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ABSTRACT

The disconfirmation of expectations paradigm
has become the most widely accepted model used
in examining the issue of consumer
satisfaction/dissatisfaction (CS/D). However, the
model has only infrequently been applied to
services even though, at least in theory, it should
be applicable to services as well as products.
More recently a seemingly similar, yet
conceptually different model to the disconfirmation
paradigm has emerged in the services literature.
This model, known as the gap model of service
quality, suggests that service quality depends on
the difference between expectations and perceived
performance of the service. The same sort of
difference appears in the disconfirmation model to
explain CS/D. While some researchers have used
the dependent variables in each model, CS/D and
Service Quality (SQ), interchangeably, they are
conceptually different. Indeed, there are both
conceptual and operational differences between the
models, but also several similarities. We
endeavour to carefully outline these differences
and similarities and proceed to develop a model
which is essentially an integration of the two
distinct paradigms.

INTRODUCTION

Service industries have become a major
component of most western economies (Bateson
1992). As competition intensifies and governments
continue to deregulate service industries (e.g.,
telecommunications, finance, airlines, postal and
health services) many service providers seek to
differentiate themselves by ensuring customer
satisfaction and providing superior service quality.
Hence, academic and practitioner interest in the
measurement and management of customer
satisfaction/ dissatisfaction (CS/D) and service
quality (SQ) has been high in recent years (e.g.,
Bolton and Drew 1991; Brown and Swartz 1989;
DeSouza 1989; Gronroos 1992; Oliver and Swan
1989; Patterson 1993; Parasuraman, Zeithaml and
Berry 1985, 1988).

To date, the nature of the relationship between
these two important constructs (SQ and CS/D) has
not been well defined and indeed some writers use
the terms interchangeably (Zeithami, Berry and
Parasuraman 1991). Given this, the two primary
purposes of this paper are: (1) to compare and
contrast at both a conceptual and operational level,
the traditional models of SQ and CS/D formation,
and (2) to develop an integrated paradigm
incorporating elements of each model.

SERVICE QUALITY- HOW IS IT
DEFINED?

Service quality cannot be objectively measured
as can technical quality in manufacturing. It is an
elusive and abstract contruct, in part because of
three features unique to services: intangibility,
inseparability and heterogeneity. Further, and
more importantly, service quality has not, in our
view, been adequately defined conceptually.
Quality as it applies in service industries has been
variously defined by marketing and Total Quality
Management (TQM) researchers, as well as
practitioners. TQM writers have many definitions
of SQ so that Dobyns and Crawford-Mason (1991)
state: "..indeed, no two people we’ve talked to
anywhere - agree precisely on how to define
quality" (p. 20-21). Crosby in enunciating his
absolutes of quality defined it as conformance to
(customer) requirements; Juran, as meaning fitness
for use; while Deming stated it meant satisfying
customer needs (Tenner and DeToro 1992).
Despite the obvious differences, these definitions
are structured around satisfying customer needs
and expectations. They are also operational
definitions which appear to lack conceptual
foundation.

Marketing academics generally agree that
service quality is externally defined by the
customer (Fornell 1992; Parasuraman, Zeithaml
and Berry 1985; Gronroos 1984). However, some
simply state that it is "the consumer’s comparison
between service expectations and service
performance" (Woodside, Frey and Daly 1989 p.
6) without providing any conceptual foundation.
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Likewise, Lewis and Booms (1983) claimed SQ
refers to conforming to customer expectations on
a consistent basis.

Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985) in
the initial qualitative work which led to the
development of their service quality measuring
instrament, SERVQUAL, intimated that SQ might
represent a consumer’s global judgements across
multiple service encounters. In their later paper
describing the development of SERVQUAL
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988), they
state "perceived quality is the consumers’
judgement about an entity’s overall excellence or
superiority...it is a form of attitude, related but not
equivalent to satisfaction" (p. 15). This definition
begins to tie SQ to attitude formation and as such
has at least a conceptual foundation. As well, it
also begins to link SQ and CS/D and thus forms
the basis of much of the discussion in this paper.

