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Abstract  

The process of globalization and technological revolution deeply transformed the 

automotive industry, changing the relations within the supply chain. Thus, when we 

focus on the assembly-concessionaire link, a gap of understanding of what is essential 

to the customer could be noticed. Furthermore,  if we compare the perception of both,  

the assembly and the concessionaire, with the perception of the client, a third gap could 

be verified. This study aim to identify and measure these gaps. The methodological 

approach was based on the quality gap models and uses the perceived quality as the unit 

of measurement. The results showed that each party of this triad perceived quality of 

sales services in a different way. For the customer the most important dimension  is the 

“competence”, while for  sellers and managers of concessionaires is the “reliability” and 

for assembler the most important is the “courtesy”.  

Keywords: Customer satisfaction; Perceived quality; Customer behavior; Automotive 

industry.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The leadership ranking of automotive vehicles assemblers is changing in the last few 

decades due to the inclusion of new players in the market as well as by the adoption of 

new strategies by the existing assemblers. Leaders who had helped constructing this 

industry as Ford and General Motors (GM) had lost the leadership for competitors, in 

special the Asians. The criteria that affect the position of an assembler in this ranking 

are influenced by a great variety of factors that involve efficiency and effectiveness. 



However, customer perception not only about product, but also given services are key 

aspects for a good positioning. 

The importance of customer satisfaction cannot be minimized. Significant indications 

show that higher levels of satisfaction can be associates to loyalty and impact in profits 

(AAKER; JACOBSON, 1994; ZEITHAML; BITNER, 2003).  

Additionally, Cronin and Taylor (1992) had identified that customer satisfaction has 

significant effect on purchase intentions. Studies also show that exists a positive 

relation, which is statistical significant between price and perceived quality and between 

brand and perceived quality (RAO and MONROE, 1989). 

For Hoffman and Bateson (2003), wait for customer complains or to be based on the 

number of received complaints is an ingenuous attitude, so, the consideration that 

customers’ perceptions are the pillar for service quality as well as for customer 

satisfaction is the focus for the present study (ZEITHAML et al, 1990).  

Customer contact with the given services of an assembler occurs, in general, indirectly, 

through its net of concessionaires. This contact happens in two distinct moments, the act 

of sales and the use of mechanical workshop services. In the first one, the challenge is 

offering customer an attendance that beyond convincing acquiring the offered product, 

establishes a reliable relation in order to get customers´ loyalty. The second moment is 

related to aftersales services where the great challenge is proving that the 

concessionaires offer the best cost benefit and thus keep customer even after the ending 

of vehicle guarantee. 

Thus, to remain in the top of this ranking it is important for the assembler to have 

identification mechanisms of customer perception about the services offered by its net 

of concessionaires, in order to get subsidies to line up its strategy with customers 

expectation.  



In this way, this study propose the identification of concessionaries customers needs 

related to sales services and the analysis of data collected against concessionaires and 

assemblers point of view. For this it will be adopted as satisfaction measured, customer 

perceived quality and the service quality gap model of gap proposed by Parasuraman et 

al. (1985) as theoretical base for results comparison. 

This article is structuralized in 6 sections. Section 2 presents a theoretical framework. 

After that, in section 3, it is presented the used methodological approach in the research. 

Sections 4 and 5 present data gotten in the field research, results discussion and 

analysis. Finally, section 6 brings the conclusions and limitations of the study. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This section brings the synthesis of the research theoretical picture structuralized under 

pillars of perceived quality and gap model. 

2.1 CUSTOMERS PERCEPTIONS 

The way customer perceives services is related to his expectations and once they are 

dynamic, the quality evaluation of a service varies throughout the time, from person to 

person and between different cultures.  

Some authors (CORRÊA; CAON, 2002; ZEITHAML; BITNER, 2003) say that 

perception is formed by a set of perceptions in accordance with contact moments that 

customer has and that the service itself, trough service cycle, is responsible for creating, 

in the customer, the perception of service performance. This service cycle is carried 

through inside of a specified and projected operational process, however, it is important 

to cite the distinction raised for Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) that service quality and 

customer satisfaction are based on customers perceptions of service and not in the 

criteria that determine how a service would have or not to be. The model represented on 



According to Zeithaml et al. (1990), this models to help in the analysis of quality 

questions, indicating where would be the possible causes of a quality problem.  

