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What factors determine use of quality-related
marketing research information?
An empirical investigation
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ABSTRACT For effective total quality management (TQM), internal, process-related, as well as
external, market-oriented, information s crucial. In particular, external marketing information
seems 1o be very valuable since customers are the ultimate evaluators of the quality of an organization.
In this paper, by adopting a services and relationship marketing perspective, we empirically study
factors that influence the utilization of quality-related marketing research information by decision-
makers in organizations that strive o monitor and improve their quality levels. Our resulls show
clearly that the use of quality-related informarion is most strongly influenced by the quality of
informational contents. In addition, satisfaction with a specific quality-related research project
functions as an importani mediator berween service quality of the project on the one hand and
decision-maker mrust in the provider and mformation use on the other hand. The results can be
espectally useful to marketing research agencies that strive ro vmprove the qualiry of the service they
deliver to organizations actively involved in the area of TQM.

Introduction

The importance of information for organizations has been widely acknowledged in managerial
and academic literature. According to Naveh and Halevy (2000, p. 88), “In order to make
better decisions, better information is needed”. Driven by the recognition that knowledge
management will be a critical success factor in today’s business society (ILim et al., 1999),
information seems to be crucial in the total quality management (T'QM) arena as well. As
stated by Savage (1996, p. 667), “The concept of total quality management (T'QM) requires
that all activities within an organisation, whether directly related to production or not, should
be monitored with a view to improving their quality’”’. In addition to intra-organizational
information, however, external quality-related information will be equally important for
effective TQM. Customers represent the ultimate entity in the business channel that needs
to be satisfied by the provision of high-quality products and/or services. Effective use of
external marketing information enables companies to become both more market- and
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customer-oriented and to improve their chances of succeeding in today’s intensively competi-
tive environment (Menon & Varadarajan, 1992).

(iven the importance of external markerting research information for the realization of
quality improvements by organizations, it scems worthwhile to pay attention to factors
influencing the utilization of information by organizational decision-makers. Despite recent
efforts to clarify service quality of market research agencies (Donelly er al., 2000), the
intelligence provider’s role has remained unciear, especially in a TQM setting. In this paper,
therefore, we aim to explain the use of quality-related marketing research intelligence from
an 1ntelligence provider’s perspective. Since marketing research conducted for a client
essentially 1s a service provided by a research agency, the simultancous adoption of a services
and relationship marketing perspective can be useful, as will become clear throughout the
remainder of this paper. Underlying is the premise that, if the research service is provided
adequately, relationships between intelligence providers and users are likely to develop. As a
consequence, frequently studicd factors such as service quality, satisfaction and trust represent
important variables that need to be considered. A better understanding of how these variables
affect the use of quality-related intelligence by decision-makers will enable research agencies
to unprove their service delivery process and become valued partners for organizations that
strive to benefit from intelligence in their quest for quality improvements.

‘The structure of the paper is as follows. First, the general construct of intelligence use
will be conceptualized by providing a brief review of the existing literature on this matter.
Second, various antecedents of marketing research intelligence use will be identified and
discussed. Subsequently, a conceptual model will be developed and operationalized by several
research hypotheses. In this framework, use of quality-related marketing research information
by organizational decision-makers and its related constructs will be incorporated. Finally, the
results of an empirical study, aimed at testing our conceptual model, will be presented and
several theoretical and managerial implications will be provided.

