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Abstract 

 

Accounting firms operate in a competitive marketplace, consequently the quality imperatives and 

philosophies that currently apply to manufacturing are also relevant to service industries like 

professional accounting services.  This begs the question of how quality should be defined and 

what pedagogy should be used for achieving the goal of continuous quality improvement.  The 

service quality concepts are of particular relevance to management accounting due to its 

involvement in quality assurance in manufacturing.  This paper looks at some of the research and 

methodologies developed by Marketing Science that takes a customer perceptive in defining and 

measuring service quality, and applies one such methodology, SERVPERF, to a firm in the 

Accounting and Management Consulting industry.  In this study, data representing customer 

service quality (performance) perceptions and satisfaction with the services provided by the firm 

has been used to identify areas needing improvement. The study also identifies those areas in 

which the firm is effective in providing services. The results of this analysis appear to provide 

some support for conceptualising and measuring service quality as an attitude as suggested by 

Cronin and Taylor (1992). 

 

 

1.0  Introduction 

 

ervice Industries have for some time, been investigating and implementing quality improvement methods 

developed in the manufacturing industries to improve efficiency and service quality (Motwani, et. al. 1996).  

The aim of this paper is to take a customer perspective (broadly defined) to the question of quality in 

accounting and management consultancy services, and adapt a range of methodologies developed in Marketing 

Research to identify service quality problems and the processes necessary to rectify such problems.   

 

In the last few decades, the shift, from manufacturing to service, which accelerated in the 1980s and 

continues into the 2000s has made service the primary growth segment of most Western economies. The notion of 

service quality has become increasingly important with increasing competition, and service quality has been 

identified as a determinant of market share, return on investment and cost reduction (Anderson and Zeithaml 1984; 

Parasuraman et. al. 1985).  In fact, Devlin and Dong (1994) note that in an increasingly competitive environment, 

service quality linked to customer satisfaction leads to greater market share and profits.  

 

Service organizations provide essentially two forms of quality: technical quality and functional quality 

(Gronroos 1984). The first, technical quality, is the degree to which the industry is able to do things “right” as 

measured against some technical “industry standard.” However, in service sectors, knowledge of the technical quality 

of services remains largely the domain of service professionals (Bopp 1990). For example, few individuals 

understand the technical aspects of the Accounting and Management Consulting industry, with all its tools, 

techniques, accounting standards, tax laws and the like.  
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Thus it is the second aspect of quality, functional quality, which refers to the manner in which services are 

delivered to customers that is more understood by the customers, and this forms their perceptions of service quality 

(see Babakus and Mangold 1992, Donabedian 1980 and 1982). 

 

The definition of quality in accounting services would receive numerous responses depending on the 

perspective of the person asked.  Several researchers have, in fact, sought to define and measure the concept of 

service quality (see Carman 1990; Cronin and Taylor 1992; Parasuraman et. al. 1985; 1988; and 1991; and Teas 

1993).  Parasuraman et. al. (1985) state that service quality is more difficult to define and measure than product 

quality because services are intangible, heterogenous (i.e. service quality can vary by customer, day or producer), 

and production is inseparable from consumption.  

 

As this paper will focus on the expectations of end users, quality will be defined as “the ability of a product 

or service to meet customers’ needs and reasonable expectations” (Berry 1986).  If the service is provided by an 

outside firm then customers are easily identified and comprise all clients seeking service.  However if the accounting 

service is being provided in-house (for example management accounting services within a corporation) then the 

question of “who are our customers” requires analysis.  The identification of customers and the development of 

customer profiles is a critical part of any quality evaluation. It is quite possible that management accounting 

information is provided to a wider range of people than is presently perceived by the providers of this service, i.e. the 

management accountant.   

 

Problems in customer service deserve particular attention if an accounting firm or an accounting function 

within an organisation is to prosper in an increasingly competitive market.  Therefore, even in an organisational 

setting, the provision of management accounting information is becoming increasingly competitive, with other 

information professionals such as industrial engineers and IT specialist vying for leadership in this role.  Information 

relating to customer service problems needs to be gathered and satisfactorily addressed in a timely manner.  This will 

encourage positive word-of-mouth and a customer-orientated image.  Research has also shown that if timely and 

compensatory action is taken with service faults, the individual will attach less importance to the annoyance, and 

experience satisfaction, which is positive for the organisation (Bitner et. al. 1990).   

