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Abstract
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The article aims to measure the size of customer gaps as for their perception of sales service stan-
dard quality. Gap analysis employed for customer gap measurement is elaborated on the basis of the 
results obtained from questionnaire enquiry directed on customers and employers of the company 
sales places that were under examination. Questionnaire enquiry revealed substantial disparity be-
tween the perception of standard by employers and customers, especially in terms of sales person-
nel contact with customer. The research has quantifi ed the size of customer gaps within sales service 
quality standard categories. In addition, it identifi es problem areas detected by means of the carried 
out analysis as well as it provides suggestions for their solution. 

customer gaps, sales service quality standard, sales personnel 

In the course of the last decade the service sector 
has achieved signifi cant progress as for service qual-
ity improvement (Reichheld, 2001). This phenome-
non makes many enterprises interested in attaining 
and retaining high level of service quality. As Levy 
states (1995), a great deal of subjects that operate 
their own distribution network show strong inclina-
tion toward service quality improvement. This trend 
is nevertheless prominent especially with those dis-
tributors whose primary aim is to gain competitive 
advantage in future. These days, distributors are 
more than ever regarded as service providers and 
they are thus forced to meet the requirements that 
customers have in terms of the quality of the pro-
vided service. 

Enterprises engaged in the distribution diff er 
from other kinds of enterprises by off ering to their 
customers mix of products and services. However, 
not all distribution enterprises can be regarded as 
identical. On the contrary, there are diff erences 
among particular kinds of these enterprises. These 
diff erences may be then have impact on the evalua-
tion of service quality within the given distribution 
enterprise and it is therefore necessary to carry out 
service quality research across a wide range of diff e-
rent distribution enterprises. 

The subject of the research is represented by 
DEKTRADE Inc. whose main activity is focused on 
the sale of construction materials. Other activities 
involve production of own range of construction 
material Dek as “private label”. DEKTRADE Com-
pany was established in 1993, it currently has 1 100 
employees and sales network off ers 58 branches in 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia. With the turnover 
of more than 6 mld. CZK it is the biggest supplier of 
construction materials in the Czech Republic. Cus-
tomer portfolio reveals that 43% share in the com-
pany turnover have big construction companies, 
18% smaller construction companies, 14% individ-
ual customers and investors, 13% insulation special-
ists and 12% roof tilers (www.dek.cz).

METHODS AND RESOURCES
technical literature dealing with the issue of 

servi ce quality allows only marginal space as for the 
role of sales personnel and its infl uence on servi ce 
quality. According to Lewis and Entwistle (1990) 
sales personnel exerts substantial infl uence on cus-
tomers and the level of its professionalism thus rep-
resents fundamental constituent as for the quality 
of the service provided to customer who perceived 
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its mediation in a certain way. This conclusion re-
sults from the fact that there is direct interaction be-
tween customer and sales personnel immediately 
a� er customer’s entry to the sales place. These inter-
actions become the straightforward evidence predi-
cating about the existence of service and during its 
delivery sales personnel plays an indispensable role 
(Czepiel, 1990; Suprenant, Solomon, 1996). 

Since the enterprise system and the service qual-
ity management system representing its integral part 
relates to both customer and sales personnel it is im-
portant to consider both groups within the research 
(Bitner, Booms and Mohr, 1994). Czepiel (1990) 
states that the simultaneous analysis of customer 
and sales personnel attitude would enable to iden-
tify any disparities and to determine areas of poten-
tial improvement. Distribution subjects may then 
use these fi ndings of possible disparities in order to 
ensure appropriate improvement of sales personnel 
attitude. 

The problem of service quality systematization as 
well as the defi nition and the way of service quality 
measurement was fi rst approached by Parasuraman, 
Zeithaml and Berry (1990). These authors developed 
Gap model of service quality that represents a commonly 
employed instrument for service quality measure-
ment. The model is based on the assumption that 
customer fi rst formulates some expectations in rela-
tion to particular aspects of the provided service and 
that he takes notice of the process of service deliv-
ery itself and fi nally that he perceives the whole per-
formance in a certain way. 

For the evaluation of service quality, consumers 
employ some specifi c criteria that fall within fi ve 
large areas that are applied during the categorization 
of customer expectations (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, 
Berry, 1990): 

Tangible aspects – the appearance of physical acces-
sories, equipment, personnel and communication 
material, 

Reliability – ability to perform the given service 
properly and accurately, 

Perceptivity – willingness to help customers and to 
be immediately at their disposal,

Assurance – knowledgeable and polite employees 
able to induce confi dence, 

Empathy – kindness, attention paid to every single 
customer. 

Gap model of service quality endeavours to iden-
tify the factors which infl uence service quality and it 
tries to reveal possible shortcomings or “gaps” that 
may occur during the process of service delivery1. 