2.2. SERVICE QUALITY DIMENSIONS 
 
Research suggests that customers understand quality as a multidimensional concept, 

composed by many factors (ZEITHAML and BITNER, 2003). Thus, product or service 

quality can be described for a set of dimensions. Organizations that want to be 

successful try to sell what the customer desires to buy. Customers’ needs are the product 

or service characteristics that represent the important dimensions. “They are the 

dimensions on which the customers base its opinions concerning the product or service” 

(HAYES, 1996, p.9). In this work it will be used the equivalents terms “customer need” 

and “Quality dimensions”, to describe the important dimensions. 

Identifying customer needs has as object to comprehend quality dimensions and thus to 

understand how customer defines service or product quality. Another advantage in 

identifying criteria prioritized by customers, in a determined service-market, is the 

possibility given to the operational service management to guarantee the performance in 

these prioritized criteria. 

2.3. SERVICE QUALITY GAPS MODEL 

The service quality gaps model proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1985) is used to 

analyze the services challenges, treating the strategies and processes organizations can 

use to reach the service excellence. Model is based on the customer gap (or Gap 5), 

difference between customer expectations and perceptions and in organization gaps, that 

are divide in: 

Gap 1: Not knowing customer’s expectations  

Gap 2: Not selecting the correct service proposal and the standards 



Gap 3: Not executing services under the established standards 

Gap 4: Not fulfilling the promised 

. 

 
Figure 1 – Service quality Gaps Model. (Adapted: Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003). 

 
Customer Gap or Gap 5 - This gap is the main focus of gaps model and is based on the 

difference between customers´ expectations and perceptions. The expectations are 

composed by factors that can be influenced by the company as advertisement and 

factors that are subordinated to the customer as his innate personal needs. In an ideal 

scenario, expectations and perceptions would have to be identical, but in real life this 

does not happen, what forms the customer gap.  
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Gap 1 - Organization: Not knowing customer’s expectation - It is the difference 

between customer’s expectations and the organization understanding concerning the 

service. Managers not always understand which characteristics represent high quality to 

the consumers and there are some reasons for this, as no willing to inquire about 

customer’s expectations or not being prepared for dealing with them. 

As marketing research is a key vehicle for understanding customer’s expectations and 

perceptions concerning the services, Gap 1 dimension depends a lot on marketing 

research. Other variables related to the research depend on the extension with which 

data research are used (read, understood and extended). 

Another factor that influences marketing is the degree of direct orientation between 

administration and customer. For a bigger proximity with the customer, it can be used 

several techniques based on traditional research forms, as visit to the customers, 

structuralized questionnaires, claims’ systems and discussions with customers. Zeithaml 

and Bitner (2003) consider more innovative techniques, as unfolding the quality 

function, structuralized brainstorming and quality gaps analysis in services. 

The lack of ascending communication deals with the insufficient communication 

between employees of the front line and administrators, causing valuable information 

loss gotten by the contact employees. An important point of the ascending 

communication is the face-to-face communication, which is more effective than written 

communication because it uses more than one language at the same time (verbal and 

visual). 

The marketing relationship is strategy used by the companies to hold back customers 

and to fortify relationship with them. According to Zeithaml and Bitner (2003), when 

companies have strong relationship with its active customers, there is a lower 

probability of occurring Gap 1. 



The lack of service recovering deals with the importance for the companies in 

understanding that complaining customers can be its enemies and that, however they 

would have been seen as source of chance for their services improvement (HOFFMAN 

and BATESON, 2003). It is vital understanding why people complain and what they 

wait when they complain and how to act on this information. In some situations, it’s 

possible to develop a service guarantee or forms to compensate customer for the not 

fulfilled promise.  

Gap 2 – Organization: Not selecting the correct service proposal and standards - It is 

about the companies’ difficulty in transforming customer expectations into quality 

services specifications. 

As cited previously, service cycle is carried through inside a specified and projected 

operational process, however, as pointed by Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) both, service 

quality and customer satisfaction are based on customers´ perceptions of the service and 

not in the criteria that determines how a service should be or not to be. Thus, standards 

focused on customers are different from conventional performance standards 

established by the majority of the companies, once it bases on central customers´ 

requests, being seen and measured by them. They are standards established by 

customers in order to correspond to its expectations and priorities and not on company’s 

worries as productivity or efficiency.  