Intelligence use: A conceprualization

In the last two decades, the concept of marketing intelligence utilization has received
considerable attention in the academic literature (Deshpandé & Zaltman, 1982, 1984, 1985,
1987; Krishnan, 1989; Lee et al., 1987; Malrz & Kohli, 1996; Menon & Wilcox, 1994:
Moorman et al., 1992, 1993; Raphael & Parket, 1991). When reviewing this stream of
literature, it becomes clear that the conceptualization of intelligence use has remained rather
ambiguous. John and Martin (1984) consider intelligence use as the extent to which
intelligence output is used directly for guiding behaviour and making decisions and, therefore,
focus on a behaviourist mode of intelligence use. Maltz and Kohli (1996, p. 49), however,
view market intelligence utilization as “the extent to which the receiver uses the intelligence
disseminated by the sender to understand his or her work environment and make and
implement decisions™. Now, in addition to the behavioural dimension, a cognitive dimension
that is directed at increasing knowledge is considered as well. Finally, Menon and Wilcox
(1994) consider intelligence use to consist of three underlying dimensions: (a) action-oriented
use for changing activities, practices, or policies on the basis of the findings and implications
of a study; (b) knowledge-enhancing use that changes user knowledge and understanding of
the issues under study; and (c) affective use by managers for the purpose of ‘ust feeling
good’ about decisions. This last conceptualization also incorporates an affective dimension
of using rescarch intelligence, Such shift in focus from a behaviourist, towards a cognitive
and, ultimately, an affective dimension is a development that can already be seen in various
fields of academic research.
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One of the most widely used conceptualizations of intelligence use makes a distinction
between three different types of use: instrumental use; conceptual use; and symbolic use
(Menon & Varadarajan, 1992). The first type refers to the direct application of knowledge
for solving a particular problem or making a particular decision (Deshpandé & Zaltman,
1682). In other words, when intelligence is used instrumentally, a concrete problem exists
and the solution depends on the information itself. Menon and Wilcox (1994) further
differentiate instrumental use into congruous and incongruous use. Congruous use occurs
when mformation is used consistent with the intent and implications of the study findings,
¢.g. changing a new product or service based on customer opinions assessed by conducting
a pilot study. On the other hand, incongruous instrumental use is the intentionally distorted
use of mtelligence. This happens, for example, when information is pulled out of its context
or twisted for political reasons and then used for determining company policies or strategies.

The second type of intelligence use, conceptual use, pertains to using information for
general enlightenment rather than for any direct action in a given situation (Deshpandé &
Zaltman, 1982). Correspondingly, Menon and Wilcox (1994) view conceptual use as
knowledge-enhancing use, cither of the end product of a research project (the information
itself) or the process of conducting research. This could, for example, occur because decision-
makers are interested in such a process or find it educational. Overall, conceptual or
knowledge-enhancing use ultimately changes a decision-maker’s understanding of specific
issues being studied.

Finally, it is possible that information is distorted beyond its correct intent and used
symbolically. This contrasts instrumental and conceptual use according to which findings are
mainly being used consistently with the intent of a study (Menon & Varadarajan, 1992).
Symbolic use can occur in several ways., Research information can be misused by taking
conclusions out of their context and disclosing only those that confirm an executive’s
predetermined positions. Another way is by oversimplifying findings and/or by consciously
Ignoring any accompanying caveats or assumptions that may weaken the findings (Weiss,
1977). Using findings to legitimize and sustain previously held dispositions, distorting
findings to justify actions taken for other reasons, or using them selectively are also forms of
symbolic use (Beyer & Trice, 1982). Several factors are likely to affect the use of decision-
making intelligence in its various manifestations. For developing a more fundamental
understanding of utilization of quality-related research information, we shall now continue
by paying further attention to factors possibly influencing intelligence use. The next section
provides a brief overview of the current academic literature on this matter.

Intelligence use: An overview of its determinants

As mentioned before, when a research agency is conducting a marketing research project for
one of its clients, in essence it is delivering a service. Recently, Donelly et al. (2000)
investigated client perceptions of service quality of market research agencies using the well-
known SERVQUAL approach. Among other findings, they concluded that for research
agencies the largest discrepancy lies in meeting client expectations of service reliability.
However, in this study service reliability seemed to be a rather general concept, as it pertained
to a wide range of items constituting the reliability dimension. Therefore, in order to
substantiate this, we propose to follow the differentiation between technical and functional
quality often made in services (Grénroos, 1990). Technical quality relates to the actual
outcome of a service, which in this setting is the completed research project and the
information provided. Functional quality refers to the very process by which a service is
provided to customers, in other words, the way in which the outcome is achieved. For studying
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the use of quality-related research intelligence, a range of factors can be representative for
technical and functional service quality dimensions. Several of these have already been
included in previous studies on intelligence use.