“Gaps” occur provided that there is discrepancy be-
tween customer expectation and the actually per-
ceived level of the obtained service (Zeithaml, Para-
suraman, Berry, 1990). 

Some authors presume that the measurement of 
employees’ perception (performance) may repre-
sent more adequate way of service quality measure-
ment (Cronin, 2000). Research among employees al-
lows employees themselves to formulate their own 
opinion as for what services are provided and how 
they are evaluated on the part of customers. Pro-
posals concerning increased eff ectiveness of serv-
ice delivery that may be suggested by personnel play 
a crucial role as for service quality improvement 
(Palmer, 2001). 

However, there may be discrepancies between 
consumer expectation and service provider percep-
tion. It means that service provider may not always 
correctly identify what criteria consumer associates 
with high quality, what elements the given service 
should include in order to satisfy consumers’ needs 
and what level of the realization of these elements is 
necessary so that the service would be perceived as 
having high quality (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, Berry, 
1990).

The absence of measurement would prevent man-
agers’ form identifying their companies’ or prod-
ucts’ current position and they would be unable to 
fi nd out whether their objectives have been met. 
Measurement requires careful defi nition. Qual-
ity and profi tability represent two intertwined ways 
leading to the creation of values for both custom-
ers and society. In the broader sense, quality focuses 
at advantages that are produced in favour of cus-
tomers. Profi tability relates to company expended 
costs. These costs may have signifi cant infl uence on 
the service price quotation for customer (Lovelock, 
2001). 

For the purposes of the solution of the defi ned 
problem descriptive research by means of ques-
tioning was carried out. Enquiring proceeded in 
eight selected DEKTRADE sales places in the Cen-
tral Bohemian Region and in Prague: Benešov, 
Kladno, Beroun, Kolín, Mladá Boleslav, Praha-Zli-
čín, Praha-Malešice, Praha-Kunratice. These sales 
places were chosen intentionally especially with the 
view of good accessibility (heavy concentration of 
branches), and aff ordable temporal and fi nancial ca-
pacities expended for the research. 

The starting point of the carried out research rep-
resented the pre-research of the verifi cation of the 
service quality standard criteria description (in to-

1 Model deals with fi ve diff erent gaps: Gap 1: Gap between customer expectations – management perception; Gap 2: 
Gap between management perception – service quality specifi cation; Gap: Gap between service quality specifi cation 
– service delivery; Gap 4: Gap between service delivery – external communication; Gap 5: Gap between customer ex-
pectation and performance perception.
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tal 37 aspects/criteria divided into the so-called cat-
egorial areas were verifi ed2) during which controlled 
interviews revealed the degree of correspondence 
and relevance of individual service quality standard 
 criteria. 

The pre-research results allowed the elaboration 
of two questionnaires (for customers and for em-
ployees) whereas each contained 37 questions made 
up according to criteria of the suggested service 
quality standard including verbal description. Both 
groups of respondents made declarations as to the 
presented text of the standard and noted down two 
facts in the questionnaire as follows: 
• the degree of her/his agreement with the formulation of in-

dividual criteria in relation to service quality – for this 
purpose Likert scale was employed (HDA = high 
degree of agreement, MDA = middle degree of 
agreement, NO = no opinion, MDD = middle de-
gree of disagreement, HDD = high degree of dis-
agreement), 

• the relevance of a criterion for purchase process3 – for this 
purpose semantic diff erential, i.e. relevance scale 
was employed (1 = very relevant, 2 = relevant, 3 = 
neutral relevance, 4 = not relevant, 5 = very irrel-
evant). 

Example of question (criterion) formulation along 
with evaluation sheet demonstrates the following 
fi gure (see Fig. 1). 

Questions of identifi cation character were in the 
case of customer research focused on sex, age, type 
of customer and frequency of purchase. Employee 
research was centred on sex, age, work position. 

For the questioning purposes two groups of re-
spondents of the preset number of participants 
were put together. The size of customer sample was 
200 respondents, and the size of the sample with 
DEKTRADE sales places employees was 48 respon-
dents. Determination of the preset number of the 
fi lled in questionnaires was used especially on the 
grounds of ensuring balance and well-proportional-
ity of individual sales places respondent representa-
tives within the scope of the research. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The individual criteria were interpreted within the 

framework of evaluation by the average value ob-
tained from the acquired data4 (customer research 
presented 201 respondent questions on a given cri-
terion, and employee research presented 48 respon-

2 Categorial areas represent functional areas of the given criterion. It concerns the following 8 categories (generally ap-
plicable for sales network of wide range of sectors): surroundings of sales place; interior of sales place; sales personnel 
contact with customer; detection of customer’s needs; choice of suitable purchase solution; form of off er presentation; 
end of negotiation with customer. 

3 In the case of employee research respondents described the way they perceive the relevance of criteria formulations 
for customer during her/his purchase process.

