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ABSTRACT

This study introduces a process model of consumer
satisfaction with the distribution system for a durable
product. Using the distribution system for new automo-
biles, this research tests the applicability of the Ex-
pectancy-Disconfirmation paradigm at the search and
servicing stages of the process. The results indicate
that the Expectancy-Disconfirmation theory applies at
both stages: satisfaction is a direct function of both
the level of expectations held by the consumer prior to
engaging in the particular stage and the extent to which
those expectations are positively or negatively discon-
firmed. The results also indicate that consumer satis-—
faction with the distribution system for new automobiles
is a function of servicing satisfaction, followed by
search satisfaction and finally by product performance
satisfaction,

INTRODUCTION

Research in the area of consumer satisfaction/dis-
satisfaction (CS/D) focusses mainly on goods and servi-
ces and neglects the distribution system as a factor
which affects CS/D. This omission provides an incom-
plete understanding of the reality facing consumers
since the consumption of goods and services is a process
which comprises the evaluation not only of the products
consumed but also the different enterprises which pro-
duce, distribute and service these products. This study
focusses on this previously unexplored area of cs/D.

The objective is to fill some of the theoretical gaps
and provide a guide to managerial action. Specifically,
the main objectives of the study are to a) present a
model (based on the Expectancy-Disconfirmation paradigm)
of consumer satisfaction with the distribution system
for durable products, and b) empirically test parts of
this model by investigating consumer satisfaction with
the distribution system for new automobiles.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The investigation of consumer satisfaction/dissa~-
tisfaction (CS/D) is no longer in the infancy stage. A
substantial amount of research has been conducted in
this area since the early 70's. Several theories which
try to identify the factors contributing to consumer sa-
tisfaction have been developed and tested. So far, the
most promising approach appears to be the Expectancy/
Disconfirmation paradigm which views satisfaction as the
result of an evaluative process. In this process, con-
sumers evaluate their consumption experience by compar-
ing their perception of that experience with the expec-
tations they had prior to consuming the product or
service. This comparison results in feelings of discon~
firmation. In keeping with the nomenclature of cs/D
researchers, positive disconfirmation occurs when per-
ceived performance exceeds prior expectations, and nega=-
tive disconfirmation occurs when perceived performance
is less than prior expectations, WNeutral disconfirma-
tion (or confirmation) is the case where perceived per-
formance is equal to prior expectations. In this process,
satisfaction is seen as an emotion which follows the
consumption experience. Research by Oliver (1980) and
by Thirkell (1980) suggests that satisfaction is an ad-
ditive function of both disconfirmation and initial ex-
pectations.

The Expectancy-Disconfirmation approach has been
applied to several products and services, including
plants and video players (Churchill and Surprenant 1982),
cars (Thirkell 1980) and a flu inoculation (0liver 1980).
It has also been tested on retail outlets (Swan and
Trawick 1981). However, this theory has not been tested
at the system level. This level concerns the operation
of the marketing system at large. It includes the acti-
vities and firms involved in the manufacturing, distri-
bution and servicing of all goods and services offered
in the marketplace.

This level of conceptualization of the marketing
system is very broad and it presents several difficul-
ties in terms of research and the application of results.
For example, it does not permit the diagnosis of the
specific causes of consumer satisfaction, nor does it
facilitate the determination of priorities for develop-
ing consumer protection programs. For researchers, this
level also presents substantial problems of measurement.
The study of consumer satisfaction at an intermediate
level, such as at the distribution system level for a
specific product, provides the advantages of investiga—
ting consumer satisfaction at the system level while
circumventing the drawbacks at this level of conceptual-
ization.

RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES

The sub-system investigated in this research is
the distribution system for a durable product. The dis-
tribution system is defined as the set of stores and/or
dealers selling a particular product category to con-
sumers. It thus includes the specific store or dealer
where the product is purchased and where the product is
repaired and serviced during the warranty period, and
during the duration of the service contract (or extended
warranty contract), if one is included in the transac-
tion. If product servicing is not the respomsability
of the store or dealer but that of the manufacturer,
then the distribution system for the product also in-
cludes the outlet where the product is to be repaired
or serviced. This definition of a distribution system
is suitable mainly for durable products.