Deshpande and Zaltman (1982) related various factors to instrumental use of market
research mformation, some of which are determinant for the technical service quality, e.g.
certain characteristics of a research (report), whereas some relate more to functional service
quality, e.g. the interaction between providers and users of informartion. With respect to the
latter, interpersonal characteristics of the researcher, such as integrity and expertise, have
been shown to determine the interaction between intelligence providers and users (Moorman
et al., 1993), Among the main conclusions of Deshpandé and Zaltman (1982) was that
perceived interaction, content quality, presentational quality, actionability and political
acceptability of recommendations all significantly increased the instrumental utilization of
regscarch intelligence.

Furthermore, the level of user trust in the providers of research information was found
to be ultumately influencing intelligence utilization (Maltz & Kohli, 1996; Moorman &
Austin, 1995; Moorman et al., 1992), According to Moorman et al. (1993), whether firms
merely possess information or actually use it is determined by the amount of user trust in
information providers. Trust also had an effect on the perceived quality of user-provider
Interactions, researcher involvement and user commitment to the dyadic research relationship
(Moorman et al., 1992). In turn, Moorman ez al, (1993) concluded that trust is determined
by several interpersonal characteristics, instcad being dependent on a researcher’s individual
characteristics. They concluded that trust between intelligence users and providers was
determined by characteristics such as expertise, integrity, confidentiality, timeliness and
sincerity of providers.

It 1s our premise that, in the long run, higher levels of trust can be expected to result in
stronger intentions to continue the relationship with a provider of quality-related marketing
research information (cf. Wetzels er al., 1998), On short notice, it seems important that
clients are satisfied with the research service they are being provided with. If decision-makers
are satisfied with both the process and outcome of a research project, it will become more
likely that they will use the intelligence and develop higher trust in the intelligence provider.
Departing from the previous discussion, a conceptual framework of quality-related marketing
research information utilization will now be developed, based on a simultaneous services and
relationship marketing perspective.

A conceptual framework of quality-related information use

We conceptualize quality-related research intelligence use as a combination of conceptual as
well as instrumental use of information. Thus, the focus is on both the extent to which a
decision-maker uses the information provided by a research agency to understand the work
environment and to make and implement decisions with respect to (total) guality manage-
ment. We base this conceptualization mainly on a common agreement between several studies
that something is right with research intelligence that is used and something is wrong with
information that is not used (Weiss & Bucuvalas, 1980). In brief, our causal framework on
the use of quality-related research information can be summarized as follows: quality-related
information utilization is determined by the level of overall satisfaction with the process and
outcome of a specific research project, as well as the level of user trust in the research agency
providing the information. Furthermore, trust will be influenced by overall satisfaction with
the research project, which is expected to depend on a set of four technical service
quality variables (quality of contents, quality of form, actionability and acceptability of the
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of qualivy-related information use.

information) and one functional service quality variable (research agency interpersonal
characteristics). Figure 1 visualizes our conceptual framework.

Higher levels of service quality are hypothesized to lead to higher overall client satisfac-
tion. Oliver (1997) describes satisfaction as a consumer’s cognitive and affective evaluation
of the product/service that is being provided to him/her by a specific supplier. We consider
overall satisfaction with the research project to be a central mediator in our framework,
because of its proven importance in both the services and relationship marketing arena. The
ultimate goal of all businesses is satisfaction of needs that motivate customers to do business
with companies (Hanan & Karp, 1989). For the establishment of long-term relationships,
client satisfaction will be particularly important. Without satisfaction it 1s unlikely that clients
will be motivated to continue the relationship with a provider of quality-related marketing
research information in the long run. Furthermore, it has been shown that lasting relationships
between business partners require a certain degree of trust between both parties (Wetzels
et al., 1998). Therefore, we expect client trust in an intelligence provider to be dependent on
overall satisfaction with the research project. Moorman ez al. (1992, p. 315) define trust as
“a willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has confidence” and trust has
been shown to lead to higher levels of market research information use (Moorman et al.,
1992). Summarizing, overall satisfaction with individual research projects is expected to be
important for providers of quality-related intelligence; on short notice by leading to increased
information use and in the long run by building trust in the research agency. Consequently,
the following relationships are hypothesized:

H,: There will be a positive relationship between satisfaction with the research project and

quality-related mmformation use,
H,: There will be a positive relation between satisfaction with the research project and trust in
the research agency.
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H,. There will be a positive relation between trust in the rescarch agency and qualhiry-related
imformanion use.

With respect to the technical quality of the research service, we hypothesize four variables to
have an cffect on overall satisfaction and, consequently, indirectly on decision-maker use of
quality-related information. These variables are quality of contents, gquality of form, action-
ability and acceptability of the information. The first variable, quality of contents, represcnts
specific elements, which add to the perceived overall quality of a research project conducted
by a marketing research agency. One can, for example, think of the research techniques that
have been applied, the scientific foundartions of the study, the data collection methods,
whether or not the information is perceived to be worth the money paid for it, etc. (Rich,
1979). Perceived intelligence quality is likely to affect the level at which the information is
acted upon (Menon & Varadarajan, 1992). Quality of contents was found to be positvely
influencing the extent to which a decision-maker used the information (Deshpandé &
Zaltman, 1982, 1984). Consequently, we expect quality of contents to influence quality-
related information use via overall satisfaction with the research project;

H,: There will be a positive relation berween quality of contents and satisfaction with the
research project,

The second technical service quality variable we refer to as the quality of form, either of the
research report, its verbal presentation or a combination of both. Mostly, the (results of a)
research project will be presented in a report to managers/decision-makers (Deshpande &
Zaltman, 1982). It was found that higher levels of quality of form contribute to market
rescarch intelligence use (Deshpandé & Zaltman, 1982, 1984). Consequently, we posit the
following hypothesis:

Hg: There will be a positive relation between quality of form and satisfaction with the research
project,

Information is of value to decision-makers if it can be acted upon (Deshpandé & Zaltman,
1982). Actionability of information is described as the level to which the information and
corresponding recommendations are perceived to be practically implementable by decision-
makers and also has been shown to lead to higher levels of intelligence use (Deshpandé &
Zaltman, 1982, 1984):

H,: There will be a positive relation between actionability of the gquality-related wmformation
and satisfaction with the research project,

Our final technical service quality variable is referred to as acceptability. Acceptability 1s the
information’s compatibility with an organization’s main objectives. Kohli and Jaworski (1990)
argue that a decision-makers’ reaction of using information is likely to depend on how
politically acceptable the information is for the organization as such and whether or not its
status quo is being challenged. Political acceptability of market research information was
shown to be positively influencing intelligence use (Deshpandé & Zaltman, 1982, 1984). In
the current study, it is hypothesized that acceptability of quality-related information will lead
to overall satisfaction and thus indirectly to increased intelligence use:

H.: There will be a positive relation between acceptabilicy of the quality-related imformation
and satisfaction with the research project,

Functional service quality, representing the quality of the service delivery process, depends
on a range of interpersonal characteristics of the research agency, Our expectation 1s that
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these characteristics will be indirectly influencing the utilization of quality-related intelligence
by decision-makers in business organizations. Moorman et al, (1993, p. 82) provide the
following definition of researcher interpersonal characteristics: “a broad set of researcher
qualities that are demonstrated in user-researcher interactions’. Expertise, integrity, flexibility
and confidentiality are good examples of important researcher qualities. From past research,
it can be concluded that interpersonal qualities and trust in the researcher are empirically
related (Griffin, 1967; Moorman et al., 1993). As with the previous technical service quality
variables, it is posited that overall satisfaction with the project functions as mediator mn this
relationship:

H: There will be a positive relation between research agency interpersonal characteristics and
satisfaction with the research project.