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION/
DISSATISFACTION DEFINED
AND MODELED

Considerable conceptual and empirical work
has been undertaken to define and model CS/D
since Cardozo’s (1965) study. Conceptually,
consumer  satisfaction/dissatisfaction  (CS/D)
contains both cognitive and affective elements. In
fact, Swan (1983) noted that:

"Satisfaction is a ...specific affective/cognitive
postpurchase orientation that has as its focus
the evaluation of the product in terms of its
performance in use" (p. 126).

The definition that has received most support
in the literature is that CS/D is a post-purchase
evaluative judgement concerning a specific
purchase transaction (Day 1984; Oliver 1981;
Westbrook and Oliver 1991). Moreover Oliver
(1981) stated that the surprise or excitement of this
evaluation is thought to be of finite duration and
soon decays into one’s overall attitude to the
product (service). Oliver (1981) has successfully
measured both cognitive and affective elements of
CS/D. The evaluative aspect of CS/D judgement
is typically assumed to vary along a hedonic
continuum, i.e., from unfavourable (e.g.,
dissatisfied) to favourable (satisfied). Therefore a

natural question is whether CS/D and consumption
emotion are distinguishable theoretical constructs
(Westbrook and Oliver 1991). These
conceptualisations suggests that CS/D represents a
consumer’s evaluation of a specific transaction and
consumption experience, and contains both
affective and cognitive components.

The dominant conceptual model in the
customer satisfaction literature is the
disconfirmation of expectations paradigm. This
paradigm posits that customer satisfaction is
related to the size and direction of the
disconfirmation experience, where disconfirmation
is defined as the gap or difference between an
individual’s  pre-purchase  expectations and
perceived performance of the product/service. A
consumer’s expectations are (a) confirmed when
the product/service conforms to expectations; (b)
negatively  disconfirmed when perceived
performance is less than expected; and (c)
positively disconfirmed when performance is better
than expected (Anderson 1973; Olson and Dover
1976; Swan and Trawick 1980; Tse and Wilton
1988). This model theorises that expectations are
crucial, as a standard of comparison, in the
formation of satisfaction judgements. These
expectations would appear to be shaped by
previous experiences and prior attitudes towards a
service provider (see Figure 2).

Disconfirmation is treated as both an
intervening variable and an independent variable in
the satisfaction literature. It is typically measured
as a separate, subjective construct (using a "Better
than expected" - "Worse than expected" scale) ,
rather than as a subtractive (objective) construct
(Oliver and Bearden 1985).

Hence: CS/D=f (disconfirmation,
performance, expectations)

Other determinants of CS/D are customer’s
attributions about unexpected events (Bitner 1990),
and perceptions of fairness as derived from equity
theory (Oliver and Swan 1989). The basic
disconfirmation model has been successful in
explaining CS/D across a wide range of
low-involvement consumer, non-durable goods
(e.g., Cardozo 1965; Oliver 1980a). However,
for high-involvement durable goods performance
has been shown to have a powerful and direct
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effect on CS/D, as well as an indirect effect
mediated through disconfirmation (Patterson 1993,
Tse and Wilton 1988). Coincidently, the SQ
literature (e.g., Cronin and Taylor 1992) has also
recently reported that performance alone proved to
be better at explaining variations in SQ than did
the typical performance minus expectations effect.

While the customer satisfaction literature has
grown throughout the 1980s, little attention has
been paid to empirically testing the disconfirmation
paradigm in the services sector. Exceptions
include studies by Jayanti and Jackson (1991)
(hairstyle services); Oliver (1980a)
(flu-innoculation); Patterson, Romm and Hill
(1992) (higher education services). This
inadequate attention to services is surprising given
their prominent position in western economies and
the highly competitive environment in which many
service organisations (public and private) find
themselves. - Service quality researchers, on the
other hand, have devoted considerable attention to
exploring the determinants of quality in a range of
service contexts.

