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Abstract 

The primary objective of this paper is to examine the linkage between management’s approach and 

attitude and (in)effectiveness of quality of service
1
 operations as well as its implications for middle and 

first line managers. In doing so, three primary issues of service operations, namely, the control of 

service quality, service recovery, and service processes were chosen to be probed as part of a 

qualitative research. Drawing upon 52 semi-structured interviews with managers at top, middle and 

first levels, the findings suggest that the type of approach and attitude adopted by senior management 

in managing service quality operations has a strong prescriptive overtone. The findings highlight that 

the impact of QM practices on service quality is indirect through the senior management’s approach 

and attitude toward QM. The results further indicate that top management’s approach is significantly 

more powerful determinant of either success of failure of quality of service operations than any other 

internal or external factor. Finally, managerial and theoretical implications are discussed. 

Key Words: Quality Management, Managing Service Quality, Service Sector, Case Study Research. 

Introduction 

Services lie at the very hub of economic activity in any society and are the dominant segment in the 

economies of the so-called advanced industrial nations (Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons, 2006). While 

the percentage of employment in services was accounted for 50 percent of the workforce in 1950, the 

service sector now employs about 8 out of 10 workers. In more accurate language, the service sector 

now accounts for more than 80 percent of total employment in the United States (Statistical Yearbook, 

2003). Furthermore, many products are a combination of a good and a service and many manufacturing 

companies provide services as well as products (Heizer and Render, 2006). Fitzsimmons and 

Fitzsimmons (2006) take the argument further and talk about the dependency of manufacturing on 

services. Their argument is this: the success of manufacturing requires rapid feedback from the 

                                            
1 The terms ‘quality of service’ or ‘service quality’ are interchangeable and are often used as such throughout this paper, 

meaning the entirety of outcome and experience perceived by the customer (Johnston and Clark, 2005), or as an all-

encompassing judgement by the customer concerning the service provision (Parasuraman et al., 1985). 
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marketplace, ability to customise products, and fast delivery – all of which are dependent on integration 

of downstream services (p. 4).  

The implications of these findings are two-fold: first, the distinctive characteristics of services require a 

new approach to quality of service, which as Johnson and Clark (2005, p. 108) define it as “the entirety 

of outcome and experience rather than simply concentrating on the points of contact with customers”; 

second, service quality operations and practices require a managerial approach that is significantly 

different from that found in manufacturing. While a manufacturing’s perspective to service quality 

implies the quality of the service that an organisation delivers or whether it consistently meets the 

specification for that service, the quality of the service delivered by a service organisation stems from a 

comparison of what customers feel a company should offer (i.e. their expectations) with the company’s 

actual service performance (Parasuraman et al., 2007). There is now considerable evidence which 

points to the presence of a mismatch between a customer’s expectations of a service and their 

perception of its delivery with the consequence of failure of service quality operations. Despite the 

large number of studies that have investigated the determinants of service quality failure, they lack 

consistency and are confusing to say the least. As a result, it is not possible to draw any definite 

conclusions with regard to the relative impact of the various individual or organisational factors on the 

perceived service quality. This problem would appear to be due to four factors. First, a great deal of the 

research that relates quality management (QM) principles and precepts to service industries has not 

been guided by a well-specified conceptual model of QM for service operations. For example, the most 

frequently cited gap model by Parasuraman et al. (1985) which determines the (in)effectiveness of 

service quality through identifying five gaps between service performance and customer expectations, 

does not directly consider many of the elements of total quality (Douglas and Fredendall, 2004, p. 394). 

Second, what is considered to be a major determinant of quality gap may not even be considered in 

another study (Lehtinen and Lehtinen, 1982; Parasuraman et al., 2002). For example, there exists little 

agreement regarding the relative impact of the five elements of Parasuraman et al’.s service quality gap 
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model on effectiveness of the quality of service operations. Third, the current literatures on service and 

manufacturing industries view QM differently both in terms of its constructs and implementation 

(Harvey, 1998; Sousa and Voss, 2002; Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003). Fourth and last, the concepts of 

service quality are not as well developed as those of manufacturing quality (Ghobadian et al., 1994). 

Considering the state of the literature regarding the determinants of service quality failure, and the fact 

that an effective management of the quality of service operations may have important positive 

consequences for filling the quality gap, this matter would appear to warrant further investigation. Our 

aim in this paper is to present an alternative and complementary path to more nuanced account of 

service quality failure (as opposed to identifying the frequently cited service quality gaps). This 

concerns a more explicit focus on management’s approach and attitude toward the quality of service 

operations and its resultant implications for success or failure of service quality programmes. This 

paper heeds the suggestion offered by Chase (1996) that superior leadership leads to superior results in 

services. In their analysis of government services, Foster et al. (2002) also found that leadership was 

related to process improvement, teamwork, and employee satisfaction. In a qualitative analysis of 

leadership and quality improvement Waldman et al. (1998, p. 178) talk about the relative dearth of 

research about, first, the nature of effective leadership as organisations pursue quality improvement, 

second, the potential differences across hierarchical levels, and third, the persistence of leadership as 

quality improvement efforts evolve.  

This paper is vitally pertinent to all these concerns and it primarily aims at analysing the impact of 

senior management’s approach on either closing or widening the quality gap and its resultant 

implications for middle and first-line managers as well as the effectiveness of the whole quality of 

service operations. In line with the aim of the study, we chose three service organisations pursuing a 

range of QM programmes as our case studies to examine the managerial approaches to service quality 

practices and the resultant outcomes. The case study approach and the selection of three service-

oriented case organisations were for two main reasons: first, the relative lack of qualitative research 
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surrounding the practice of managing quality-related initiatives in the service industry, and second, due 

to many different interpretations of service quality and their different implications for its 

implementation. The paper tries to achieve the aims of the study, first, through a literature review of the 

applicability of QM precepts to service organisations and the role of senior management in successful 

implementation of service quality programmes; second, by empirical analysis of three main issues of 

service operations management: service processes, service quality control, and service recovery; and 

third, by deriving from this the implications for practice, thus making it possible to successfully 

enhance the quality of service operations which bring about increased productivity and performance at 

both organisational and individual levels. 

Managing Service Quality: A Review 

The term ‘service quality or quality of service’ means different things to different people. While for 

some authors the term means satisfaction, for others it implies a relative impression of the organisation 

and its services (Heizer and Render, 2006). From an operations perspective, service quality means 

meeting the specification for the service or the quality of the service which the organisation delivers. 