After having developed our theoretical framework on utilization of quality-related marketing
research information, we shall now report on an empirical study that was conducted among
users of such informartion in business organizations.

An empirical study
Research design and data collection

The population for our study consisted of managers at higher or middle-lower decision-
making levels in consumer and business-to-business organizations. Respondents had to
be regular users of quality-related marketing research information, provided by external,
independent marketing research agencies. A list of approximately 400 members of the Dutch
Association for Market Research and Information Management served as the sampling frame
from which the actual sample was drawn. Using this list implied that the respondents ail had
expertise in dealing with research information. Each organization on the list was contacted
by telephone and requested to participate in the study. Respondents who actually matched
our target population and agreed upon participating were mailed questionnaire. This ques-
tionnaire had to be completed with respect to one specific marketing research project, recently
conducted for (total) quality management purposes by an external marketing research agency.

In total, 162 questionnaires, accompanied by a covering letter and a postage-paid return
envelope were mailed to decision-makers, Ultimately, 140 completed questionnaires were
rerurned. However, after a critical review on the basis of control questions, included for the
purposc of assessing job titles and whether or not respondents were regular users of marketing
research information for making quality-related decisions, 20 respondents were excluded
from our sample. Therefore, our final sample consisted of 120 respondents, representing a
response rate of 74%. Before performing the actual testing of our conceptual framework, we
first had to check whether or not a non-response bias could threaten the quality of our data.
This was done by performing a so-called time extrapolation test, as proposed by Armstrong
and Overton (1977). The assumption of this test is that late respondents show more
resemblance to non-respondents than early respondents. The results revealed that none of
the variables assessed in the questionnaire showed a significant difference between early and
late respondents, thereby providing evidence for the absence of non-response bias in our data.

Questionnaire development

The questionnaire was developed through an extensive review of the present academic
literature on information utilization and by making use of the experience and knowledge of
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business practitioners. Before the actual data collection took place, our questionnaire was
pre-tested by conducting in-depth interviews with managers who were regular users of
marketing research information. The main goal of this pre-test was twofold: (1) to minimize
the necessary length of the questionnaire; and (2) to identify and modify items that could
make the survey instrument difficult to understand for decision-makers participating in our
study. Indeed, from conducting the pre-test, several items were identified that neceded to be
adapted before including them in the final questionnaire.

The constructs incorporated in our theoretical framework were operationalized by using
multiple items, formulated as statements. The items were measured on a seven-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Quality of contents, quality
of form, actionability and acceptability of the quality-related information (the four technical
service quality variables) were operationalized by using scales developed by Deshpandé and
Zaltman (1982). Seven items were used to measure quality of contents, quality of form was
measured by four items, actionability by five items and acceptability also by five items. The
research agency’s interpersonal characteristics (representing functional service quality) were
operationalized by five items of a scale developed by Moorman et al. (1993). Three items,
developed specifically for the purpose of this study, measured overall satisfaction with both
the process and outcome of the research project. Trust in the research agency was opera-
tionalhzed by six items of Moorman ez al. (1992). Finally, quality-related information use was
measured by seven items on the basis of a scale by Maltz and Kohli (1996). Sorme of the
original items had to be modified for the specific setting of the current study. For the purpose
of illustration, the items included in our questionnaire are presented in Table 1.

Reliability analysis

In order to assess the level of internal consistency of the scales we used to measure the
constructs in our conceptual framework, several reliability analyses were performed. The
Cronbach Alpha reliability scores are presented in Table 1. As can be seen in this table, all
reliability scores closely approximate or exceed the threshold value of 0.70 as proposed by
Nunnally and Bernstein (1994), providing evidence for sufficient reliability of the scales used.