As Figure 1 illustrates, the model presented in
this section views consumer satisfaction with the dis-
tribution system of a product as the result of three
evaluative processes which occur during the consumer's
buying process. The first evaluative process concerns
the prepurchase search (stage 1 of the buying process)
made by consumers who buy a durable product. This eval-
uative process starts with the formation of pre~search
expectations about the set of stores/dealers selling the
product. During the prepurchase search, the consumer
undertakes several activities which involve the utili-
zation of different sources of information. One of
these activities consists of visiting different dealers
or stores which offer the product desired by the con-
sumer. These interactions between consumers and retail-
ers can be different for each consumer. Furthermore,
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FIGURE 1
Yodel of Distribution System -Satisfaction. -
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congumers tend tc perceive them in their own way. There~

fore, it is the perception of the stores or dealers vi-
sited that the consumer compares with his pre-search
expectations. If the perceived interactions exceed the
initial expectations, there is a positive disconfirma-
tion. If the perceived interactions are equal to the
expectations, the consumer experiences confirmation. And
if the perceived interactions are below the consumer ex-
pectations, there is negative disconfirmation. The
result of this comparison process 1s, respectively, con-
sumer satisfaction, indifference or dissatisfaction with
the set of stores/dealers visited.

Following search, the consumer purchases the pro-
duct (stage 2 of the buying process). At this stage,
the consumer forms some expectations about the product
performance, and about the store or dealer where the pro-
duct is bought. Because of the importance of durable
products, product consumption (stage 3 of the buying
process) generally includes the second evaluative process
in which product performance perception is compared with
pre-usage expectations. The result of this comparison
process may be disconfirmation (positive or negative) of
the expectations, and consequently, feelings of satis-
faction or dissatisfaction with the product. Comparison
may also result in product performance perceptions equal
to expectations and consequently feelings of indifference.

Since purchasing a product implies choosing a spe-
cific store or dealer, the third evaluative process is
related to the '"purchase'" (choice) of a store or dealer
with all the attendant services. For instance, many re-
tail stores offer services such as product financing,
gift wrapping, an extended warranty or servicing plan,
expert advice, and delivery. The price of the product
often includes these services which may vary in quantity
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and quality depending on the store. Very often, the re-
tailer is also responsible for honoring the warranty of-
fered by the manufacturer. Honoring the warranty often
implies replacing or repairing the product, or reimburs-
ing the customer. Therefore, at least for durable or
semi~durable products, purchasing a product also means a
more or less long term relationship with a specific sto-
re or dealer. Thus, the third evaluative process concerns
the evaluation of the servicing experience and consequen-
tly, it happens during stage 3 of the buying process.

Again, a comparison can take place between the per-
ceived interaction(s) with the store/dealer servicing the
product and the consumer pre-servicing expectations. The
result of this comparison process may be disconfirmation
(positive, or negative), and consequently, feelings of
satisfaction of dissatisfaction with the store or dealer.
As in the case of product performance, comparison may
also produce feelings of indifference if the store/dealer
is equal to pre-servicing expectations.

The final result of these three evaluative process-
es is an overall feeling of satisfaction with the distri-
bution system of the product purchased. Three components
influence this overall satisfaction: a) search satisfac-
tion, b) product satisfaction, and c¢) servicing satisfac~-
tion. Finally, as the feedback loops indicate, overall
consumer satisfaction with the distribution system, as
well as consumer satisfaction with each one of the three
components impact on the expectations held by the consu-
mers in the future, and thus become part of the consumer
experience. As mentioned previously, products consumed
in a short period of time do not require any servicing.
Thus, this model applies mainly to durable or semi-dura-
ble products that demand periodic maintenance or servicing
by specialists or that involve a warranty period during
which the product may be repaired, if necessary.

The factors influencing consumer satisfaction with
product performance have been the subject of many stud-
ies and hence, are not investigated in this research.
Therefore, our three main hypotheses are as follows: the
first hypothesis investigates the factors influencing
consumer satisfaction at the search stage.