What can be said is that its use has grown to include the entirety of the outcome and experience and 

hence it should be taken as a whole rather than simply concentrating on the points of contact with 

customers (Johnston and Clark, 2005). Clearly such broad approach to defining service quality to 

include the entirety of the outcome and experience has a very close affinity with the concept of Total 

Quality Management (TQM). The term TQM refers to a quest for quality in an organisation and is 

consisted of three key elements: continuous improvement, involvement of everyone in the organisation, 

and customer satisfaction (Deming, 1986; Dale, 2003; Hill, 2005). Specifically, TQM expands the 

traditional view of quality from looking only at the quality of the final product or service (i.e. the points 

of contact with customer) to looking at the quality of every aspect of the process that provides the 

service (i.e. the entirety of the outcome and experience) (Stevenson, 2005). Viewed in this way, 

Stamatis talks about Total Quality Service (TQS) to recognise the concept of service quality in its 
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totality (1995, p. 61). In a more insightful study, Douglas and Fredendall (2004) more recent work 

attempts to integrate the Deming management model (Anderson et al., 1994; Rungtusanatham et al., 

1998) to service quality literature (see also Bell and Keys, 1998).  

Figure 1. Revised theory of quality management for services (Douglas and Fredendall, 2004, p. 395) 

 
 

Douglas and Fredendall replicated the Deming management model (which was initially tested by 

Anderson et al. (1994) and Rungtusanatham et al. (1998) in manufacturing industry) in the health care 

industry and concluded that the model is as applicable to services as it is to manufacturing. As Figure 1 

indicates, the authors found strong theoretical and empirical support for many of the hypothesised 

relationships in the Deming management model for service organisations. A closer look at the 

foregoing revised theory of QM for services reveals some interesting insights about how service 

organisations can operationalise the seven constructs of the Deming management model to improve the 

service quality as an integrated whole. The major focus of the revised model is on visionary leadership. 

Indeed the impact of leadership on business performance and its role in shaping a quality-driven 

service culture has been addressed in the service quality literature (e.g. Chase, 1996; Foster et al., 

2002). Feigenbaum’s (2004), Deming’s (1986) and Juran’s (1989) call for the primacy of senior 

management’s approach and attitude toward QM signified the vital role of visionary leadership in 

achieving the expected outcomes of various quality-related programmes. For Feigenbaum (2004), 
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implementing QM in both manufacturing and service organisations requires hands-on, continuous 

leadership. In his seminal book, Out of the Crisis (1986), Deming declares, “Actually, most of this 

book is involved with leadership. Nearly every page heretofore and hereafter states a principle of good 

leadership”. Deming also devoted a full chapter of his book, Out of the Crisis, to service industries. For 

Juran (1989), every successful quality revolution has included the active participation of upper 

management.  

Despite the considerable interest in the concept of service quality, a large number of studies on its 

implementation have indeed revealed a considerable degree of failure in both meeting the customer 

expectations and the expected outcomes of the whole quality of service operations. The position of 

quality management (QM) programmes in service organisations was further weakened by failure of 

widely acclaimed quality-related programmes of Japan’s Deming prize winners and recipients of 

MBNQA in the United States (Training and Development 1992; Paton, 1994; Choi and Behling 1997). 

More recently, such unsatisfactory outcomes of QM programmes have been observed by Soltani et al.’s 

(2005; 2006) study of 150 EFQM-affiliated organisations in the UK. Furthermore, there is little 

agreement on and consistency among the main causes of service quality failure (see Choi and Behling, 

1997, p. 37). For the most part, the research results pertinent to QM failure of service organisations are 

inconsistent. Becker (1993) found that QM failure was experienced by those who did other things but 

‘just called them TQM’. Doyle’s (1992) study displayed the overselling of quality-related initiatives 

and unrealistic expectation of top management of QM to be the main reasons for their failure. Others 

cited inadequate training (Holpp, 1989), the complexity of the QM programmes, errors made by people 

who design and implement QM programmes (Numeroff, 1994), and poor workforce management 

(Wilkinson et al., 1998) as the main impediments to delivering high quality products or services.  

However, the problem with the majority of aforementioned findings is that they only display, in 

Randell’s words (1995, p. 235), “the current conventional wisdom”, rather than clarifying the root 

cause of service quality failure. As a result, the question of why there still exists a mismatch/gap 
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between the quality of services delivered and the perceived service quality has remained unanswered. 

Indeed, in the light of the growing interest in service quality operations across various service 

industries (Gronroos, 1982; Parasuraman et al., 2002; Lennon and Harris, 2002; Gaudin, 2003; Gefen, 

2002; Brown et al., 1993), it is surprising that the importance of managing service quality in its totality 

has not gained a firm foothold in both service management and service operations literatures. In the 

service quality literature, we found almost no mention of the impact of management’s approach and 

attitude on the process of service quality operations as an integrated whole and its resultant outcomes 

for both the organisation and customers. Indeed, it appears that the holistic approach (incorporating all 

of interrelated chain of processes that cerate the service experience) and a complete understating of the 

quality of service operations as a whole set of interrelated processes that link together to provide a 

quality service can be regarded as the missing links in explaining the existing quality gaps (see 

Johnston and Clark, 2005, p. 172). Thus, it is not the frequently cited quality gaps per se that produces 

variation in service quality, rather, different managerial approaches and attitudes toward the entirety of 

service quality which are correlated with the overall quality gap between the quality delivered and the 

perceived service quality. Although the sources of disillusionment to the effectiveness of service 

quality programmes are many, but there seems to be little doubt that a major predictor of either success 

or failure of service quality practices is a growing unease and scepticism about the manner in which 

they are managed and handled (see Feigenbaum, 2004). The position taken here then, is that while 

customer expectation–management perception gap, management perception–service quality 

specification gap, service quality specifications–service delivery gap, service delivery–external 

communication gap, expected service–experienced service (Parasuraman et al., 1985) and the like may 

be correlates of service quality failure, they are not determinants. Instead, the impact of service quality 

programmes on organisational productivity and performance is indirect through management’s 

approach and attitude toward the entirety of service quality practices.  
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However, a severe deficiency in empirical data exists regarding the impact of management’s approach 

and attitude on effectiveness of the quality of service operations. A lack of data exists as well 

concerning the implications of senior management’s approach and attitude toward the quality of service 

operations for both middle and first-line managers. Lastly, the importance of the need to focus on 

managing the quality of service holistically rather than just those aspects that are visible to customers 

appears to be neglected in previous work. The sources of this knowledge deficit are many, but they 

appear to emanate mainly from two sources: first, the adopted research method, and second, the heavy 

emphasis placed on the satisfaction of the end customer. With regard to the research methods, there 

seems to be little doubt that questionnaire measures of the effectiveness of service quality practices has 

been considerably used by previous researchers. In respect of the end customer, there is a growing 

unease regarding the heavy reliance on the customer’s transaction-specific assessment (as opposed to 

customers’ global assessment) of a company’s service quality. This concern has a close affinity with 

Stamatis’ (1995) argument that service organisations fail to recognise the concept of service quality in 

its totality. Instead, they focus on the individual programmes to get them through the improvement 

process, as well as satisfy the customer in the most expedient way (p. 61).  