Hnypotheses testing

The theoretical framework and the corresponding hypotheses have been tested using struc-
tural equation modelling with LISREL®8 for obtaining maximum likelihood estimates of the
path coefficients (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1993). After estimating the model, the various fit
measures produced by LISREL®8 turned out to be good: Xan =18.82 (p =0.06),
GFI =0,97, AGFI =0.89, RMR =0.05, TLI =0.91, CFI =0.97. All these fit measures closely
approximate or exceed the recommended cut-off values (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988; Joreskog &
Sérbom, 1993). The hypothesized relationships were tested by inspecting the various path
coefficients. Figure 2 renders the results of the final path analysis by presenting the significant
relationships in our framework (a =0.05).

As can be concluded from Fig. 2, there is a significant positive relationship between the
level of decision-maker overall satisfaction with the research process and outcome and
utilization of the quality-related marketing research information. Therefore, hypothesis 1 is
empirically supported by our data. In support of hypothesis 2, a significant relationship was
also found between decision-maker satisfaction and the level of trust in the research agency,
an essential construct for establishing long-term relationships between the research agency
and its clients. Hypothesis 3, however, is not supported by our study: no significant
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Table 1. Scale 1tems and construct reliabilities
m
Construct [tem (1 =strongly disagree, 7 = strungly agree) (X

Quality of contents  The research techniques wete applied appropriately V.69

There were no contradictory statements of findings in the information provided

Frequent use of numbers and statistics was used as a smokescreen for otherwise useless
contents of the research

The way the informauon was gathered was appropriate

The information provided was not available elsewhere

The informauon provided was worth the money spent

The results of the research project could be used very well to solve current quality-
related problems within this organization

Quality of form The language of the presentation was clear 0.68
There were too many tables/graphs/statistics in the presentation
The analysis of the data was more complex than necessary
There was enough interpretation and explanation of the findings in the presentation

Actionability Besides statistical data the presentation also provided explicit recommendations for 0.84
action
The recommendations were easy to put into effect
All the recommendations could be implemented in practice
The information was on time for taking pending quality-related decisions
The information became available within the agreed time period

Acceptability The recommendations seemned to be ‘politically’ acceptable to me 0.67
Some negauve results were weakened
The recommendations reflected that the marketing research agency did not fully
understand what was ‘politically’ acceptable within our organization
The recommendations of this research project were not in line with the prevailing beliefs
at this organizagon
The recommendations of this research project fully corresponded with our wishes

Research agency The research agency had a high level of expertise 0.82
characteristics The research agency seemed to have a great deal of integrity
‘The research agency seemed flexible enough in meeting our needs
The research agency carried out the research project effectively
The research agency can be expected to keep the information confidential

Satisfaction I am very satisfied with the contents of the research project 0.89
I am very satished with the presentation of the research project
I am very satisfied with the marketing research agency conducting the research project

"T'rust in research If I, or somebody else from this arganization, could not be reached by the research 0.76
agency agency, I would be willing to let the agency make important research decisions
If 1, or somebody else from this organization, could not monitor the research agency’s
activities, I could trust the agency to do the job right
I trust the research agency to do things I cannot do myself
I trust the research agency to do things my organization cannot do
In general, I have little trust in the marketing research agency
Personally, I think the research findings are safe with the marketing research agency

Information use The information of this research project helps this organization to formulate new quality 0.69

strategies

The information provided by the research agency will help our company to improve the
implementation of quality issues

The information of this research project helps to improve our organization’s productivity

The information of this research project will hardly be used

The information of this research project has improved the organizational understanding
or the market-place

The information of this research project has improved the organizational understanding
of how customers perceive our quality

The information of this research project will lead this organization to undertake
concrete actions
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Figure 2. Causal model of quality-related information use. Only significant standardized path coefficients are shown
(o =0.05), t-values between parentheses,

relationship was found between the level of trust in the research agency and quality-related
information use.

