(Granello and Wheaton, 2004; Ekman et al., 2006). To ensure that the participants had 
access to internet facilities, which is commonly identified as a potential drawback of 
this strategy (Solomon, 2001; Granello and Wheaton, 2004), the study targeted 
students, who were known to have access to the Internet. The  students should 
reasonably represent the underlying population of online customers based on the fact 
that  both the university students and the UK population show an increasing trend in 
online shopping (Jamie, 2010; Wearden, 2011, Rigby, 2012).All questions  were 
adapted from prior e-service quality studies (e.g. Parasuraman et al., 2005; 
Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2003; Tih and Ennis, 2006; Bauer et al., 2006; Cao et al., 
2005; Yang et al., 2003; Ribbink et al., 2004).  The questionnaire has also gone 
through a series of pre-testing and pilot testing stages. 

 Respondents were asked to rate their perceptions using 7 point Likert scale, based on  
their  experience of Internet shopping at a specified online store. These questions were 
explicitly compared and contrasted service performance with importance. The 
questionnaire was distributed to a sample of 800 randomly selected students, studying 
at an established university in the UK. Respective students received an invitation 
email, which has a link to the online questionnaire. The questionnaire was made 
available online for a period of approximately six weeks. Ultimately, a total of 201 
responses (25%) received from the respondents.  Reliability test showed that all items 
are well above the critical value of 0.7 as suggested by Hair et al. (2010). 

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
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The respondents’ demographic background is presented in Appendix 1. The statistics 
reveals that most of the respondents’ have a mixture of various education 
backgrounds. Most importantly, more than half of the respondent’s shops more than 
12 times a year and almost 40 percent have experienced more than 6 years in online 
shopping. These findings indicate that the respondents are experienced enough with 
the online shopping encounter.  
 
The steps involved in the IPA analysis are as follows: 
Steps 1 and 2 – determining the mean values for both Importance and Performance  
and conducting Paired sample t-Test for each items. The mean values were found to be 
significantly different at the level of 1 percent (t=-0.255; p < 0.001). The e-service 
quality features recording an overall mean performance score of m= 5.74, against 
overall importance score of m= 6.00.  
Step 3 – conducting factor analysis. Four items  were dropped from this analysis  due 
to their low cross loadings (Hair et al., 2010). The results of the factor analysis, is 
presented in Appendix 2.  
Step 4 – Paired sample t-Test for each factor on Importance and Performance. The 
results are presented in Appendix 3. In analyzing the mean value of performance 
versus importance, three negative values have been identified for the FULFILLMENT, 
ORDER RETURN, and IMPROVEMENT components. These significant negative 
difference could imply that the retailers’ e-service quality performance is at a level 
much lower than the customers’ perceptions of their importance.  The two positive 
values for the EASE OF USE and INFORMATION components indicate good news for 
the retailers, as their performance perceived by customers exceed the importance. 
However, as neither of these results is significantly different, thus the impact is 
negligible. The neutral values for the WEB-SITE RESPONSIVENESS, SECURITY and 
PRIVACY components signify that there are no differences in customer perception of 
the components’ importance and performance - the retailers address these issues very 
effectively.   
Step 5 – Charting each factors onto the IPA matrix presented using cross-hair matrix. 
The matrix facilitates in identifying more clearly, between the stronger and weaker 
factors (O’Neill et al., 2001). Figure 2 illustrates the eight components of e-service 
quality that fall equally into two opposite quadrants. 

          Figure 2: Web Service Importance-Performance Matrix 



 

Four of the constructs in Quadrant B (i.e. FULFILLMENT, EASE OF USE, 
SECURITY, and WEB RESPONSIVENESS) were rated above average, both in terms of 
their importance and performance. These findings suggest that all the four constructs 
are performing at an appropriate ‘keep up the good work’ level. However, ORDER 
RETURN, IMPROVEMENT, PRIVACY and INFORMATION are in Quadrant C. 
These factors were rated as below average in both performance and importance. On 
the face of it, these four areas are of low priority.  
  
5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
This study is among the first to employ the IPA, specifically focusing upon the 
customers views of the service quality that they receive for their online shopping. The 
study highlights a number of important insights into the effectiveness of retailers’ 
current e-service quality practices.  

Firstly, all the four factors positioned in Quadrant B in the IPA matrix, is in the ‘ideal’ 
desired position in the matrix. It indicates that all the four factors reflects an optimal 
performance, would be perceived that these elements to be performing well above 
average in relation to the e-services elements deemed to be important by customers. 
The four factors that fall into this ‘comfort’ area should be maintain by the online 
retailers, in order to ensure that they have the capabilities and abilities to deliver the 
best values of online shopping experience to their customers. 

Secondly, Quadrant C reflects the fact that certain aspects of the e-service quality are 
not performing to their full potential. However, given that respondents have recorded a 
relatively low importance and performance ranking for all the four factors, 
underperformance in this area may not be so serious and can be safely ignored. 
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However, from the operational perspectives, it can be argued that all elements in this 
quadrant should be devise around their ability to meet and exceed customer 
expectations. In particular, the underperformance of ORDER RETURN and 
IMPROVEMENT should be taken seriously as prior research has demonstrated that the 
same order return issue can impact upon customer service quality perception and 
satisfaction (Jiang and Rosenbloom, 2005; Cristobal et al., 2007). Furthermore, the 
PRIVACY factor as it is one of the important risky elements and major obstacles,  that 
might lead to customer resistance for the customers to perform their online shopping 
(Miyazaki and Fernandez, 2001; Lee and Lin, 2005; Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2003). 

Whilst highlighting some important areas, this study is limited, as the empirical 
evidences and findings of this study are appropriate only to the online UK retailers 
study. Any generalisations to a wider population, for example, to other industries or to 
other countries should be done with caution due to structural, cultural, social, political 
or economic differences, between populations.  
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