Towards a holistic approach to managing service quality operations (as opposed to identifying the 

individual gaps between the quality delivered and the perceived service quality), three main sub-

processes of service operations management are empirically examined in this paper: service processes, 

service recovery, and service quality control. The selection of these three elements of service 

operations management is based on the fact that they have been regarded as the key determinants of 

customer’s perception of service quality. Process management is an integral part of any excellent 

service delivery. Johnston and Clark (2005, p. 172), for example, attribute an excellent service – which 

satisfies the customer’s needs and meets the strategic intentions of the organisation – to careful design 

and  delivery of a whole set of interrelated processes. While Johnston and Clark (2005, p. 172) talk 

about the service processes as a means to creating the service experience, Melan (1993) equates process 



 

 

 

10 

management to the system approach of TQM. Failing to manage the whole interrelated chain of service 

processes, the organisation will never reach the root causes of service quality problems (Testa and Sipe, 

2006). Furthermore, increasing customer satisfaction, achieving higher quality, reducing waste, 

reducing cost, increasing productivity, and reducing processing time are typical goals of process 

management which are all fundamental to an effective service quality system (Stevenson, 2005, p. 

404). Service recovery, on the other hand, is closely linked to the service quality and it happens as a 

result of service failure or problems with the service process. Whatever the reason for service recovery 

is, its implications for the service organisation are two-fold: first, to recover the customer, and much 

more importantly and second, to use the information gleaned from the failure and its consequences to 

drive improvements continuously through an organisation by focusing managerial attention on specific 

problem areas (Van Ossel et al., 1998; Tax et al., 1998). Indeed the key purpose of service recovery 

implies a never-ending push to improve – referred to as continuous improvement in TQM. Lastly, 

quality control is regarded as an integral part of any TQM programme, in particular in service 

organisations. This is partly because services are intangible and consumed simultaneously with 

production. This presents a challenge to the service manager not least because quality-inspection 

intervention between the customer and the contact employee is not an option as in manufacturing. Put 

simply, the control of service quality is necessary to be viewed as a feedback (Fitzsimmons and 

Fitzsimmons, 2006, p. 150). In reality, however, it is often difficult to implement an effective control 

cycle for service systems. This is mainly due to two factors: the difficulty in defining the service 

performance measures, and simultaneous nature of production and consumption. Indeed, this close 

interface between customer and service provider prevents any direct intervention in the service process 

to observe conformance to requirements. These difficulties in controlling service quality may be 

addressed by focusing on the delivery process itself (p. 150). Furthermore, these three issues are 

studied in a sample of three service organisations. The choice of service organisations as our case 

studies is appropriate because customers’ interpretation of service quality varies significantly, 
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customers’ expectations are often difficult to translate into exact service specifications, and customer’s 

wants are often industry specific, thereby creating challenges for designing and managing service 

quality (Stevenson, 2005; Meredith and Shafer, 2002). 

The specific objectives of this study are two-fold: first, to analyse the impact of senior management’s 

approach and attitude toward three elements of service operations, namely, service quality control, 

service recovery and service processes; and second, to examine the implications of senior 

management’s approach and attitude toward the quality of service operations for middle and first line 

managers as well as the effectiveness of quality of service operations as a whole. 

Method of Study 

The data for this study were obtained from membership organisations of one of the national partner 

organisations (NPOs) of European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) in the UK. To 

investigate the impact of senior management’s approach and attitude on the (in)effectiveness of service 

quality programmes (i.e. quality of service), a qualitative methodology seemed to be appropriate not 

least because “the sine qua non [of qualitative methodology] is a commitment to seeing the world from 

the point of view of the actor…” (Bryman, 1984, p. 77). Conger (1998, p. 110) argues that qualitative 

methodology is an appropriate method for studying leadership for two main reasons: first, qualitative 

research is under utilised for studying leadership, and second, despite the complexity of the 

phenomenon, empirical research in this area is at an early stage (see Trevino et al., 2003, p. 8). To this 

end, a multiple case study was adopted not least because case study is an ideal method when a holistic, 

in-depth investigation is needed (Feagin et al., 1991), when the researcher aims to bring out the details 

from the viewpoint of the participants by using multiple sources of data (Stake 1995), and when 

significant events or variables cannot be manipulated experimentally (Yin, 1994). Our choice of 

multiple case study corresponds with Yin’s (1994) explanatory case study which is used for doing 

causal investigations between senior management’s approach and attitude toward the quality of service 

operations and the effectiveness of service quality programmes.  
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Three criteria were set to decide on the choice of case study organisations: (1) a senior management 

team with over 7 years of tenure, (2) experience with QM initiatives for over 7 years, and (3) existence 

of a separate quality department in the organisation with a vice-president (VP) quality. The first 

criterion is in line with Deming’s (1986) argument about a positive relationship between certainty in 

(top) management position and long-term benefits of QM initiatives. In respect of the second criterion, 

Garvin (1988) and Oakland (2003), among others, talk about QM as a strategic tool which would 

require several years to be successfully implemented. Finally, a VP quality should be appointed to 

assist the organisation to introduce continuous improvement activities. This constitutes the logic for the 

choice of the third criterion.  

The Cases
2
 

Of a sample of 83 service organisations registered with one of the NPOs of EFQM, 27 organisations 

agreed to take part in the study of their service quality programmes. Of these, three cases, varied in 

size, met the aforementioned criteria: a Hotel, a Hospital, and a Telecommunication company. Brief 

details of the case study organisations are given in Table 1. 

