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Do you want me as a Customer? 
 
An article by Ian Seath, Director of Improvement Skills Consulting Ltd. 
 
 
Please take my money 
 
I recently tried to buy a new car and was amazed at how difficult it was to become somebody’s 
customer.  I’d decided that my car was getting to the point where it had a high mileage and 
really ought to be changed before it started getting expensive to maintain. 
 
I knew exactly what make and model I wanted so, in mid-February, I set off for the nearest main 
dealer to get a trade-in price and some idea of what it would cost to change. 
 
After wandering round the showroom for a few minutes I was asked the inevitable “can I help 
you?” by the young sales-person.  I told him my requirements and asked him to look at my 
current car to give me a trade-in price. 
 
He looked the car over and said he would have to get one of his colleagues to get the price for 
me. Fair enough. 
 
Did they have what I wanted, I asked.  No, but it would certainly be available in early March.  
Should I call back, or what?  Eventually I offered my name and ‘phone number and was 
promised a call in early March. 
 
My wife and I left, feeling not at all confident that we’d hear anything more. 
 
 
You guessed it 
 
By mid-March we had, of course, heard nothing and foolishly decided to go back to see the 
dealer again.  His immediate apology upon recognising us was “I lost your paperwork”. 
 
Never mind, let’s have another go.  More looking round my car, more details noted down, but 
still unable to give me any figures there and then, or to say if the vehicle I wanted was now 
available. 
 
At this point we decided to visit two other local dealers, one specialising in nearly-new models 
and the other another local main dealer. 
 
To this day, I’m still waiting for a ‘phone call from the “nearly-new” people to tell me what they 
could do for me. 
 
But, happily, I have a shiny new car, bought after about 10 minutes discussion and negotiation, 
from the second main dealer. 



Improvement Skills Consulting Ltd. 

 

2 

 
So, two dealers have lost out on taking money from me, and I’m proactively not recommending 
them to anybody who cares to listen!  They’ve also lost the life-time value of my business, as I 
won’t be spending money with them to have the car serviced, nor will I be going back there 
when this car needs replacing. 
 
 
The Determinants of Service Quality 
 
The interesting thing for me, on reflection, was that my experience as a customer had absolutely 
nothing to do with the product I was buying (or trying to buy).  I took it for granted that the car 
would be “fit for purpose”, particularly as I knew which model and specification I wanted. 
 
That the product will “do what it says on the tin” is probably true in many purchase decisions 
these days and therefore it is the quality of service that a customer, or potential customer, 
receives that will make the biggest difference. 
 
One of the most useful pieces of research into service quality was that published in “Delivering 
Quality Service” by Berry, Parasuraman and Zeithaml (Free Press, 1990).  Our consultants have 
used the Determinants of Service Quality Model (sometimes known as ServQual) to help clients 
understand and measure customer requirements and satisfaction.  It’s applicable to both 
internal and external customers and can be readily adapted to meet the needs of different 
service suppliers. 
 
The basic model says that service quality is determined by 5 factors: 
 

- Reliability: does the supplier do what they promise? 

- Assurance: does the supplier inspire confidence? 

- Tangibles: does everything the supplier gives you, or shows you, “scream quality”? 

- Empathy: does the supplier communicate with you in the way that you want? 

- Responsiveness: does the supplier act in a timely way? 
 
By using a series of questions based around these factors you can quantify exactly what the 
customer thinks is important and how happy they are with the supplier’s performance.  It really 
adds value over a “conventional” Customer Survey because it is two-dimensional; asking about 
both requirements and satisfaction.  Using these two dimensions, we can carry out a gap 
analysis and identify exactly where to focus improvement efforts to get the biggest benefits. 
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How did my first Car Dealer fare? 
 
Interestingly, using the model for potential customers usually produces a different set of 
requirements to using it with established customers.  Potential customers have no history to go 
on, so they need to be made to feel confident in the supplier. 
 