This Gap has the following key factors (Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003): 

• Weak service planning; 

• Absence of standards defined on customers´ perspective; 

• Physical evidences and services scene inadequate. 

Gap 3 - Organization: Not executing services under the established standards – It is 

defined by the discrepancy between the development of services standards focused on 

customers and the effective performance of these services by organization’s employees. 



Gap 3 key factors considered by Zeitham and Bitner (2003) are: 

• Deficiencies on human resources politics; 

• Imperfection in making compatible offers and demand; 

• Customers do not play their roles; 

• Problems with services´ intermediates. 

Gap 4 - Organization: Not fulfilling the promised – Advertisements in the media and 

other forms of communication with sales team directly affect customer’s expectations. 

Discrepancies between delivered services and external communication (exaggerated 

promises, inadequate coordination between operations and marketing) can affect service 

quality.  

Communication with customers many times crosses many disciplines limits, because 

services advertisement promises what people do, and what people do cannot be totally 

controlled. Many times employees who play the service do not fully understand the 

reality of its execution or fail in the communication with the customer. Zeithaml and 

Bitner (2003) propose an efficient coordination of service offering as form to reduce 

this gap.  

Key factors for this gap are (Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003 and Zeithaml et al., 1988): 

• Horizontal communication; 

• Extreme promises; 

• Lack of an integrated services marketing communication; 

• Inefficacious administration of customer expectations.  

3. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

As presented in the introductory section of this article, this study focuses on the concept 

of perceived quality in an environment of sales service in vehicles concessionaries. The 



study considers consumers vision of perceived quality in the concessionaries. 

Subsequently, this vision is faced with the stakeholders of the last two links in the chain 

automobile: the concessionaire and assembler, which owns the chain of governance. 

Besides the literature review presented in the previous section, this work mix 

quantitative and qualitative research strategies, developed in stages. Phase I, Critical 

Incidents, refers to the critical incidents preparation procedure, which was conducted in 

two parts. The first consisted in obtaining specific service information through 

interviews with customers and the second part, in the information classification in 

groups where each group reflected a quality dimension. In phase II, Quality 

Dimensions, it were defined the guidelines to be followed to the development of 

customer satisfaction questionnaire. Phase III, Concessionaires, aimed to identify the 

mechanisms and actions of the concessionaries to evaluate and maintain customer 

satisfaction, for this it was conducted individual face-to-face interviews with 

concessionaries responsible. Finally, phase IV, Assembler, identified assembler actions 

regarding customer satisfaction with the concessionaries sales services for that 

interviews were held with assembler Marketing Director/Sales and Regional Sales 

Manager. 

Among the possibilities of instruments data collecting more frequently cited in the 

literature, there are SERVEPERF, SERVQUAL and the critical incident technique (or 

CIT), for this work it was chosen the CIT due to its main advantage that is the use of 

customer as a source information, its flexibility of use and ability to propose actions 

based on aspects identified as important by customers and not only in standards pre-

determined by a particular method or by the organization 

 

3.1 SCOPE 



The scope of this work is the study of perceived quality within services concept, where 

service measured will be the sale of automotive vehicles, considering tangible points 

(point of sales and show room), vendor attendance, and other needs identified by the 

client, to an assembler and its network of resellers. 

The research had as focus all clients served by vendors, including those who purchased 

and those who have not purchased a vehicle. 

The study was performed at three concessionaries, of only one assembler, located in the 

city of São Paulo. The assembler choice was based on its representation in the Brazilian 

market, which is among the first ones in its sector and also by having standardized 

mechanisms for collecting customer satisfaction from its network of dealers. 

Concessionaires chosen for the survey were selected using the criterion of their 

performance on the Customer Satisfaction Survey conducted by the assembler. Three 

concessionaries were chosen, one well evaluated by customers, other considered as 

offering medium services and the last one with a low evaluation by the customers. The 

concessionaires will be termed on the research as concessionary "A", "B" and "C", 

considering that this order has no relation with their performance. 

 

4. FIELD RESEARCH  

Field research was conducted in two phases: the first aimed the collection of critical 

incidents on concessionaires "A", "B" and "C" and its rating on quality dimensions. The 

second phase allowed the identification of the quality dimensions prioritized by 

customers, vendors and manager in concessionaries "A" and "B". 