Table 1. The three service cases studied 

Name                                                    No. of Employees           Activity 

Telecoms                                              1000-4999                       Network operator  

Hotel & Conference Centre                  500-999                         Accommodation & conference facilities 

Hospital                                                100-499                           Healthcare services 

Despite different organizational sizes, the three case organisations had a number of broad 

characteristics in common. They began to adopt and implement a range of company-wide QM 

programmes such as employee involvement and engagement, customer focus, continuous improvement 

and benchmarking for nearly two decades. The three cases held a series of training programmes aiming 

                                            
2 A fuller description of each case study is available on request. 
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at developing special skills for their employees. At the very early stage of initiating QM, the service 

quality programmes gained input and support from senior management level. In the Telecoms, the 

company attempted to follow the Deming Cycle (Plan-Do-Check-Act) to improve its service delivery 

on a continuous basis. In an attempt to increase customer satisfaction, the Hotel and Conference Centre 

empowered the frontline employees and formally launched a programme focusing on improving the 

physical facilities. Service quality programmes at the Hospital were geared toward minimising the 

customer waiting time.  In addition, handling customer complaints seemed to be an integral part of the 

service quality programmes across the three cases.  

Having selected the case organisations, semi-structured interview was used as the main source of data 

collection. Interviews were conducted with three types of key informants at various managerial levels: 

top/senior management (n=12), middle management (n=15), and first line management (n=25). The 

interview data were then supplemented by some observation and examination of related documents and 

reports. The selection of senior management is in line with Waldman’s (1993) argument that senior 

managers possess increasing autonomy to effect changes in the system, rather than being contained or 

constrained within it. We interviewed middle and first line managers as those who should ensure that 

operational quality activities and goals are communicated, monitored and rewarded. The selection of 

lower level managers is also consistent with Dean and Bowen’s (1994) argument that quality 

improvement initiatives may take on more of a substitutes-for-leadership flavour at lower levels (see 

also Anderson et al., 1994). At a broader level, the selection of interviewees from middle and first line 

levels is in line with the Baldrige Award’s guidelines pertaining to “leadership system and 

organisation” (Waldman et al. 1998). In this sense, it is argued that theses three cases and interviewees 

lent themselves particularly well to examine the specific research questions and represented as Merton 

(1987) put it, ‘strategic research sites’ or in Goldthorpe’s (1968) words, ‘critical cases’. Furthermore, 

the semi-structured interview schedule, the choice of three cases studies and the selection of 

interviewees from various managerial levels resulted in more “compelling evidence” (Yin, 1984, p. 
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48), facilitated comparison of the data across the three cases, and made greater claims for external 

validity since the data from each case can be checked in order to establish whether they appear to be 

idiosyncratic (Yin, 1984 cited in Bryman, et al., 1988, p. 19). 

In total, 52 interviews with different managerial levels were conducted during a two-year study. 

Interviews were open-ended in nature and primarily focused on management’s approach and attitude 

toward the quality of the entire service operations practices. The time taken for each interview was in a 

range from one and a half hours to two hours. During the interviews, notes were taken and all 

interviews were tape-recorded with the consent of the interviewees and thereafter transcribed verbatim. 

Specifically, the interview questions covered the following topics: 

• Attitudes toward evaluation of service quality 

• Involvement of customers in monitoring the quality of service delivery 

• Responsibility for service control system 

• Approaches toward operational improvement 

• Main problems with the service delivery and any associated service failure 

• Relationship between service recovery and the customer retention rate  

• Relationship between front office and back office operations 

• Co-ordination between various service activities/processes 

• Relationship between the total chain of service processes 

Based on the responses to the aforementioned questions, content analysis was then conducted on the 

interview transcripts. Our approach to the analysis of the interviewees’ responses has close affinity 

with Bryman et al.’s (1988) qualitative approach to the study of leadership. By definition, content 

analysis is “any technique for making inferences by objectively and systematically identifying specified 

characteristics of messages” (Holsti 1969, p. 14; Weber, 1990; Krippendorff, 2004). To facilitate 

within-case (i.e. comparison of the collected data to the previous theories) and cross-case analyses (i.e. 
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comparison of one case to the others), each case organisation was first analysed individually (Roberts, 

1997; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). To this end, a data accounting sheet was prepared for data reduction 

whereby a tally was maintained of the number of times a particular variable/concept related to one of 

the three main themes of the study was mentioned in each interview (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Yin, 

1989; Waldman et al., 1998). As a result of the data reduction and based on the three initial themes of 

the study, the following issues were identified:  

Table 2.  Specified characteristics of the interviewees’ responses: main and sub-categories of data 

1. Control of service quality 

             1.1. Point of contact with customer (inspection view) 

             1.2. End-to-end control (prevention view) 

2. Service recovery 

      2.1. Cost element (counterproductive / a sign of poor quality of service) 

      2.2. Opportunity to improve (a means to service profitability) 

3. Service processes 

      3.1. Visible services to customer (the major element of service delivery) 

      3.2. End-to-end process (all activities create the service experience) 

In order to include some degree of quantification and close the gap between quantitative and qualitative 

research, Figure 2 presents a summary of the data accounting sheet and provides a cross-case analysis 

of the aforementioned characteristics of the interviewees’ responses. 

Figure 2. Mentions of the interviewees’ responses to each of sub-categories (%) 
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Note: Numbers represent the interviewees’ responses to each of the sub-categories in terms of percentage. For example, 

23% (5/22) of the respondents at Telecoms favoured ‘the point of contact with customer’ as a means to control the 

quality of service delivery, while the remaining 77% (17/22) emphasised on the end-to-end control of service quality 

operations. 

As Figure 2 indicates, there is a close similarity between the two cases of Hospital and Hotel in terms 

of their managerial approaches to service quality practices. In both cases, an inspection view to service 

quality control (62% & 71%), and a cost-driven approach to handling service recovery (69% & 65%) 

are obvious. In the Hotel case, however, there appears to be a more pronounced emphasis on the 

visible services to customer and their associated departments (e.g. housekeeping department) as the 

major element of their service delivery system. Such managerial approaches to the quality of service 

operations tend to reinforce pressures towards the achievement of short-run service quality outcomes 

in which the entirety of service quality operations are given a low priority. When comparison is made 

with the cases of Hospital and Hotel, the Telecoms appears more favourable in terms of its overall 

managerial approach to service control, service recovery, and service processes. In the Telecoms case, 
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a prevention view to the service quality control, a developmental and learning view to service recovery 

practices, and the recognition that all activities create the service experience appear to be the major 

features of its service quality management. The plethora of senior management intervention and 

support of the entirety of service quality operations indicates consistency between senior, middle and 

first line management to ensure an effective management of service quality operations as a whole. The 

evidence in Figure 2 indicates that the Telecoms case has achieved far more benefits from its 

management’s approach than the Hospital and Hotel cases. Clearly, the benefits (if any) of the short-

term managerial approaches to service quality practices in the Hospital and Hotel cases could not be 

taken for granted, as the majority of middle and first line managers experienced uneasiness and 

concern regarding a dominant  top-down approach to managing service quality-related programmes.  