With respect to the technical or outcome-related service quality, it was found that three
factors significantly influence overall satisfaction. Hypotheses 4 and 5 failed to be rejected:
indeed, taking care of both higher levels of content quality as well as the way in which the
project and the information are presented to decision-makers contributes significantly to
higher overall satisfaction with the research project. Furthermore, in accordance with
hypothesis 6, when clients feel that the quality-related information and recommendations
can be implemented in practice, this is also likely to result in higher overall satisfaction. Only
the level to which the information seems to be acceptable to decision-makers and in line with
prevailing beliefs at the client organization turns out not to result in a significant increase n
satisfaction with the research project. Therefore, hypothesis 7 is rejected.

In addition to technical service quality, functional or process-related service quality 1s
found to be relevant when conducting a quality-related research project. As proposed by
hypothesis 8, better interpersonal characteristics of the rescarch agency will significantly
increase the overall satisfaction of decision-makers with the research project. Finally, by
inspecting the modification indices provided by LISREL® 8, one additional relationship was
found that originally was not hypothesized. Quality of contents of a research project turns
out to have a direct positive effect on the level to which the quality-related information is
going to be used by decision-makers. Apparently, in this case the role of satisfaction with the
project is of marginal importance.

Conclusion

Discussiton

The objective of this paper was to develop and test a theoretical framework on the use of
quality-related marketing research information by decision-makers in business organizations.
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The results remarkably suggest that the use of such information is most strongly related to
quality of the contents of a research project and its resulting information. This relationship
was found to be direct, thereby supporting previous findings of Deshpandé and Zaltman
(1982, 1984). It seems that conducting research projects with high content quality is of
crucial importance to research agencies for having their quality-related information used by
clients, either for taking concrete actions with respect to TQM (instrumental use) or for
developing a better understanding of the current situation {(conceptual use). When decision-~
makers develop a client perception that the information is of high quality and reliable,
satisfaction with factors such as how the information is presented or certain characteristics
of the research agency are important to a lesser extent. However, this does not imply that
overall satisfaction with a quality-related marketing rescarch project as such is of no relevance.
On the contrary, overall client satisfaction will also contribute to increased utilization of
quality-related information. Given the additional positive effect of quality of contents on
overall satisfaction, a focus on this particular type of technical service quality seems to be of
the utmost importance for research agencies.

In addition, to increase quality-related information use, overall satisfaction will also
result in bhigher levels of client trust in the research agency, a factor which is important for
building lasting relationships between two partners. Thus, satisfying clients will yield both
long-term as well as short-term rewards. On short notice, the information will be used by
decision-makers; in the long run, decision-makers are likely to develop more trust in the
information provider. This is especially important since research has shown that higher levels
of trust in a partner will increase a client’s intention to continue its relationship with that
partner (Wetzels et al., 1998). The fact that no significant relationship was found between
trust and quality-related information use indicates that both factors are independent con-
sequences of satisfaction, the former relating to long-term relationships, the latter to short-
term use of the information provided. Because of the apparent relevance of decision-maker
satisfaction, it is important to know what factors influence it. As can be concluded from this
study, adopting a services marketing perspective in this matter seems to be useful. Functional
(process-related) service quality, represented by the research agency’s interpersonal character-
istics, was found to be the strongest determinant of overall client satisfaction. Relevant
interpersonal characteristics in this setting are agency expertise, integrity, flexibility and
confidentiality. In addition to process quality, providing technical (outcome-related) quality
should not be lost from sight. As discussed previously, taking care of quality of the contents
of a research project is crucial. Of the technical service quality factors, quality of form or the
way in which the information and recommendations are presented to decision-makers has
the strongest effect on overall satisfaction. This can be achieved, for example, by using clear
language and presenting not too many and too complex statistics and analyses. Providing
information with which decision-makers can do something in practice will also increase client
overall satisfaction. Only quality-related information that appears to be actionable is useful
to decision-makers in practice. Finally, acceptability of the information is of limited impor-
tance for establishing satisfaction and thus information use. This might be explained by the
notion that decision-makers develop the impression that results and recommendations cannot
be correct when they too closely match the prevailing beliefs within an organization. In this
way, results that are too rosy could lead to the research agency losing credibility.