Hl: Post-search satisfaction with the stores/dealers
selling the product is a function of both pre~search
expectations and the degree of confirmation or dis-
confirmation of these expectations during the per-
ceived interactions with stores/dealers resulting
from the pre-purchase search.

The second hypothesis investigates the factors influen-
cing consumer satisfaction at the servicing stage.

H2: Post-servicing satisfaction with the store/dealer
where the product was bought is a function of both
pre-servicing expectations and the degree of confir-
mation or disconfirmation of these expectations dur-
ing the perceived interactions with the store/dealer
following the product purchase.

Finally, the third hypothesis investigates the factors
related to overall satisfaction with the distribution
system for durable products,

H3 Overall satisfaction with the distribution system is

a function of:

a) consumer post-search satisfaction with the stores
or dealers selling the product,

consumer post-servicing satisfaction with the
store or dealer where the product is serviced,
consumer satisfaction with the product performan~
ce.

b)

c)



METHOD
System Investigated

Several factors influenced the choice of the dis-
tribution system of new automobiles as the system for
analysis. As mentioned by Moyer and Whitmore (1976),
about one quarter of all retail trade in North America
is related to the automobile. Furthermore, motor vehi-
cle dealerships alone account for nearly one-fifth of
‘all retail outlet sales. Thus, the distribution system
for automobiles is one of the largest on the continent.
While it is large and complex, researchers seem to give
little consideration to the overall effectiveness of the
channels that handle automotive products, at least from
the viewpoint of the final consumer. A study by Ash
(1980) shows a significant amount of consumer dissatis-
faction with auto repairs and service. Another study by
Bernacchi, Kono and Willette (1980) also reveals that
43% of the respondents were dissatisfied with automo-
bile services under warranty. These results indicate a
need for information on consumers' perceptions of car
dealers. It seems, therefore, that auto repairs and
service constitute a high priority for consumer protec-
tion programming (Ash, 1980).

Source of Data

The data for this research were collected through
a mail survey of new car owners in Ontario, the richest
and most industrialised province in Canada. The sampling
frame used was a regional subset of urban and rural resi-
dents who had purchased a new passenger car within the
previous six months. The owners' names were obtained
through license plate registrations and the respondents
were chosen through a random sampling procedure. One
thousand, two hundred questionnaires were mailed in two
waves, after a pre~test of the instrument. The principal
driver and owner of the new car was asked to respond the
questionnaire. While the response rate was 427, 380 ques~
tionnaires (32% of the original sample) were usable. Wo-
men made up roughly one~third of the respondents and
owners of imported cars (i.e. cars made from a manufac-
turer located outside of North America) also made up one-
third. All the respondents had purchased their cars
within the previous eleven months. It was therefore as-
sumed that the majority of cars was still under warranty
at the time of the survey. It was impossible to test for
nonresponse biases, but a comparison of the cars owned
by the respondents and those listed in the initial sample
indicated no significant differences in the makes pur-
chased by the two groups.

Measurement of Expectations

There is considerable support in the literature
for the multidimensionality of the expectation construct.
Therefore, this study defines expectations as a set of
beliefs about the benefits and costs associated with con-
sumer interactions with the stores/dealers distributing
a specific product category. The development of the ex-
pectation measures followed a review of expectation mea-
surement in the CS/D area and in-depth interviews with
new automobile buyers and dealers. The expectation cons-
tructs were measured following a procedure similar to the
one adopted by Thirkell (1980). First consumers gave
their ratings on a number of five-point bipolar scales
measuring the subject's perceptions of the dealer's (or
dealers') position on two sets of attributes, one for the
search expectation construct and ome for the servicing
expectation construct (Table 1). Then, respondents rated
the importance of each attribute to them on a five-point
semantic differential scale ranging from unimportant to
important. The global measures of consumer's search and
servicing expectations were obtained by averaging the sum
of attribute specific expectation levels multiplied by
their associated level of importance. This procedure
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TABLE 1

List of Attributes

Search stage

knowledge of repair
knowledge of competition
respect shown
willingness to listen
pressure-selling
test-drive offered

dealership location
choice of models
price negotiation
price of trade~in car
knowledge of product