Beer (2003) and Beer and Eisenstat (2000), however, found the tendency of senior management to 

motivate change through top-down programmes as a major impediment to the effectiveness of QM 

initiatives. 

The detailed qualitative examination of the specified characteristics of the interviewees’ responses is 

outlined below. 

Managing Service Quality Control   

The evaluation of the service quality and its associated processes is both highly desirable and 

exceedingly complex. It is desirable because it is viewed as a feedback control system, comparing 

output with a standard, thereby keeping the output within a tolerable range. It is also complicated 

because services are intangible and consumed simultaneously with production. Therefore, it is 

indisputable, however, that the quality-inspection intervention between the customer and the contact 

employee presents a challenge to the service manager (Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons 2006). Not 

surprisingly, examples of this complexity were also found at all three case organisations. In the Hotel 

and Hospital cases, it was found difficult for managers to disentangle the twin issues of production and 

consumption, and monitor the entire service delivery from the very early points of contact to post-
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purchase experience of service quality. In the Hospital case, part of the argument that service quality 

was difficult to monitor was that the customer had to spend a considerable amount of time (without 

being served) on the waiting list to be admitted. As one senior manager succinctly put it: 

Waiting time period would impact and form the perception of our patients. Such perception is often 

formed even before the service is delivered [Senior Manager – Hospital] 

The senior manager’s argument was also in line with the comment made by one of his middle 

managers:  

Waiting lists for medical specialists or surgery and waiting times in emergency are the only 

measures we have to use to control our service quality. But I should say that this is not an effective 

control mechanism. [Middle Manager – Hospital] 

Another senior manager at the Hospital case talked about the existence of a cost-benefit approach to 

service quality control, which according to the interviewee, was not always likely to favour the 

adoption of more real choices that were easy to understand for patients (see The Guardian 2005). 

Similarly, in the Hotel case, middle and first line management failed to provide an appropriate level of 

control over the process of service quality. Two issues were found to be relevant here. First, the task of 

service quality control was responsibility of an external organisation. According to one middle 

manager, this organisation was merely responsible for the service quality control of the service 

provider. Indeed, it appeared that inclusion of customer as a witness to the process of service delivery 

was not part of the service process control. Second, not only were customers included in the service 

process control, but also the existence of customer feedback management was seen to be a tactic used 

by the Hotel to convince the guests that they had not been ignored. In both the Hotel and Hospital 

cases, middle and first line managers mentioned the very infrequent and rare customer involvement in 

the service quality control. This was also evident in senior management’s responses. In this regard, 

while there were much fewer mentions of customer involvement in service quality control, there was 

clearly an extremely high mention by senior management of externally imposed standards with which 
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both the Hotel and Hospital cases had to comply. Compliance with these standards appeared to be a 

sign of excellence and an indication of an accurate monitoring service quality. An example of this can 

be seen in one senior manager’s words at the Hotel case:  

We are a member of an internationally renowned hotel chain. There exits very strict entrance 

requirements. [Senior Manager – Hotel] 

The existence of both the Hotel and Hospital self-interest to monitoring their service quality and 

compliance driven pressures of their headquarters or imposed by other means only appeared to produce 

minimally acceptable as opposed to desired service quality (see Zeithaml et al., 1999). Senior 

management also pointed to other factors (e.g. recipient of quality awards) to justify the credibility of 

their service control systems, and its positive impact on the quality of service delivery. But it is a moot 

point whether such claims, which according to Garvin (1987), can be termed ‘defensive actions’, were 

perceived by the customers. Moreover, one middle manager explained that the external investigation of 

the quality of service delivery was infrequent, placing too much emphasis on aesthetic and physical 

objectives. According to the interviewee, this, in turn, provided little continual feedback and resulted in 

limited impact of service quality improvement programmes.  

The Telecoms case showed that while externally-driven standards were important to enhancing the 

quality of service delivery, they would not be sufficient, however. One senior manager explained their 

service quality control system this way:  

Our view to customer is two-fold: one is internal customer (our staff) and the other external 

customer. Based on this view, we have established an end-to-end review of our service quality. Our 

initial point of service quality control starts with our people. [Senior Manager – Telecoms] 

The middle and first line managers were also enthusiastic to follow senior managers’ emphasis on 

enhancing employee’s behavioural and technical skills as a prerequisite and acid test of their effective 

service quality control. According to middle and first line managers at the Telecoms, the current 

service quality control encompassed a wide range of aggregating information from various activities or 
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sub-processes that linked together to provide the whole service. This approach, on the one hand, 

supports the overall, cumulative, satisfaction based on all transactions (Johnston and Clark 2005), and 

on the other hand, fits in well with Florida and Goodnight’s (2005) idea of creative capital: help 

employees do their best work by keeping them behaviourally and technically engaged, by removing 

distractions, or as Fleming et al. (2005) put it, by improving the quality of the employee-customer 

interaction.  

Managing Service Recovery 

Service recovery is conceived as the process by which service providers use the information gleaned 

from service failure to satisfy the customer, and consequently, as Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons (2006) 

put it, create loyal customers. Furthermore, it is regarded as a means to drive improvements in both 

customer retention and financial performance continuously through an organisation by focusing 

managerial attention on specific problems areas (Van Ossel and Stremersch 1998; Tax and Brown 

1998; Johnston and Clark 2005, p. 397). Yet, despite the importance of these outcomes in turning a 

service failure into a service delight, the analysis of managers’ responses at the Hotel and Hospital 

cases showed that not only the aforementioned benefits had been obtained but also how the behaviour 

of middle and first line managers and a lack of appropriate persistence on the part of senior 

management subverted the intention of this prescription for service failure.  