 

4.1. Phase I: Critical incidents collection and classification into quality dimensions 



The critical incident collection was performed on three Saturdays in concession "A", 

"B" and "C" respectively. The interviews obtained the results presented on Table 1. 

Table 1 – Quantitative result of critical incident collection 

Concessionary
N Interviewed 

Customers
Buying 

Customers
N Critical 
Incidents

A 13 6 75
B 9 4 46
C 9 2 44
Extra 1 7
Extra2 8
Total 31 12 180  

  

Critical incidents relating to concessionaries Extra1 and Extra2 were supplied by a 

client who was purchasing in the concession "B" and by being part of the sales process 

of this customer; they were included in the study. 

Frame 1 presents a summary of the five dimensions identified and their settings, which 

were based on data collected from the literature and data to the specific branch. 



 

Quality Dimensions Description 

Competence Specific skills to develop a service 
Reliability 
 

Ability to develop the service promised in 

a reliable and accurate way 

Courtesy 
 

Kindness, respect, consideration and 
kindness in personal contact. 

Flexibility It is the capacity of the service provider to 
change and adapt quickly operations due 
to changes in customer needs, in the 
process and resources supply. 

Show room Views on the facilities 
Frame 1 – Quality Dimensions identified in the study 

 

It was included to these five dimensions an item of general satisfaction, defined as "the 

extent to which the customer is satisfied with the service in general terms, the way he 

was treated by the company" (HAYES, 1996, p. 190). 

The allocation process (from critical incident into satisfaction item and from satisfaction 

item into customer needs category) was performed by two persons, called judges, once 

each one judged the similarity of critical incidents and satisfaction items. 

The quality of the allocation process is indicated by the extent of agreement between 

two judges. The agreement between them is calculated by dividing the number of the 

same incidents that both judges put in the same category of quality dimension by the 

total number of redundant and distinct incidents that both judges placed in the category. 

Indices obtained after the assignments (Table 2) 

Table 2 – Quality dimensions and agreement level between judges (initial) 

Quality Dimensions Agreement 
General satisfaction with service 1.00 
Show room 0.88 
Competence 0.65 
Courtesy 0.52 
Reliability 0.29 
Flexibility 0.12 

 



 

According to Hayes (1996) an index around 0.8 should be used to determine if 

dimension is acceptable or not. 

As four customer needs were below the minimum required, judges have reassessed their 

allocation and got to new indexes. 

Even after this procedure, there was no consensus for the three customers need 

categories, so it became necessary a new classification by a third judge. Table 3 shows 

the final result after the validation of the last judge. 

Table 3 – Quality dimensions and agreement level between judges (final) 

Quality Dimensions Agreement 
Competence 1.00 
General satisfaction with service 1.00 
Courtesy 0.98 
Show room 0.96 
Flexibility 0.83 
Reliability 0.81 

 
As all indexes were above the amount stipulated as acceptable, the classification was 

given as valid. 

4.2. Phase II: Quality dimensions identification prioritized by customers, vendors 

and managers 

After the critical incidents collection, next step was the customer satisfaction 

elaboration. 

This phase was done in four parts. First it was determined the items to be used in the 

questionnaire, in the majority most items selected the proper to satisfaction items 

themselves, though some had to be rewritten to reflect a more neutral statement. For this 

it was used some selection criteria. Items had to be concise. As an example, the slip of 

the following item "The vendor gave a good attendance and he was not worried if I was 



going to by or not" to "Vendor left me free to carry out with the purchase" and " Vendor 

gave me adequately attendance ". 

Another criterion used was the selection of no ambiguous items, to allow the 

interviewee understanding exactly what items meant. As an example there is the split of 

item "The show room is good but lacks details on vehicles available" in "The show 

room atmosphere pleased me" and "Vehicles exposed information are enough." 

As noted by Hayes (1996), a well established item (valid) must not contain double-

negative, due to it the following item was changed "Vendor was rude" to "Vendor was 

polite." 

The second part corresponded to the selection of the responses form. Likert scaling was 

selected for the questionnaire, due to the possibility given to the customer to select 

varying degrees of satisfaction, and provide higher reliability coefficients than other 

scales (HAYES, 1996). 

To allow items estimation of internal consistency was selected multiple items in the 

measurement.  

The questionnaire written introduction preparation corresponded to the third party 

where it was elaborated a short introduction in the form of detached card, since the 

questionnaire was applied by an interviewer, not allowing the customer to access it. 