Servicing stage

follow-up after sales
delivery time

quality of car preparation
willingness to solve problems
range of services

quality of repair

quality of explanation

cost of dealer work
availability of parts

appointment time

warranty honoured
follow-up after repairs
repalr done first time
repair done when promised
cost estimates

return of defective parts
alternative transportation
waiting room

implies the use of the aided-recall method. To reduce
the chance of bias associated with this method, respon-
dents only rated the items they considered before enter-
ing the process. Respondents also had the opportunity
to add their own expectation attributes. Finally, to
prevent order effects, the ratings of the items of the
expectation scales were reversed in the questionnaire.
The search scale included 11 items while the servicing
scale included 18 items.

Measurement of Disconfirmation

This construct is generally defined as the extent
to which a consumer's perceptions of an object or ex-
perience exceed, meet, or fall short of prior expecta-
tions. Accordingly, positive disconfirmation occurs
when, for the consumer, perceptions exceed expectations.
If perceptions just equal expectations, confirmation is
the result. Finally, if perceptions are less than €X~
pectations, negative disconfirmation results. This defi-
nition of disconfirmation emphasizes the relative nature
of this construct since it is the result of a comparison
process with expectations serving as the basis of compar-
ison. Consequently, for the purposes of this study,
search disconfirmation is the result of a comparison bet-
ween servicing expectations and the consumer's percep-—
tions of the store/dealer where the product was purchased.

A compensatory model was used to measure the two
disconfirmation constructs. To ensure consistency with
the expectation measures, the same two sets of attri-
butes were used. A five-point scale, ranging from
"Much worse than expected” to "Much better than expected",
was the measure for each disconfirmation item. The
global disconfirmation measures were obtained by summing
the product of all attribute ratings and their associated
importance weights and averaging these sums by the number
of items answered by each consumer.

Measurement of Satisfaction

Satisfaction is, in essence, an emotional response
manifested in the feelings which follow an experience
with a product, a service, an enterprise or a set of
enterprises. It is thus seen in this study as a single
global measure. Consequently, search satisfaction
consists of an evaluation made by the consumer as to
whether the experience of visiting dealers or stores
was favourable, indifferent or unfavourable. Similarly,
servicing satisfaction consists of the consumer's eval-
uation as to whether the experience of interacting with
the specific store/dealer where the product was bought
ig favourable, indifferent, or unfavourable. Product
satisfaction is defined as the consumer's evaluation of

the product performance. Finally, distribution system
satisfaction is defined as the consumer's overall feeling




toward the set of stores or dealers selling the product.

To be consistent with the previous opecational
definitions, a set of submeasures corresponding to the
expectations items previously defined was taken. These
submeasures, which used a five-point scale ranging from
"Very satisfied" to 'Very dissatisfied', helped to deter-
mine the specific cduses of satisfaction or dissatis-
faction to consumers. They also formed the global mea-
sures of search and servicing satisfaction. Based on
evidence of three studies regarding the satisfaction
construct (Aiello, Czepiel and Rosenberg 1977; Morris,
Winter and Crull 1980; Westbrook 1980), the previous
measurement procedure was simplified in the case of
these two constructs. It congisted of calculating a
simple raw unweighted sum of scores on the series of
individual items and then dividing this sum by the num-
ber of items answered by the consumer. Finally, product
satisfaction and distribution system satisfaction were
measured with a five-point single item scale ranging
from "Very satisfied" to "Very dissatisfied".

Reliability and Validity of the Measures

The internal consistency of the six scales was
assessed using Cronbach's alpha. This test indicated
an acceptable level of reliability, with the alpha co-
efficients ranging from .70 to .96. A series of tests
were also performed to evaluate the validity of the
scales. First, because of the recall procedure used,
the question of possible time~related biases in the
results was investigated. The objective was to see if
consumers who had purchased a new car near the time of
the survey reported higher or lower expectation levels
than those who had purchased their automobile at an
earlier period. Correlation coefficients between time
since purchase and expectation levels were not statis-
tically significant at the .05 level, indicating that
time-related biases were relatively minor.