 

A customer’s perception of a firm’s or department’s service quality will be determined by previous 

encounters. As a result, customer expectations towards different types of services provided will be influenced by past 

experiences, particularly if inconvenience and trouble was experienced (Brandt and Reffett 1989). Timely and 

accurate information on customer problems indicates whether, and to what extent, targeted quality standards are met. 

It allows for variance analysis and remedial action to be taken to prevent future occurrence of the problem.  

 

The concept of Total Quality Management (TQM) is well known. However, although there is a strong call 

for “Customer First” in TQM, questions of perceived service quality or satisfaction measurement are not discussed 

very intensively. When dealing with a pure service provider like an accounting firm or in-house accounting 

department, the problem is magnified.  Service to customers is only one aspect of a manufacturing environment; to a 

pure service provider it is the only aspect.  One method of overcoming this problem with service quality is to connect 

quality methodology to the research and methods developed by Marketing Science.  This paper will apply this 

methodology to the measurement of service quality in accounting services.  Methods of measuring perceived service 

quality will be discussed and evaluated.   This will then be combined with the internal process of problem solution 

development and problem avoidance.  To provide an applied aspect, two comparative case studies utilising the above 

methodology will be overviewed, and the finding of a single-site case study of the application of one of the 

methodologies, SERVPERF, will be presented. 

 

In terms of the previous casework that has been done in the service sector with regards to quality, the 

literature is quite substantial.  Recent work has been done in health care (Badrick et. al. 1997) and retailing (Sohal 

and Lu 1998). Quality attributes have also been reviewed in terms of customer services (Hall 1997); financial 

services (Knights and McCabe 1996); construction (Pheng and Ke-Wei 1996) and catering services (Chang et. al. 

1997). 
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Many of the above cases were single-site cases from which generalisations were drawn.  The author 

considered it acceptable, therefore, to conduct a single-site case study in the Accounting and Management 

Consulting environment. 

 

2.0  The Detection Of Service Quality Problems 

 

To ensure long-term customer satisfaction an organisation needs to identify all service problem areas 

(Denton 1990). There are a number of survey methods that draws on marketing literature and include a range of both 

informal and standardised multi-attribute tools.  These include three  “incident-oriented” measurements known as 

Complaint Analysis, Critical Incident Technique, and Sequential Incident Technique, and two models, one known as 

SERVQUAL, which employs a “gaps” approach (see Parasuraman et. al. 1985), and the other known as SERVPERF 

which employs an alternative “performance-based” service quality measurement (see Cronin and Taylor 1992). 

 

2.1  Complaints Analysis 

 

The first of the incident orientation methods reviewed is Complaints Analysis.  Complaints to an accounting 

firm or an in-house management accounting department would come from a wide range of customers.  A systematic 

procedure would need to be implemented with guidelines on when and how these complaints are to be recorded.  

This will provide a low cost method of acquiring relevant quality information for future analysis.  This measure 

assumes that the complaint must have been significantly important to the customer for them to go to the trouble of 

making it in the first place.  An analytical dissection of the content of these complaints over a period of time can 

provide an extremely valuable tool for the identification of weaknesses and also possible opportunities. Though 

useful, this method has its limitations.  By their very nature the information in these complaints cannot be regarded as 

representative either in range or content, mainly because only a fraction of dissatisfied customers usually complain, 

and even in such cases only a limited range of faults are reported.  

 

2.2  Critical Incident Technique 

 

While complaint analysis attempts to evaluate quality problems made by customers, the Critical Incident 

Technique (CIT) takes a proactive approach to the systematic investigation of customer experiences. The value of 

this approach has been demonstrated in service industries such as hotels, car care establishments and airlines (Stauss 

1993). “Critical incidents” are those which customers perceive as being unusually positive or negative.  The CIT 

approach can be part of a more general one-on-one depth interview used to elicit customer perceptions. During the 

course of this interview survey, customers will be encouraged to recall and evaluate these perceived critical 

experiences (both positive and negative) in depth.   