Theoretical implicarions

Part of the strength of a study is derived from recognizing its limitations. In doing so, issues
that deserve further research efforts can be identified. First, the operationalization of the
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various constructs in our framework could be improved further. Indeed, several reliability
coefficients are already sufficiently high. However, further development of the measures is
likely to result in higher reliability levels and consequently better measurement of the
constructs under study. The second issue relates to the apparent importance of quality of the
contents of a research project. In practice, it turns out that it is often quite difficult for
decision-makers to evaluate adequately this particular type of technical service quality, due
to 1ts high level of knowledge specificity. The solution might be found in more objective
measures of content quality. One can, for example, think of additional questions on whether
Or not non-response justifications in a particular quality-related research project were given
by the agency, whether or not more sophisticated analysis techniques have been applied, etc.

Third, the theoretical framework as tested in this study could be extended by including
additional variables. The level of surprise of decision-makers about the research results might
be an interesting construct in this respect. By including this variable, it can be determined
whether or not the results are in accordance with client expectations and how this influences
overall satisfaction with the project and thus ultimately use of quality-related information. In
addition, in this study no explicit distinction was made between the various types of
intelligence use, as discussed previously. The focus was on a combination of both instrumental
and conceptual use of research information. Future research could differentiate further
between the types of use and facilitate a more thorough understanding of the various
objectives of using information and their specific antecedents.

A future differentiation could also be made between various types of mformation being
provided by a research agency. The information focused on in the present study is mainly
characterized as primary information, that is, information collected specifically for the client’s
decision-making situation with respect to (total) quality management. If the focus had been
on the use of secondary information, different empirical results might have been found, since
then the research agency would have had little direct control over the reliability of information
provided by a third party and, consequently, over the quality of the contents of a research
project. This variable then might play a different role in this specific setting. Another direction
for future research is the distinction between quality-related information use in consumer
versus business-to-business organizations. Results of previous research suggest that there are
certain imconsistencies between these settings with respect to determinants of intelligence use
(Deshpandé & Zaltman, 1987). Separate follow-up studies are likely to yield more differenti-
ated conclusions. The final limitation relates to the static perspective that was taken in this
study. The data used to test our theoretical framework were collected at one specific point in
time, Future research should be conducted longitudinally in order to determine the dynamics
in the empirical relationships between the constructs over time and to assess cause-and-effect
relationships more thoroughly.

Managerial implications

As could already be concluded from our previous discussion, the results of this study have
several managerial implications for research agencies, providing clients with quality-related
marketing research information. Striving for research projects with high levels of quality of
contents should be a prominent goal for such agencies. Quality of contents is not only likely
to result in higher overall client satisfaction, but also will result directly in higher utilization
of the information for (total) quality-related decision-making purposes. Quality of contents
can, for example, be achieved by ensuring thorough application of (scientific) research
techniques, data collection methods, giving the client a feeling of value for money, and not
placing too much emphasis on numbers and statistics. In the long run, satisfying clients will
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be essential for the continuing existence of information providers. Satisfaction builds chient
trust in the rescarch agency, which is of importance for a client’s intention to continue its
relationship with the provider.

By delivering functional as well as technical service quality, clients will become more
satisfied and ultimately are going to use the quality-related information. Functional quality
relates to the service delivery process of conducting a research project, which, to a great
extent, is under the provider’s own control. Most important in this respect arc interpersonal
characteristics of the agency, such as high levels of expertise, integrity, flexability and
confidentiality. In addition to the way in which the service is provided, the outcome of this

process, referred to as technical service quality, also contributes significantly to overall
satisfaction. One can think of clear and comprehensive ways of presenting the research
results, with not too many graphs, tables and staustics and too complex analyses.
Furthermore, providing information with high content quality, resulting in actionable recom-
mendations that can be readily implemented in practice is important as well. This requires
the agency to develop a deeper understanding of a client’s specific decision-making situation.
Taking care of thesc managerial implications will make the decision-makers see quality-
related information providers as useful and trustworthy partners, who can add value to
business organizations trying to exploit the benefits of TQM.
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