A second test involved calculating Pearson corre-
lations between the global disconfirmation measures and
a single score reflecting overall feelings of discon-
firmation. The correlation coefficients were respec-
tively .63 at the search stage and .74 at the servicing
stage pointing to the conclusion that the disconfirmation
measures captured the overall feelings of disconfirmation
felt by consumers at both stages of the buying process.

The last test investigated the validity of the
search and servicing satisfaction variables. The test
consisted of calculating correlations between each of
the constructs and a single score meéasuring consumer
overall satisfaction feelings with the dealer(s). At
both stages, the correlations were above .7 and statis-
tically significant at the .001 level. Therefore, it
appears that the global satisfaction measure captures
consumer overall feelings of satisfaction with the deal-
er(s) at both stages of the buying process.

FINDINGS

The first two hypotheses focus on the effect of
expectations and disconfirmation on satisfaction at the
search and servicing stage. The first test consisted of
analysing the relationship between expectations and sa-
tisfaction. As a first step, simple correlations were
calculated between the expectation and the satisfaction
variables. At the search stage, the Pearson correlation
between expectations and satisfaction was .41, and was
significant at the .00l level. Similarly, at the ser-
vicing stage, the Pearson correlation between the two
measures was .27, and the level of significance was .001.
These two findings indicate that at both stages, levels
of satisfaction vary directly with increasing levels of
expectations. However, a large percentage of respondents
had reported being satisfied to a certain extent with the
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dealers they visited during the search (75 percent)
and/or with the dealer servicing their new car (71 per-
cent). It was believed that this factor could have
masked the existence of a reverse relationship among
those respondents reporting some dissatisfaction. There-
fore, an additional test was performed, which consisted
of calculating separate correlation coefficients among
the satisfied and the dissatisfied consumer groups.

These results are presented in Table 2.

This table confirms that among satisfied consumers,
expectation levels correlate positively with satisfaction
levels. However, among dissatisfied consumers, the rela-
tionship varies depending on the buying stage. At the
search stage, expectations are independent of satisfac-
tion while at the servicing stage, higher expectations
are associated with more dissatisfaction.

The second test investigates the relationship
between disconfirmation and satisfaction. Pearson
correlations were calculated and the results indicate
that at both the search and servicing stages, satis-
faction and disconfirmation are positively and signi-
ficantly (at the .00l level) related. At the search
stage, the correlation is .57 and at the servicing stage,
it is .58, These results are not surprising. Indeed,
in this study satisfaction is seen as the result of an
internal comparison between expectations and perceived
performance. When the perceived performance of the
dealer(s) is not as good as the prior expectationms,
negative disconfirmation occurs, stirring some feelings
of dissatisfaction. Similarly, when the perceived per-
formance exceeds prior expectations, positive discon-
firmation occurs, stimulating feelings of satisfaction
in the consumer. Consequently, as the magnitude of
negative disconfirmation decreases, so does consumer
dissatisfaction; when the magnitude of positive dis-
confirmation increases, consumer satisfaction also in-
creages.

The third test concerns the simultaneous effect of
expectations and disconfirmation on satisfaction, in-
cluding the interaction effect if any. Given the
previous results obtained, the test of hypothesis Hl was
performed on the total sample while the test of hypo-
thesis H2 was performed separating the sample into
satisfied and dissatisfied consumers. Table 3 shows the
result of the multiple regressions performed. The inde-
pendent variables entering the stepwise procedure were
expectations, disconfirmation and the corresponding
interaction term.

The results confirm the previous analyses. At the
search stage, they indicate the existence of a relation-
ship between consumer expectations, disconfirmation and
the subsequent feeling of satisfaction experienced.

They also indicate the presence of an interaction effect
between the disconfirmation and expectation measures.
Adding this interaction effect increases the variance
explained by the model from 39 percent to 45 percent.
The positive signs of the expectation and disconfir~-
mation betas indicate that levels of satisfaction in-
crease as a direct function of both levels of expecta-
tions and levels of disconfirmation. This result is
consistent with previous results. Consequently, the null
hypothesis that search satisfaction is independent of
prior consumer expectations and subsequent levels of
disconfirmation is rejected.