 

2.3  Sequential Incident Method 

 

The Sequential Incident Method is a combination of flowcharting (blueprinting) and in-depth interviewing.  

It represents a combination of information gained from customer interviews and a flow chart of service production 

(Stauss 1993).  The flow chart (or blueprint) will represent all service activities and their interdependences enabling 

any service problem to be traced to the relevant activity (Kingman-Brundage 1989).  Identifying problems through 

the Sequential Incident Method would enable an accounting firm to comprehensively analyse service problems.   

 

To determine severity of the problem some quantifiable method needs to be used.  In the case of multi-

attribute measurements, the extent of the gaps between expectations and perceptions can be taken as a problem 

indicator (Behara and Lemmink 1991).  Responses to the questions can be quantified and analysed.  With incident 

orientation methods like Critical Incident Technique, interviews should have a basic structure with checklists of 

problem categories. A Likert scale can be used to determine intensity and responses recorded for future analysis.  

With complaint analysis, the frequency of complaints per problem category gives a reasonable indication of its 

importance, and the urgency of a solution.  
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To enable a firm or department to implement a philosophy of continuous quality improvement these surveys 

will have to be ongoing.  This will formalise a review and implication process allowing for trends to be identified 

and previous corrective actions evaluated.  A combination of the above techniques best suited to aims and resources 

would have to be chosen.  

 

3.0  The SERVQUAL Model 

 

One of the critical problems in evaluating quality in a service product like accounting is the measurement of 

difference between expected and actual service standards. With physical products this measurement is relatively 

straightforward.  The same cannot be said with an intangible service like accounting.  One solution is to use the 

“gaps” approach derived from marketing literature (Beach and Burns 1995; Stauss 1993). Much of the initial work in 

developing a model to define and assess service quality has been conducted by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 

(1985). In conceptualising the basic service quality model Parasuraman et.al. (1985) identified ten key determinants 

of service quality as perceived by the company and the consumer: reliability, responsiveness, competence, access, 

courtesy, communication, credibility, security, understanding/knowing the customer and tangibility (they reduced 

these to five key determinants in their 1988 paper).  Thus, in this model, the quality differential is not determined by 

looking at 'objective' quality but in 'perceived' quality, i.e. the customer's judgement about an entity's overall 

excellence or superiority. The methodology is thus based on a comparison of the gap between expectations and 

perceived performance. Expectations have a very precise meaning for Parasuraman et. al. (1985, 1988, and 1990) 

who are the developers of the SERVQUAL model.  They are not viewed as predictions of what is likely to happen, 

but as desires or wants of consumers. Findings by Parasuraman et. al. (1990) showed that clients judge service 

quality by using the same general criteria, irrespective of the type of service investigated.  

 

Parasuraman et.al. (1985) noted that discrepancies existed between the firm's and the customer's perceptions 

of the service quality delivered. In investigating these discrepancies, they found that service quality can be assessed 

by measuring the discrepancies or “gaps” between what the customer expects and what the consumer perceives he or 

she receives. They argued that the magnitude, and direction of this gap, directly affected the service quality that the 

consumer perceives, Parasuraman et.al. (1985) noted that customers would have perceptions of high service quality 

to the extent that their expectations are lower than the perceived service performance. If the converse were true, 

customers would perceive low service quality.  

 

Parasuraman et.al. (1985) assert that their framework can be used for identifying differences in the quality 

of goods and services by distinguishing between the properties of a good or service. They note that Nelson (1974) 

defined “search properties” as properties that can be determined before purchasing (such as credibility and 

tangibles), and “experience properties” as properties that can be determined only after purchase or consumption. 

Further, Darby and Karni (1973) defined “credence properties”, (such as competence and security) as properties or 

characteristics that consumers often find extremely difficult to evaluate after their purchase. Therefore, Parasuraman 

et.al. (1985) concluded that consumers typically rely on experience properties when evaluating service quality.  