Again, there appeared to be wide variation in managers’ responses with regard to the effectiveness of 

their service recovery practices. At the Hotel, the majority of middle and first line managers mentioned 

that there had always been a problem in handling the customer complaints. In this respect, they tended 

to give undue emphasis to four issues. First, the increase in their Hotel occupancy was not necessarily 

related to their service recovery policies or customer loyalty programmes. Second, the disproportionate 

rise or fall of revenues were associated with their service recovery policies. Third, the tendency of 

senior management to a quick fix approach in handling customer complaints. Fourth and last, a lack of 

qualified and well-trained frontline employees who were mainly temporary or flexible workers. In a 
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similar vein, middle and first line managers at the Hospital case showed concern about the under-

skilled workforce who were the first points of contact with the patients. The following statements are 

indicative of their concern: 

Our hotel amenities are very modern, in a very good condition …But, our service failures mainly 

stem from the way we handle the complaints as well as the poor frontline employees-customer 

interaction. [Middle Manager – Hotel] 

Our service recovery is perfect for ourself. But when you go through it as a patient, it is full of 

conditions. It also makes it difficult for the patients to expect of any real compensation. [Middle 

Manager – Hospital] 

They also tended to give overwhelming importance to the negative impact of the lack of a well-defined 

policy to advise frontline staff to handle a service failure, without taking any real and corrective action 

in practice, however. In both cases of the Hotel and Hospital, many middle and first line managers 

believed that customer complaints were mainly related to service failures as opposed to 

equipments/goods or even customer failures. This, however, does not support the previous research 

(e.g. Johnston, 1998; Bitner et al., 1994) on the types of failure in which the majority of failures were 

customer failure. This was partly due to the labour-intensive nature of the Hotel and to a lesser extent 

the Hospital case.  

Surprisingly, senior management in both cases of Hospital and Hotel mentioned that they had not 

received or observed any serious customer complaints. There was also, of course, the feelings amongst 

senior management that all service failures and follow-up recovery programmes had been dealt with 

appropriately at middle and first line management levels. The disparity between senior management, on 

the one hand, and middle and first line managers, on the other, is consistent with Beer’s (2003) 

argument that first-line managers and most probably shopfloor employees are tempted to hide the 

reality of QM implementation from their immediate managers and report only the QM successes to 

their immediate manager’s satisfaction. For Beer, such disparity points to a clear gap and division 
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between, as he put it, the rhetoric of QM programmes and the reality of actual practice. Indeed, we had 

long discussion about open versus closed reporting with senior management teams in both cases. Our 

point was that: who should see, sign or countersign the service failure report and actions needed to 

handle it? In fact, senior management’s responses to service failure and recovery did not only appear 

confused, but it also gave the impression that senior managers were left unaware to the plight of service 

failures. The kind of support and awareness we observed from senior management more often than not 

reflected the beliefs and judgement of the organisation about the quality of their approach to handling 

service failure and subsequent recovery. Clearly, then, such recovery systems often become ends in 

themselves. Moreover, as we observed, not only had the difficulties of their current service recovery 

systems and the importance of frontline worker-customers interaction (see Heskett et al., 1994) been 

underestimated, so too had the benefits.   

In respect of the service recovery in the Telecoms, there was relatively high mention by middle and 

first line managers of an effective service recovery system. The system appeared to be continuously 

monitored and reviewed by senior management. A middle manager commented that their frontline 

employees acquiesced more readily to handle a service failure not least because they were empowered 

to do what was necessary to correct a service mistake. It has been argued by Hart et al. (1990) that 

although service companies often cannot prevent mistakes, but they can learn to recover by delegating 

authority to frontline employees to take the necessary action even if it means deviating from the rules. 

Indeed, we found that middle and first line managers appeared to lend senior management a 

considerable advantage by listening to the customers, interpreting what they revealed about their level 

of satisfaction, and communicating this to the senior management team accordingly (see Jones and 

Sasser 1995). Consistent with the middle and first line managers, a senior manager mentioned that they 

had made earnest efforts to take initiative to identify their service failures and cascading this down the 

organisational hierarchy. The following statements are indicative of their efforts: 
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Our service recovery policy has two aims: one is to satisfy our employees and the other is to meet 

our customers’ expectations. [Middle Manager – Telecoms] 

Although our employees are technically capable and have been empowered to handle any customer-

related problem, but in the interest of customer satisfaction and retention and efficient use of our 

resources, we still need to make sure that they adhere to the regulations and are being held 

accountable for their decisions and actions. [Senior Manager – Telecoms] 

The above statement from Telecoms management supports Hart et al.’s (1990) argument that recovery 

begins by identifying the problem. Johnston and Clark (2005) take this argument further by suggesting 

that the best way of preventing service failure is to prevent problems happening in the first place. That 

is, to be effective in designing-out service failures, an organisation needs to deal with the root causes of 

the problems. As the above statements indicate, this, in turn, requires first, a proactive management or 

management by prevention to service operation (Hill, 2005), and as a result and second, a very close 

link between employee capabilities and satisfaction and customer satisfaction. With regard to the latter, 

Rucci et al. (1998), for example, found that an increase in employee satisfaction of 4 per cent led to an 

identical increase in customer satisfaction.  

Managing Service Processes  

Existing theory suggests that “excellent service is the result of careful design and delivery of a whole 

set of interrelated processes” (Johnston and Clark, 2005, p. 172). Such excellent service, it is argued, 

requires a system approach to delivering service to the end customer. The implications of a process-

oriented approach to service delivery arise from the fact that end-to-end processes – as opposed to 

simply the final stage of delivery to customer – will result in mutual benefits to satisfying customer as 

well as fulfilling the strategic intentions of the organisation.  

With respect to the three case organisations, their approach to service process and hence customer 

satisfaction did vary considerably between the Hospital and Hotel cases, one the one hand, and the 

Telecoms on the other. In the Hospital case, when asked whether there had been awareness of the 
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importance of various processes taken by a patient, a senior manager replied that, “I think the whole 

system depends on the quality of our GPs and specialists”. Other senior manager noted, “The main 

strength of our hospital is our experienced medical staff”. A middle manager at the Hospital indicated 

that “it appears that we [non-medical staff] add no value to the service delivered to our patients”. In a 

similar vein, [non medical] line managers recognised that they often had less say over those managers 

who had medical background. As one first line manager succinctly put it: 

I am in charge of a non-medical unit of the hospital. Although my unit has to deal with both the 

patients and internal customers, our senior management’s approach to the importance of various 

units in delivering service to the patients is very biased…It seems that my unit does not contribute to 

delivering service to our patients…and if it does it would be regarded as minimal contribution. [First 

line Manager – Hospital] 

In the Hotel case, there were also much fewer mentions of the importance of service processes that 

were invisible to the customer. The evidence suggests that senior management team are more 

concerned to motivate and support their staff in the housekeeping department.  

In my view, well-maintained rooms, good laundry equipment, and a high level of cleanliness are the 

major determinants of our guest satisfaction. So we need to monitor the housekeeping staff activities 

to ensure and guarantee our guest satisfaction. [Senior Manager – Hotel] 

The annual operating budget allocated to our housekeeping department is very high. This is an 

indication of the vital role of this department in delivering a high quality service to our guests. 