SERVICE QUALITY OR THE GAP
MODEL (SERVQUAL)

A seemingly similar, yet conceptually
different, model to the disconfirmation paradigm
has emerged in the services literature in recent
. times. Based on a series of focus groups and
in-depth interviews with consumers and executives
of service firms, Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry
(1985) developed a conceptual model concerning
the nature and dimensions of service quality. The
results showed ten determinants of service quality
covering both process and outcome dimensions of
the services investigated. The authors concluded
that perceived service quality is the result of the
consumer’s comparison of expected service with
perceived service performance. Prior to this, few
academic researchers had attempted to define and
model quality in services because of the difficulties
in delimiting and measuring the construct. To that
point, service quality had been discussed in only a
handful of writings (e.g., Gronroos 1982; Lewis
and Booms 1983).

Parasuraman, Zeitham! and Berry (1988)
empirically tested the key part of their conceptual
model in a quantitative study across four service

industries: retail banking, credit cards, security
brokerage, and product repair and maintenance.
Based on their earlier qualitative work, they
developed a measuring instrument which has
become known as "SERVQUAL". They refined
the number of key determinants of service quality
from ten to five dimensions (reliability,
responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles).
However these five underlying dimensions of SQ
have not been found in other service contexts
(e.g., Cronin and Taylor 1992).

It is apparent from the brief preceding
discussion that the gap model or SERVQUAL
approach is similar to the disconfirmation of
expectations paradigm. What then differentiates
one model from the other? A close investigation
of the respective models shows ten distinct
differences - five conceptual and four operational.
These are summarised in Table 1. Each difference
will be discussed in turn.

CONCEPTUAL DIFFERENCES

A comparison of the two models is depicted in
Figure 1.

Referring to Figures 1(a) and 1(b), the first
conceptual distinction pertains to the ultimate
dependent variables (CS/D, SQ) in each model.
CS/D is considered to relate to a specific
transaction or consumption experience. Looking
beyond a single transaction that directly relates to
CS/D, Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985)
claim SQ represents a more global judgement
across multiple service encounters. The same
authors later (1988) suggest SQ is similar to an
individual’s general attitude towards a firm. Ina
similiar manner, Bolton and Drew (1991) in their
study of telephone services treat the consumer’s
overall attitude towards service quality as the
dependent variable. On the other hand, some
researchers seem to confuse the two constructs and
employ them without giving a conceptual definition
(e.g., Woodside, Frey and Daly 1989).
Nonetheless the evidence suggests the respective
models are capturing distinctly different, but
nonetheless related constructs.

The next obvious difference is that the CS/D
or disconfirmation paradigm includes a crucial
intervening variable - disconfirmation, which is
conceptualised to have an independent, additive
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Table 1
A Comparison of CS/D and SQ Paradigms

Comparison Dimension
CS/D sQ

(2) Conceptual

Dependent Variable
CS/D (transaction SQ
specific) (attitude)

Intervening Variables
Disconfirmation -

Other Antecedent Variables
Equity Communications
(fairness) Attiribution

Impact of Perceived Performance in High Involvement
Purchase Situations

Direct Impact Indirect Impact
Experience Dependency
Experience Experience
Necessary Not Necessary
(b) Operational
Measurement of Dependent Variable
Immediately Anytime
Post-Purchase

Pre-Purchase Comparison Standard
"would "should" receive
receive” (expected or predictive
expectations)

Disconfirmation
Perceived Inferred

Relationship between CS/D and SQ

CS/D SQ over

decays into time
Importance of Prior Attitudes

Important Critical

effect on satisfaction (Oliver 1977). Typically,
disconfirmation is modelled as a distinct cognitive,
psychological construct encompassing a
consumer’s subjective evaluation of the differences
between product (service) performance and
expectations (Oliver 1980a). That is, it
encompasses the set of psychological processes that
may mediate perceived performance discrepancies.
Tests of the CS/D paradigm have consistently
shown that the disconfirmation construct is a
powerful predictor of CS/D (Oliver 1980a; Oliver
and DeSarbo 1988; Patterson 1993; Tse and
Wilton 1988). The gap model simply omits this

intervening variable. Parasuraman, Zeithaml and
Berry (1985, 1988) do not offer an explanation for
omitting disconfirmation when explicating their
model.