At the servicing stage, in order to perform the
analyses, the sample was separated into two groups, the
satisfied and the dissatisfied consumers. Among the
satisfied consumers, the regression reveals that expec-
tations has a positive effect on satisfaction. However,
the disconfirmation measure on its own does not show
any significant effect. This result does not mean that
this variable does not have any impact at all. Appa-
rently, its effect is captured by the interaction term



TABLE 2
Relationships Between Expectations and Satisfaction

Pearson Correlation Coefficient
Search Stage Servicing Stage

Total Sample 417 27
Satisfied Consumers 378 372
Dissatisfied Consumers .05 ~.40%

% Significant at the ,001 level

TABLE 3
Stepwise Regression
Dependent Variable Satisfaction
Independent Variables: Expectations
Disconfirmation

Interaction Term (Exp * Disc)

Search Stage Servicing Stage

Satisfied Dissatisfied
Consumers Consumers
R Square 45 .26 .59
Adjusted R Square .45 .25 ) .58
F 90.1 36.8 86.2
Signif F .000 .000 .000
Variables in the Equation .
Expectations B .05a .05a -
T 5.0 4.2 -
Disconfirmation B .40a
T 5.4 -
(Exp * Disc) B -,01 .01 .01
T 2.3 6.3 9.2°
Constant B 2.87a 3.16a 2.80a
T 21.2 16.8 55.0

a Significant at the .0l level
significant at the .05 level

which, according to Table 3, has the greatest impact.
This interaction term suggests that satisfaction is in-
fluenced by the combined action of expectations and
disconfirmation. By itself, this interaction term
accounts for over 75 percent of the explanatory power of
the model. The signs of the different betas indicate
that the effect of both expectations and disconfirmation
is positive. This result is consistent with previous
findings and it confirms that among satisfied consumers,
levels of servicing satisfaction increase as a direct
function of levels of expectations and subsequent dis-
confirmation.

Table 3 also gives the result of the stepwise re-
gression among dissatisfied consumers. For this group of
consumers, the only measure retained in the final equa-
tion is the interaction term. By itself, this measure
explains 58 percent of the variance in servicing satis-
faction. If we remove the interaction term from the
regression equation, we find (1) that disconfirmation is
the only measure retained in the model, (2) that this
measure explains by itself 40 percent of the variance in
satisfaction, (3) that is has a direct effect on satis-
faction and (4), that the sign of the expectation beta
is negative. Therefore, this last set of results indi-
cates that among dissatisfied consumers, levels of satis~
faction can best be explained by the interaction of
expectations and disconfirmation. However, this effect
is such that levels of satisfaction increase with in-
creasing negative to positive disconfirmation, and de-
crease with higher levels of expectations. To summarize,
these results are consistent with earlier findings that
levels of servicing satisfaction increase as a direct
function of levels of disconfirmation while the magni-

tude of reported satisfaction or dissatisfaction increases

linearly with higher expectation levels. Consequently,

TABLE 4
Correlations Between Distribution System Satisfaction
and the Other Satisfaction Measures

Independent Variable Pearson Coeff. Signif. Level

Search Satisfaction .49 .000
Servicing Satisfaction .75 .000

Product Satisfaction W43 .000

the results allow us to reject the null hypothesis that
overall satisfaction is independent of prior expectations
and subsequent levels of disconfirmation.

The third hypothesis investigates the effect on
overall satisfaction with the distribution system of a
product, of the feelings felt by consumers towards each
component of that system. The analysis thus includes as
independent variables both search and servicing satis-
faction, as well as product performance satisfaction.
This last variable was included since it is believed
that when consumers evaluate the performance of stores
or dealers, they are influenced by their evaluation of
the products sold in these stores.