Indeed, the level of cleanliness [visible to our guests] is a major predictor of our high quality 

performance…As a result, much attention needs to be paid to training and supervision of this 

department to ensure that standards are maintained. [Senior Manager – Hotel] 

These quotations suggest that senior management at the Hotel case is biased toward housekeeping 

department [the point where the guest receives the service] and this is mainly due to its visibility to the 

hotel guests. Another element in the different treatment of various processes/activities in the hotel is the 

view that other departments/processes do not contribute sufficiently in creating a guest’s overall 
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impression of the hotel. In contrast, middle and first line managers noted the tendency for their senior 

management to ignore or undermine other departments/processes that operate at a distance from 

customers and a more pronounced emphasis on the front office processes. 

In my department [hotel reception] it might take up to 30 minutes to serve a customer –e.g. check-in, 

check-out and handling other queries. Clearly, this implies that we do not invest sufficient time and 

effort in delivering service to our guests [compared to the housekeeping department]. But due to a 

lack of proper attention to our staff at reception/helpdesk, we have been through a situation where 

the hotel was at risk of losing customers due to a lack of trained and qualified staff. [Middle 

Manager – Hotel] 

We did have employees who could not greet and welcome our guests in a professional manner. Of 

course they were not expected to do so. They did not receive any specific training or were not 

offered an opportunity to attend any training course. This is mainly because of the culture of our 

hotel in which the reception/help desk does not play an important role in delivering service to our 

guests. Frankly speaking, senior management do not allocate enough budget on staff training and 

development. I am one of very few people in the hotel who exactly knows the impact of negative 

word of mouth. [First line Manager – Hotel] 

The above quotations are in spite of the fact that hotel receptionists are those who establish the first 

point of contact with the guest, thereby creating the first point of service experience. Nonetheless, in 

spite of the fact that senior management team adopt such non-process-oriented approach to service 

delivery, it is evident from the foregoing evidence that both the hospital patients and hotel guests are 

seen in the eyes of those service employees who are their immediate service providers. This, in turn, 

might provoke a different attention and approach from that deployed in relation to other back office 

activities. Clearly, in the Hospital and Hotel cases, senior management seemed to confirm that service 

processes only processed the patient and the guest, respectively. That is, there were much fewer 

mentions of other elements/processes of service operations. The management’s approach at the Hotel 
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and Hospital cases has close affinity with Schneider et al.’s (1998) argument that there exists the 

potential danger for service organisations of focusing too much on end user of service quality. 

In contrast, interviewees at the Telecoms frequently mentioned the presence of a process-driven 

approach to managing service delivery. The evidence seems to suggest that first line and middle 

managers and indeed senior management team view the customer experience as a function of a whole 

set of interrelated processes. 

I agree that some activities or departments in my organisation deal directly with customers. But to 

me and my senior management team, all divisions are equally important in creating the right service 

experience for customer. [Senior Manager – Telecoms] 

I can say for certain that one of the key strengths of our operations is co-ordination and co-operation 

among all units. Clearly in our case, we go beyond this internal cooperation and coordination. We do 

include customer as a complementary unit by aligning our activities with customers’ needs and 

requirements. [Senior Manager – Telecoms] 

Such quotations by senior management team exhibit a similarity with Bitner’s (1992) notion of 

‘servicescape’ in which a service is both created and delivered. The paramount importance of the 

process environment has also been noted by Johnston and Clark (2005). They take this argument 

further by arguing that the process environment includes both the physical and informational 

environment (p. 182).  

In the Telecoms case, similar observations were also made by middle and first line managers. On the 

one hand, the majority of middle and first line managers noted the tendency of their senior management 

to emphasise on the importance of main and sub-processes, on their impact on the customer’s 

perception of the service experience, and on the importance of the total chain of processes and their 

relationship. On the other hand, they showed the necessary awareness and care toward the contribution 

of various processes to creating the service experience.  
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Due to the nature of our services, we have adopted a customer-centric approach to our departments. 

Consequently, without a close tie and co-ordination among our departments – which we regard them 

as internal customers – a positive service experience will not be established. [Middle Manager – 

Telecoms] 

We [management team] review all customers’ suggestions and comments on a weekly basis. Where 

it is necessary and feasible, we then try to incorporate their comments in our short- and long-term 

plans. It always happens that we have to revise the whole service delivery process. This, in turn, 

requires a close co-ordination among various divisions/sub-divisions, which, indeed, exits in our 

organisation. [First line Manager, Telecoms]. 

The above quotations suggest that an important factor which affects the total chain of processes is 

whether there exists co-ordination among processes and sub-processes from the start to finish in 

dealing with any customer’s needs and wants. There is a recognition among service operations scholars 

that “failure to manage end-to-end processes leads to inefficiencies across the organisation or chain of 

organisations that comprise the service supply chain, leading to lack of consistency, poor reliability in 

terms of quality and lead-times, and increased cost” (Johnston and Clark, 2005, p. 181).  Clearly, the 

evidence from Telecoms exhibits a similarity with Juran’s (1989) suggestion that charting a new course 

[for TQM] requires extensive personal leadership and participation by managers at all levels. In view of 

this, the evidence pertinent to Telecoms shows clearly that there is a consistency in management’s 

approach at various organisational levels toward effective management of the total chain of processes.  

Conclusions  

The primary aims of this study were two-fold: first, to analyse the impact of senior management’s 

approach and attitude on the quality of service operations (referred to as ‘the entirety of outcome and 

experience’ in this paper rather than quality as one of the performance objectives, see Johnston and 

Clark, 2005, p. 108; Slack et al., 2007), and second, to examine the implications of senior 

management’s approach toward the quality of service operations for middle and first line managers. In 
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doing so, three primary issues of service operations, namely, the control of service quality, service 

recovery, and service processes were chosen to be probed as part of a qualitative research. Indeed much 

of this study and its findings extol the senior management’s approach toward the quality of service 

operations as one of the major predictors of excellent or otherwise service delivery. Based on the 

results presented in this paper, the control of service quality, service recovery, and service processes are 

influenced more by the type of senior management’s approach and attitude toward the quality of 

service operations than the underlying assumptions of QM or service quality practices. In other words, 

senior management’s approach toward the quality of service operations appears to have a strong 

prescriptive overtone. Based on our analysis of the data, such strong prescriptive overtone and its 

implications for the entirety of service quality operations can be summarised in Figure 3.  