Recent studies (Bitner 1990; Oliver and Swan
1989) indicate that consumer attributions
(attributions are what people perceive to be the
causes behind their own behaviour, or the
behaviour of other parties) and equity perceptions,
are also antecedents of CS/D. This suggests that
the traditional disconfirmation model may indeed
be far more complex than has previously been
indicated. @ The SQ model has not to date
attempted to integrate these additional antecedent
variables into the gap model.

As discussed earlier in this paper, several
empirical studies involving high-involvement goods
and services have shown perceived performance to
have a direct effect (as well as an indirect one
mediated through disconfirmation) on CS/D
(Bolton and Drew 1991; Patterson 1993; Tse and
Wilton 1988). This direct effect is not captured in
the SQ or gap model (although recent work by
Cronin and Taylor, 1992, suggests it might exist).
It postulates that all consumer evaluations are a
direct result of the difference between perceived
performance (P) and expected performance (E).
While the gap model has not yet been empirically
tested across a range of high-involvement services
(e.g., management consulting, legal, investment,
financial advice) it seems reasonable to assume that
such services carry similar, if not greater, risk and
uncertainty perceptions, engage in similarly intense
information search and post consumption
evaluation. Brown and Swartz (1989), in studying
consumers’ evaluation of medical services (a
high-involvement service) using a gap model
approach, did not report a direct
performance-satisfaction linkage, possibly because
they did not explicitly test this path. Services are
intrinsically difficult to evaluate, especially before
and during consumption. Hence post-purchase
evaluation of services is considered to be even
more intense than for high-involvement goods.
High-involvement purchase situations for services
are therefore thought to decrease the consumers
sensitivity to pre-usage expectations and increase
their senmsitivity to the outcome (Oliver and
Bearden 1983). Therefore it would be reasonable
to expect that perceived performance impacts SQ
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Figure 1
Comparison of Disconfirmation Paradigm
and Gap Model

(a) Disconfirmation Paradigm

Disconfirmation

(b) Gap Model

Note: 1. — g directeffects __ _ — indirect effects
2. Exp = Expectations Perf = Performance
SQ = Service Quality CS/D = Customer Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction
3.

(a) direct effect for high-involvement, durable purchases only
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via its direct effect on CS/D (and indirect effect
via disconfirmation). This performance-CS/D-SQ
linkage is depicted in Figures 1(a) and 2. In the
absence of the intervening effect of CS/D in the
model, performance is likely to display a direct
impact on SQ (as is the case in Cronin and
Taylor’s 1992 study).

To make an assessment of SQ a consumer
does not necessarily have to have experienced the
service (Rust and Oliver 1992). SQ perceptions of
Marriot, Club Med, Nordstrom, American Airlines
or Disney World, for example, may be formed on
the basis of word-of-mouth, marketer controlled
communications (e.g., advertising, point-of-sale
material) or forms of non-marketer controlled
communications (e.g., publicity) without ever
having experienced the service in question. CS/D
on the other hand is transaction specific and
represents a consumer’s post-purchase evaluation
of the tried service (product) offering (Hunt 1977).
Both constructs therefore represent an evaluation
rendered, but one (CS/D) is based on experience
with the service, while the other (SQ), is not
necessarily experience based. This is an important
distinction since it adds further weight to the
argument that SQ is attitude-like, since attitudes
are known to be formed, in part at least, by
non-experiential factors.