To test this hypothesis, a multiple regression was
first performed with satisfaction with the distribution
system as the dependent variable. However, the corre-
lation matrix indicated a problem of multicollinearity.
Therefore, this test was replaced by simple Pearson cor-
relations. Table 4 presents the correlations for the
three independent measures. The variable which has the
closest relationship with overall satisfaction is ser-
vicing satisfaction with a correlation of .75 followed
by search satisfaction (.49) and product performance
satisfaction (.43). The three correlation coefficients
are all positive and significant at the .00l level.

In summary, the satisfaction that consumers feel
about each component of the distribution system of pro-
duct is reflected in their overall evaluation of that
system. The most important source of influence is ser-
vicing satisfaction, followed by search satisfaction and
then, by product performance satisfaction.

DISCUSSION

The major theoretical contribution of this study is
that it tested the Expectancy-Disconfirmation theory in
relation to the distribution system for a durable pro-
duct. This research assessed consumer satisfaction and
its determinant within the context of two of the consu-
mer buying stages, the search and servicing stages. Con-
sumers evaluated several aspects of their search for the
best product as well as many dimensions of after-sales
service repair and maintenance dome during the warranty
period. A unique contribution of this study is that at
both stages, the performance of the various dealers res-
ponsible for selling and servicing the product and not
the product itself, was the focus of analysis.

This study permitted the testing of hypotheses de-
rived from both experimental and survey streams of CS/D
research, that is the simultaneous effect of expectations
and disconfirmation on consumer satisfaction. It is be-
lieved that even though this study does not provide the
control offered by an experimental setting, it offers
more in terms of external validity and consumer involve-
ment due to the real-life purchase setting adopted.

One finding which was not reported in other CS/D
studies is the presence of an interaction effect between
expectations and disconfirmation when investigating the




simultaneous effect of these two constructs on satisfac-
tion. This finding holds at both the search and ser~
vicing stages of the buying process. Additional research
is needed to investigate 1if this relationship can be
generalized to all types of services and retail outlets.

The data of this study indicate a relationship
between expectatlions and satisfaction; however, the form
of the relationship differed depending on the buying
stage. At the search stage, the higher the initial ex~
pectations, the more satisfied consumers felt. At the
servicing stage, higher expectation levels led to more
extreme feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Future research is needed so as to clarify this discre-
pancy in the form of the relationship between the two
stages. 1Is it peculiar to the automobile sector only?
Or can it be explained by the fact that at the search
stage, consumers evaluated their overall experience with
several dealers while at the servicing stage, they eval-
uated their experience with one dealer only?

In addition to these findings, an additional test
was performed to assess the factors which contribute to
overall satisfaction with the distribution system. These
results suggest that how consumers feel about the dis-
tribution system of a durable product such as an auto-
mobile is mostly influenced by their evaluation of the
store/dealer servicing that product. This result makes
sense for two reasons. First, most consumers who buy
such a durable product have it serviced during its war-
ranty period. Therefore, they become increasingly fa-
miliar with the particular dealer where they bought the
product. Thus, they can probably evaluate that dealer
with more confidence, a factor which might later be re-
flected in their overall evaluation of the distribution
system. Secondly, the evaluation of the servicing expe-
rience comes after the search stage. Thus, it is more
recent in consumers' mind. This factor probably makes
it more likely that consumers, when asked to evaluate
their overall satisfaction with the distribution system,
can better remember what happened at that later stage
and consequently, are more influenced by their evaluation
of it.

Distribution system satisfaction is also substan-
tially influenced by search satisfaction. Apparently,
the feelings consumers have about the stores or dealers
they visited during their search to buy a product is
taken into consideration when consumers later evaluate
the total experience of doing business with that set of
stores or dealers including the specific outlet where
they bought the product. However, this influence is not
as pronounced as it is at the servicing stage of the
process. Finally, the finding that overall satisfaction
and product performance satisfaction.are positively cor-
related gives some support to the hypothesis that con-
sumers' evaluation of the products sold by a store
influences their perception of the whole distribution
system for these products. That is, if consumers are
dissatisfied with the performance of a product, they
might extend their dissatisfaction to the store itself,
blaming it for a poor quality control or a bad choice of
suppliers. This phenomenon is probably more pronounced
when the consumers do not have any direct contact with
the manufacturer and must rely on the retailer for re-
pairing and servicing the product, as is the case for
automobile. This last finding has some managerial im~
plications which are discussed later.