Figure 3. Alternative paths of management’s approach to service quality 
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customer loyalty (Reichheld, 2003). The first path highlights the current state of service quality 

management in the case of Telecoms. According to the majority of middle and first line managers in 

the Telecoms case, the most significant aspects of their service quality operations resulted from the fact 

that senior management viewed continuous monitoring of the concept of service quality in its totality 

and much more specifically as a priority. Indeed, the primary objective of the adoption of various QM 

practices was to improve the whole service delivery experience and harmonise the whole set of 

interrelated processes. The impact of service failure and recovery also appeared to be more significant 

in the Telecoms case than in the Hospital and Hotel not least because it was viewed by the Telecoms 

management as a means to maintain customer and employee satisfaction and loyalty and as an 

opportunity to improve profitability. As one middle manager commented, “we make mistake and it is 

inevitable. But we learn from our mistakes. We identify the poor aspects of our service quality system. 

Although it seems to be costly to fully recover a poor service delivery design but we have been doing it 

and it has contributed significantly to our bottom line”. Such evidence are consistent with Tax and 

Brown’s (1998) suggestion that service recovery could generate additional information on service 

quality and identify those process improvements that will have the greatest impact on profitability. 

Furthermore, senior management’s approach to QM and service quality has also shaped the 

empowerment of frontline employees to correct a service mistake (Hart et al., 1990; Bates et al., 2003). 

In respect of the second path which represents the state of service quality operations in the cases of 

Hospital and Hotel, the attention given to QM in general and service quality practices in particular, 

should not be viewed as an affirmation that greater importance has been attached to the long-term 

objective of QM initiatives. Indeed, an inspection view to service quality by senior management (which 

had to be followed by middle and first line managers) had established a non-QM approach to the 

service supply chain and a strong cynicism about service recovery. The implication of this approach for 

middle and first line mangers was that they were left no option but to concentrate on narrower and 
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short-term aspects of service quality and not bogged down by long-term and more important service 

quality issues (e.g. building customer loyalty).  

The significance of the aforementioned findings is at least twofold. First, organisational scholars 

investigating the effectiveness of managing quality in either manufacturing or service organisations 

have tended to attribute the failure of quality-related programmes to factors such as limited resources, 

work overload, inadequate training, lack of customer orientation, complexity of the change 

programmes involved (as with the two high profile service organisations: ‘Florida Power and Light’ 

and the ‘Wallace Company’ – the former was recipient of Japan’s prestigious Deming Prize for QM, 

and the latter was a Malcolm Bladridge National Quality Award winner – (Training and Development, 

1992)). However, the evidence reported here reveals that explaining failure of service quality 

operations in terms of the aforementioned factors is far too simple. Rather, the evidence discussed in 

this paper are closer to Choi and Behling’s (1997, p. 37) suggestion that “top managers’ underlying, 

often, unspoken, orientation toward time, market, and customers affect the nature of their firm’s 

quality-related programmes”.   

Second, when examining the determinants of quality of service or manufacturing operations, 

researchers have tended to put a heavy emphasis on a lack of senior management commitment as the 

major contributor to the ineffectiveness of quality-related programmes (see Shetty, 1987; Ansari, 1986; 

Im, 1989; Rodgers et al., 1993; Sila and Ebrahimpour, 2003; Soltani, 2005). Despite the large number 

of studies that have investigated the paramount importance of senior management commitment in 

driving quality initiatives, there is little agreement regarding the relative impact of senior management 

commitment on effective implementation of various service quality operations. For example, several 

studies (e.g. Rodgers et al.’s, 1993; Soltani et al., 2006) argue that even in the presence of moderate 

commitment from the top, the level of success was found to be not significantly different from zero.  In 

a similar vein, Hambrick et al. (1993, p. 401) found that “some top executives are more committed to 

the status quo – particularly to their organization’s current strategy and leadership profile” – as 
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opposed to adjusting their approach and attitudes to the needs and requirements of new management 

initiatives and programmes. Thus, the findings suggest that it is not commitment per se that results in 

higher quality of service operations but, rather, senior management’s approach toward the entirety of 

quality of service operations. Such findings are in line with Feignbaum’s (2004) suggestion that 

“quality consciousness depends upon many intangible, among which management’s attitude toward 

quality is paramount”.  

The overriding managerial implications arising out of the research evidence is that there is a 

fundamental need for senior management to reconsider their role and adjust their approach and attitude 

toward meeting the needs of both the customer and organisation in a long-term horizon. Specifically, 

management’s approach toward the quality of service operations needs to be consistent across the 

hierarchical levels of organisation. Other implication which the research evidence recognises as being 

perhaps the most problematical one suggests that middle and first line managers, as our data indicates, 

[have to] follow their senior management’s approach even if it is seen to be inappropriate in the 

specific circumstances. As we have seen in both the Hospital and Hotel cases, this implies that the 

organisations face a stark choice if they intend to enhance the quality of their service operations. 

In respect of implications for future research, there are several issues which deserve further 

investigation. Based on the research findings (see Figure 3) and the three strands of managing the 

overall quality of service operations –i.e. the control of service quality, service recovery, and service 

processes – there appears to be a need to extend the previous and current research by understanding 

managerial approaches to other elements of service operations management and their implications for 

the entirety of service quality operations. Clearly, management’s approach to the concept of service (as 

opposed to product), to service people, to customer relationships, to service supply chain relationship, 

among others, have important implications for the success or failure of the entirety of service quality 

operations. Other implication for future research is that greater attention is needed to the specific 

context in which the service is delivered. In the current study, the organisations with a quality 
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orientation were investigated. Clearly, a comparison study of managerial approaches to service quality 

operations across various organisational contexts and industries would bring the research in the field of 

service operations management and QM much closer to the needs and experiences of the practicing 

managers (see Sila, 2007). For example, exploring the management’s approach to the quality of service 

operations, a comparison between quality award organisations and non-quality award organisations 

within and across service industries is a potentially fruitful avenue for research. 

There are, however, two important limitations that need to be acknowledged and addressed regarding 

the present study. First, the quality of service operations was studied within the context of three 

organisations of three different industries. This means that the number of cases is too limited for broad 

generalisations. However, the selection of case studies from three different industries and the selection 

of interviewees from various managerial levels represent rather different approaches to managing 

service quality operations.  Although service organisations can benefit from the research findings, 

further empirical investigation of service operations practices is needed to replicate the findings across 

different service industries. Second, the views of top, middle and first line managers were sought in the 

current study. However, from a customer perspective, the difference between a mediocre and an 

excellent service lies more often than not with the person who serves them –i.e. non-managerial 

employees. Clearly, service employees (absent from our study), especially those customer-facing 

employees, are not unimportant and taking them into consideration is especially critical in 

understanding the overall impact of management’s approach toward the quality of service operations 

(see Johnston and Clark, 2005, p. 221).  
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