Operational Differences

Because CS/D is transaction specific it should
therefore be measured as soon as possible after the
service transaction has taken place. SQ
perceptions on the other hand, being a more
enduring attitude and representing multiple
transactions, could be measured some time after
exposure to a range of specific service provider
experiences or exposure to some form of marketer
or non-marketer communications.

The pre-purchase standard (expectations) in
CS/D research is typically operationalised as
expected or predictive performance (although
Woodruff, Cadotte and Jenkins, 1983, have
indicated different standards may apply in certain
situations). It reflects what performance "will
(probably) be". In contrast, in determining SQ
expectations are defined as the equitable or
deserved level of performance. It represents the
level of performance a consumer feels they

*should" receive. For example, Parasuraman,
Zeithaml and Berry’s (1988, p. 38) SERVQUAL
instrument asks respondents "..Please show the
extent to which you think firms offering
....services should possess the features described
by each statement" (emphasis added). It is worth
noting however that equitable, deserved or
"should" receive expectations have typically been
used concerning frequently used (continuously
provided) services (e.g., banking, credit cards,
security brokerage) (Berry and Parasuraman 1991)
where consumers have a range of recent
experiences upon which to draw.  Hence,
respondents will have some recent, normative
pre-purchase standard upon which to evaluate
service performance. Therefore, measuring
equitable or "should" receive expectations seems
appropriate in such situations. The corollary of
this is that this category of expectations might not
be appropriate for a discrete or ad hoc service,
where the consumer has limited recent experience,
(e.g., legal services, ad hoc management
consulting, major medical consultations). In such
cases it seems tapping expected or predictive
performance expectations might be more
appropriate. Nonetheless, both SQ and CS/D
typically employ different measures of
expectations.

Although the gap model does not explicitly
measure disconfirmation, researchers nonetheless
produce a difference or gap score (performance
minus expectations). Hence it is the researcher
and not the consumer who makes the comparison.
This approach produces an inferred measure but
has been faulted on a number of grounds (see
Oliver and Bearden 1985, Carman 1990). CS/D
researchers on the other hand prefer a consumer’s
(rather than the researcher’s) perceived (or
subjective) measure (using "Better than
expected”-"Worse than expected" scales) as
disconfirmation is viewed as "the primary
integrating cognition which captures the
discrepancy evaluation process” (Oliver and
Bearden 1985, p. 236).

Finally, SQ is an attitude concerning a
customer’s global evaluation of a service offering
- however there is little research on temporal shifts
in attitudes towards services (Bolton and Drew
1991). Adaptation level theory provides a useful
framework for explaining these changes (Oliver




96 Journal of Consumer Satisfaction, Dissatisfaction and Complaining Behavior

1980b). It suggests that past experience with a
phenomenon provides an anchor for subsequent
judgements, and that exposure to some stimuli
(e.g., a transaction with a service firm thus
generating CS/D) above/below the adaption level
modifies subsequent attitudes (Helson 1964). In
other words, a customer’s attitude about a service
offering at time t2 is to an extent a function of
attitude at time t1 mediated by CS/D for current
transactions. This structural relationship is shown
in Figure 2, which also indicates, as does Cronin
and Taylor’s (1992) findings that perhaps the gap
model is inadequate for explaining the antecedents
of SQ (an attitude) since the model fails to include
three key antecedent conmstructs - CS/D,
disconfirmation and prior attitudes, and fails to
allow for direct performance effects (at least in the
case of high-involvement services).