In summary, the results indicate that overall satis-
faction with the distribution of new automobiles 1s in-
fluenced firstly by the level of satisfaction felt with
the dealer servicing the car while under warranty,
followed by the amount of satisfaction experienced with
the dealers visited during the search stage and then by
the satisfaction felt regarding the performance of the
car itself. This finding suggests that overall satis-
faction at the sub-system level can be assessed by
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measuring consumer satisfaction at the various stages

of the buying process. This type of measure can con-
tribute to theory building by providing information on
the relative impact of the different sub-system com=-
ponents on overall satisfaction., Additional studies are
needed across a wide varilety of products in order to im-
prove our understanding of the factors leading to con~-
sumer satisfaction and the attitudes and beliefs of
consumers towards marketing practices in general. The
same studies could also be useful in comparing the per-
formance of different distribution systems and industries
in meeting consumer needs and wants. This information,
which could benefit marketing managers as well as public
policymakers, could also be used to monitor the image
and performance of the various sub-system actors over
time.

The results of this empirical study hold several
implications for managers. First, the relationship
between expectations and satisfaction seems to suggest
that raising consumer expectations through advertising,
personal selling and promotions is a viable option,
given the positive effect it can have on satisfaction
levels. However, at least for the servicing stage,
managers should be careful. Indeed, at this stage, very
high expectations do not necessarily produce a desirable
effect, since higher expectations were accompagnied by
more extreme feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Thus, 1f high expectations are followed by positive dis~
confirmation, the effect is beneficial to the firm. If
high expectations are negatively disconfirmed, however,
thus indicating that managers did not raise performance
commensurately, the consumer may feel very dissatisfied.
The consequence will be reduced consumer confidence in
the outlet which serviced the product, a lower proba-
bility of repeat purchase by consumers after the warranty
expires and the chance that consumers will voice their
dissatisfaction to others. Consumers may also complain
to the service manager and to the manufacturer. In the
final analysis marketers should at least ensure -that
product benefits match consumers' expectations.

The analysis also shows that how consumers feel
about the distribution system of a durable product is
influenced by their feelings about each of its components.
In the case of new automobiles, servicing satisfaction,
followed by search and product performance satisfaction
influence overall satisfaction. This finding suggests
that car manufacturers and new automobile dealers should
pay special attention to the quality of after-sales ser-
vice. When shopping for a new car, consumers may see a
specific dealer one or twice, but after the car is pur-
chased, they must visit the dealer several times during
a period of a year or more. In addition, unlike some
other products, buyers are stuck with the car they
purchased. They cannot return it or exchange it if the
car and the dealer do not perform as well as they ex-—
pected. Furthermore, because a car is a product which
is used virtually everyday, it can become a major source
of frustration for the unfortunate buyer who does not
receive good service from the dealer. Finally, even if
an automobile is a durable product which lasts for se-
veral years and for which many consumers shop a lot,
several consumers are brand loyal. Brand loyalty in
this case probably has as much if not more to do with
good service and a friendly relationship with a specific
dealer than with having purchased a good product in the
first place.

On the basis of this study, new car dealers should
ensure that their service department is given as much
attention as the sales department. Employees who pro-
vide reliable and good quality service may very well be
their best asset. Car manufacturers should also try to
encourage their dealers to provide efficient after-sales
service. It is to their advantage to do so because good
after-sales service has an effect on their brand image
and may make a difference in the stimulation of repeat



purchases and the development of loyal customers.

Since product performance satisfaction influences
overall satisfaction with the distribution system, this
may indicate that consumers see the dealers as partly
responsible for the quality of cars they sell, Con-
sumers may feel that dealers should make sure that the
products they sell function well and do not require an
unusual number of service visits. They may believe
that dealers have some bargaining power with manu-
facturers and that they can apply pressure on the
manufacturer to deliver good quality cars. Whether
this is true for all dealers, the fact remains that
consumers' satisfaction with products bought influences
their perception of car dealers.
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