And finally there was the consolidation of the final form contents. For the selection of 

items to be used in the questionnaire it was used the method of evaluation selection. It 

tries to capture the items that best represents each dimension.  

Frame 2 shows the selected items to the questionnaire, separated by quality dimension. 

 



Quality 
Dimension Satisfaction Item

Vendor has clarified my doubts
Vendor gave me adequately attendance
Vendor gave me detailed information about vehicle and 
payment forms
Vendor has good technical knowledge
Vehicles exposed information are enough
This concessionary inspires me confidence
Vendor offered me test drive
Vendor has showed transparency in the negociation
Vendor was concerned showing the vehicle
There is always the product I´m looking for
I was served immediately after my arrival
Vendor was attentive
Vendor was polite
Vendor was pleasent
Vendor felt me free to carry out with the purchase
Vendor gave me adequately attendance
Vendor showed interest in closing business
Vednor offered alternatives to meet my needs
Vendor had time availability to give detailed information
They always offer me good conditions in this concessionary
I had a different attendance when I need

I am satisfied with the service I received

The attendance was within my expectations
The vehicle I wanted was available in the show room
The provision of vehicles in the show room is adequate
I do not bother going outside show room to see the vehicle 
that I want to buy
The show room atmosphere pleased me
Car models available in the show room are sufficient
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Frame 2 – Items satisfaction grouped by quality dimensions and general satisfaction 
 
 

4.2.1. Satisfaction questionnaire application  

Questionnaires were applied in concessionaries "A" and "B" for customers, vendors and 

managers as on Table 4. 



 

Table 4 – Quantities of respondents by concessionaire (final questionnaire) 

Concessionary Customer Vendors Managers 
“A” 23 12 2 
“B” 20 10 2 
“C” - - - 

Total 43 22 4 
 
Concessionaire "C" was excluded from the second phase of research, due to the 

impossibility of applying the final questionnaire to customers and vendors.  

Data collected were consolidated and summarized in statistical indices as shown on 

Table 5. 

Table 5 – Statistical indices summary of data collected in the research 
 Competence Reliability Courtesy Flexibility Show 

room 
General 

Satisfaction 
Customers ( n = 43 )      
Mean 4.58 4.15 4.67 4.41 4.23 4.58 
Standard 
Deviation 

0.72 1.22 0.63 0.92 1.07 0.69 

Vendors and Managers ( n = 26 )     
Mean 4.42 4.32 4.59 4.56 3.86 4.38 
Standard 
Deviation 

0.55 0.80 0.55 0.57 0.80 0.53 

Assembler ( n = 5 )      
Mean 3.55 3.53 3.63 3.36 3.76 3.2 
Standard 
Deviation 

0.83 1.14 0.96 1.19 0.97 0.92 

 
Apparently average values show little variation, but this could only be demonstrated 

with further statistical studies. In order to determine which dimension has greater 

correlation of correlation with general satisfaction, we chose to use a broader statistical 

analysis. 

6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Research results identified that the customer needs more emphasized are: Competence, 

Reliability, Courtesy, Flexibility and show room. It was observed that in spite of all 



dimensions have shown positive correlation values, resources invested in improving 

competence will have more effect on general satisfaction. 

However, when facing perceived quality from distinctive stakeholders, results have 

identified that there is a perception gap; it was observed that each party understands the 

surveyed perceived quality of sales service differently. For the customer the dimension 

with greater importance is competence, while concessionaries vendors and managers 

believe that it is reliability and assembler believes that to the customer the most 

important is Courtesy. Different views found in qualitative research refers to Gap 1, " 

Not knowing customer’s expectations," from the service quality gaps model proposed 

by Parasuraman et al. (1985) (Figure 1).  

Another important issue identified in data analysis is that reliability indices resulting 

from questionnaires applied to concessionaires’ vendors and managers and to assembler 

representatives had values below the minimum stipulated. Since the questionnaire was 

based on data supplied by customers, the low reliability may indicate that perceived 

quality components for concessionary vendors and managers and also for assembler 

representatives are not the same as indicated by customers. However data considered 

here are indicative, so it is suggested that future studies need to be conducted for better 

investigating this aspect. 

It is suggested for future work, the replication of this study in organizations with similar 

characteristics, making it possible to compare results with those obtained in this work. 
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