4 For the interpretation of results as for the degree of agreement with standard criteria the following adjusting interpre-
tation was employed: HDA = 5 points, HDD = 1 point. For the interpretation of results as for the degree of standard cri-
terion relevance the reverse orientation value scale was employed: very relevant 1 = 5 points, very irrelevant 5 = 1 point.

 

1: Example of question in questionnaire

2: Research results indicating the degree of customer and employee agreement
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dent questions). Research data are illustrated in the 
following graphs (see Fig. 2 and 3). 

Figures 2 and 3 clearly manifest considerable dif-
ference in perception of individual standard criteria 
between customers and the company represented 
by sales place employees. 

Results of questioning of both respondent groups 
– customer and employee – are also entered in the 
chart (see Chart I). 

The chart demonstrates the diff erent results of 
customer and employee research that is further in-
terpreted by means of percentage representation. 
Only four criteria (No. 30, 35, 36, 37) showed the de-
gree of agreement with criterion higher with employees 
than with customers. 

The above mentioned research results lead to the 
conclusion that customer group of respondents de-
clared their agreement with criteria formulations in 
the suggested standard. Respondent’s agreements 
move within the interval 3.92–4.69 point, which may 
be interpreted as middle up to high degree of agree-
ment with the formulation of service quality stan-
dard. Text of the standard was thus confi rmed. 

The degree of relevance was in nine cases (with the 
criterion No. 1, 2, 4. 5, 15, 30, 34, 36, 37) higher with 
employees than with customers. These criteria il-
lustrate that employees overestimate the given cri-
terion in relation to customer purchase process. 
The remaining criteria show that the degree of rel-
evance was higher with customer group of respon-
dents than with employees and it is possible to state 
that in these cases employees tend to underestimate 
the relevance of the given criteria. 

The overall result of the degree of agreement and 
the degree of relevance of both customer and em-
ployee research is expressed by the average value 

of both respondent groups. The total value of the 
degree of agreement with customer group of re-
spondents was expressed by 4.65 points whereas 
this result may be interpreted as very satisfactory. 
These fi ndings confi rm that customers agree with 
the formulation of individual criteria. With em-
ployee group of respondents the total value of the 
degree of agreement with criteria was expressed 
by 3.58 points. The detected values of the degree of 
agreement enable us to determine the total size of 
customer gap, i.e. the diff erence between the per-
ception of customers and sales place employees. 
This gap amounts to 1.07 points, which in percent-
age representation gives 26.75%. It can be thus con-
cluded that sales place employees do not share the 
same view with customer as for the solution of the 
given situation provided in standard. This can be 
regarded as unfavourable since customer-oriented 
forms bring closer their activities and attitudes to-
ward customers. 

The total value of the degree of criteria relevance 
for customer is expressed by 4.14 points. On the ba-
sis of the obtained fi ndings it can be stated that cus-
tomers consider the suggested standard as relevant. 
The employee group of respondents expressed the 
total value of the degree of criteria relevance by 3.23 
points. The detected values of the degree of rele-
vance allow us to express the total size of employee 
gap, i.e. the diff erence between the perception of 
customers and sales place employees. This gap 
amounts to 0.91 points, which in percentage repre-
sentation gives 22.75%. It can be thus concluded that 
sales place employees do not share the same view 
with customer as for the relevance of the solution of 
the given situation provided in standard, which can 
be regarded as unfavourable state. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Research results indicating the degree of relevance with customers and employees
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SUMMARY
The evaluation of service quality within the distribution network of the particular company was car-
ried out by means of research that detected diff erent customer and employee perception of criteria of 
the suggested service quality standard. This research is described in literature as gap model of service 
quality. Both groups of respondents made declarations as to the presented text of the standard and 
noted down in the questionnaire the degree of agreement with formulation of individual criteria and 
the degree of criteria relevance for customer purchase process.
Signifi cant diff erence as for criteria perception by customers and employees was identifi ed upon the 
confrontation of the suggested standard with both groups of respondents. This customer gap in to-

I: Diff erences in perception of quality standard criteria by customers and employees
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tal for the whole standard for the degree of agreement amounts to 26.75%, i.e. the value of employee 
result is by 26.75% lower than the value of customer perception whereas the target state is the aim to 
achieve correspondence between employee and customer perception. For the degree of standard rel-
evance the gap amounts to 22.75% and the same as in the previous case employee perception is lower 
than customer perception, namely by 22.75%. 
The presented text demonstrates that service quality measurement necessitates consideration of all 
participants in the process of service delivery. The text pays attention to the perception of customers 
and sales personnel. Perspectives of both groups as for the evaluation of the level of off ered services 
may be more or less diff erent from each other whereas any disparity represents space for possible im-
provement. Service quality evaluation as it is perceived by customers on the one hand and sales per-
sonnel on the other hand implies the identifi cation of possible disparities, which necessitates detec-
tion of the causes of this state and choice of appropriate solution. 
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