An Iniegration of the Paradigiiis

In summary, we have proposed that SQ is an
attitude toward the firm (and its services), and
CS/D is transaction specific but later decays into
an attitude (SQ). These arguments are
incorporated in the integrated model depicted in
Figure 2. That is CS/D (resulting from a series of
transactions with a service provider over time),
together with prior attitudes, will directly impact
upon current perceptions of SQ. Figure 3 also
depicts this.  The causal direction of this
relationship is however disputed by Cronin and
Taylor’s (1992) recent work. They concluded on
the basis of a structural equation analysis (using
LISREL) that "..the analysis ..indicates that this
(i.e., CS/D -> SQ) may not be the case and
provides empirical support for the notion that
service quality in fact leads to satisfaction" (p. 64).
Interestingly however, they do not provide any
conceptual support for the direction of this causal
link or indeed their empirical findings.
Unfortunately all key constructs (attitude/SQ,
expectations, performance, CS/D and intentions)
were measured at the one point in time when in
fact some are pre-purchase constructs
(expectations), others should be measured
immediately post-purchase, and others measured
some time after purchase and consumption (SQ,
intentions).

The hypothesised relationship between the

CS/D and SQ or gap model put forth in our paper,
is however supported by the empirical findings of
Bolton and Drew’s (1991) three-stage longitudinal
study of telephone services, and to a lesser extent
the work of Bitner (1990). Bolton and Drew
(1991) concluded that service changes impacted
upon CS/D for various components of service, but
"average ratings of perceived service quality are
very stable and change slowly, so the effects of a
service change become noticeable only in the long
term" (p. 7). They also concluded that
“Furthermore , customers current attitudes depend
greatly on their prior attitudes..." (p. 70.).

The preceding discussion argues that CS/D is
a important antecedent of SQ for continuously
provided services (e.g., telephone, hairdressing,
banking, postal services) primarily because
customers engage in relatively frequent service
encounters where some degree of satisfaction or
dissatisfaction is ~the immediate evaluative
outcome. For discrete services however, which
are infrequently wused (e.g., dental, legal,
optometry) customers do not have a range of
recent evaluations (CS/D) to help is assessing SQ.
Hence they are forced to rely largely on their prior
attitudes/beliefs concerning the service provider
(which may be based on word-of-mouth, or
marketer controlled communication) plus
perceptions of current performance. Performance
perceptions have been shown to have a significant
direct impact on CS/D for high-involvement
products (Churchill and Surprenant 1982;
Patterson 1993) where consumers are known to
engage in more intense post-purchase evaluation.
Therefore, it is hypothesised that performance
effects for high-involvement, discrete services will
have a significant direct impact on CS/D which in
turn directly impacts SQ.

Research Propositions -
All of the above discussion leads us to suggest
the following empirically testable research

propositions:

P1: CS/D and SQ are separate but related
constructs.

P2: The disconfirmation of expectations
and gap models can be integrated to provide a
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Figure 2
An Integrated Model

Disconfirmation

[ -
Note: 1. ——p directeffects _ __ __, indirect effects
2. Exp = Expectations Perf = Performance
SQ = Service Quality CS/D = Customer Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction
3. (a) direct effect for high-involvement, durable purchases only
Figure 3
Relationship Between SQ and CS/D
CS/D with various
/—— service encounters
P
SQ,
CS/
Existing level Revised SQ
of SQ perceptions
P
Time
Note: SQ

= service quality
CS/D = customer satisfaction/ disatisfaction




98 Journal of Consumer Satisfaction, Dissatisfaction and Complaining Behavior

better understanding of the determinants of
SQ.

P3: For continuously provided,
low-involvement services, SQ perceptions are
largely a function of CS/D with recent service
encounters and prior attitudes.

P4: For discrete, high-involvement services,
current assessment of service performance will
directly effect CS/D which, in turn, together
with prior attitudes, will impact upon SQ.

The preceding discussion has attempted to
enunciate some clear differences between the CS/D
and SQ constructs, and at the same time
demonstrate the relationship between them. It has
also been argued that the determinants of SQ are
far more complex than suggested in the simple gap
model approach. The result is our suggestion of
an integrated model which links the two
paradigms. It remains to be seen as to whether
our propositions are substantiated in practice.
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