Reliability: my car dealer failed to make the promised ‘phone calls to give me more 
information 
Assurance: when I asked if they could e-mail me the information they said they didn’t 
have internet  access and didn’t know how to e-mail me 
Tangibles: the showroom was very scruffy and uninviting 
Empathy: they did actually treat me with courtesy (perhaps the customer care training 
did work, after all)       
Responsiveness: they made no effort to meet my deadlines (I wanted to change my car 
before its tax ran out) 

 
I suppose one out of five is pretty pathetic really and no surprise that I took my business 
elsewhere.  
 
By contrast, the dealer who got my business: 
 

- promised to find me a car and did (in the space of 10 minutes!) – Reliability 

- explained the finance options and worked out a deal that I was happy with – Assurance 

- had a clean, tidy showroom and even offered me a coffee – Tangibles 

- gave me his business card, with his e-mail address to contact him directly (and 
introduced me to his colleague in case I called in when it was his day off) - Empathy 

- had the car ready 6 days later – Responsiveness 

 
Not only did he impress me with the service experience, but he got £500 more out of me than I 
had planned to spend and I still felt I’d got a good deal. 
 
 
Using the Determinants of Service Quality Model 
 
Our approach to using this model (and other customer requirements/satisfaction measurement 
tools) has 4 main steps: 
 

1. Decide what you are trying to achieve, with which customers (or customer groups) 
2. Develop the data collection approach, including customisation of the basic ServQual 

model 
3. Gather and analyse the data so it can be presented in a clear and concise way that 

highlights customer expectation, or satisfaction, gaps 
4. Develop priorities for improvement and establish teams to work on these 

 
Here are a few key learning points for each step: 
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Step 1: Focus.  Decide as specifically as possible what it is you want to measure.  Do you need to 
understand existing customers’ requirements and satisfaction, or the views of potential, or 
lapsed customers?  What aspects of your service are you most interested in; for example where 
the customer gets the service, or where they use the service, or performance in support 
processes like invoicing or complaints handling? 
 
Step 2: Planning.  We often use Focus Groups to develop customised survey questions and to 
ensure that customers can actually answer the questions.  Are they clear, concise and 
unambiguous?  Are they the questions that the customer would want to be asked, or have they 
got experiences that would be worth investigating?  ServQual is a good starting point, but 
usually needs tailoring to meet local needs. 
 
Step 3: Analysis.  It’s all too easy to present pages and pages of data (either graphically or, 
worse, in Tables).  The challenge is to present information which will be useful in relation to the 
objectives set at Step 1.   Depending on the approach taken, we can often distil customers’ 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction down to a few key, quantified, performance gaps.  So, for my first 
car dealer: 
 

 Requirement 
Weighting 
(Total = 100) 

Satisfaction 
Score (%) 

Weighted 
Performance 
Gap (*) 

Reliability 15 10 13.50 

Assurance 25 15 21.25 

Tangibles 20 15 17.00 

Empathy 15 80 3.00 

Responsiveness 25 20 20.00 

Total 
Performance 
Gap 

   
74.75 

 
From this, we can see that Assurance was the biggest concern I had (with a performance gap of 
21.25).  They simply did not give me any confidence that they could meet my needs.  And, a total 
performance gap of nearly 75 across all five factors is pretty bad.  The lower the performance 
gap, the better the service.  (* Note: Performance Gap is calculated as [(100 – Satis.) x 
Requirement Weighting]. 
 
Step 4: Improvement.  How many times have you come across a Customer Survey (or Staff 
Survey) that leads to no improvement?  The data and analysis is only of use if it is used to initiate 
improvement activities.  If you have been careful in designing the data collection approach, you 
may be able to identify specific processes (e.g. customer invoicing) that need improvement.  For 
these, process improvement teams are the obvious approach, perhaps using a Kaizen Blitz to 
achieve rapid changes.   
 
Where the areas to address are broader, e.g. poor communications with customers; it may be 
necessary to set up problem solving teams whose first task is to establish a robust definition of 
the problem.  This may involve further analysis of the survey data, or additional investigation of 
customers’ experiences to discover the root causes of the problem.  Remember, improvement 
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happens project-by-project and that using a model such as the Determinants of Service Quality 
does not tell you how to do improvement.   
 
 
More Information 
 
For more information on how we can help you to identify your customers’ real needs, to 
measure their satisfaction, and to drive real improvement, please contact us at: 
info@improvement-skills.co.uk  
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