 

Based on their review of the literature, Parasuraman et.al. (1985) developed the SERVQUAL scale that was 

designed to uncover broad areas of good or bad service quality and can be used to show service quality trends over 

time, especially when used with other service quality techniques.  

 

The SERVQUAL scale is based on a difference score between customer expectations of service and their 

perceptions after receiving the service. Parasuraman et.al. (1988) isolate five dimensions of service quality ranked in 

order of importance as follows: 

 

 Reliability: Ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately. 

 Assurance: Knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence. 

 Tangibles: Physical facilities, equipment, and appearance of personnel. 

 Responsiveness: Willingness to help customers and provide prompt service.  

 Empathy: Caring, individualised attention the firm provides its customers.  
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The question items in each of these dimensions are designed to be easily edited for use in different service industries. 

Consequently the instrument would comfortably lend itself to accounting service quality evaluation. 

 

Parasuraman et.al. (1991) assert that the SERVQUAL scale deals with perceived quality and looks 

specifically at service quality, not customer satisfaction. They state, “perceived service quality is a global judgement 

or attitude concerning the superiority of service whereas satisfaction is related to a specific transaction” (p. 16). In 

the final SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman et.al. 1991) service quality is measured using a 22-item questionnaire 

(with a seven-point Likert scale bounded by “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree”) designed to load on to the five 

key dimensions listed above (see Table 1).  Each item is used twice: first, to determine customer's expectations 

within the service category being investigated and second, to measure perceptions of performance.   Their own 

empirical evidence indicates that the scale has a reliability of between .80 and .93, good trait validity and 

predictive/concurrent validity (Parasuraman et.al. 1991).  

 

Teas (1993) questions SERVQUAL's discriminant validity. He notes that the service quality expectations 

concept may have serious discriminant validity shortcomings that can cause the “perceptions-minus-expectations” 

service quality measurement framework to be “a potentially misleading indicator of customer perceptions of service 

quality” (p.33). He notes that SERVQUAL's lack of discriminant validity results in a significant part of the variance 

in its expectations scores being determined by the respondent's “misinterpretations” of the expectation questions.  

 

Churchill et. al. (1993) argue that because the SERVQUAL scales “scores” are really difference scores 

(perception scores minus expectation scores), problems of reliability, discriminant validity, and variance restrictions 

exist. They showed that while SERVQUAL had high reliability, a non-difference score rated higher in reliability. 

Their findings also showed that the scale “failed to achieve discriminant validity from its components”, and the 

distribution of the SERVQUAL scores were non-normal.   

 

4.0  The SERVPERF Model 

 

As indicated above, there have been many studies that have failed to replicate SERVQUAL's five distinct 

dimensions and validity. Perhaps the most intense criticism of the SERVQUAL scale has come from Cronin and 

Taylor (1992), who have developed an alternative “performance-based” service quality measurement scale called 

SERVPERF. 

 

Cronin and Taylor (1992) base their scale on an earlier work by Bolton and Drew (1991) who noted that a 

customer's perception of service quality is based on his or her “preconceived” attitude about the service. They argue 

that a consumer's current attitude is based on their residual attitude from a previous period about the service quality 

and their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the service. As consumers experience a service, their attitudes about the 

service quality may be revised, thereby causing a change in future attitudes.  

 

According to Cronin and Taylor (1992), their unweighted performance-based SERVPERF scale was a 

better method of measuring service quality. They claim that this scale's reliability ranges between .884 and .964, 

depending on industry type, and exhibits both convergent and discriminant validity.  

 

The SERVQUAL versus SERVPERF debate is ongoing with both groups of researchers (and others) 

presenting further arguments to support their favoured perspective. For example, Parasuraman et.al. (1994) assert 

that their research shows that SERVQUAL's convergent and discriminant validity is as good or better than 

SERVPERF's validity, and that there is significant theoretical and empirical research to support their P-E gap theory, 

while Cronin and Taylor (1994) assert that the real question that should be asked is whether (or not) their model can 

produce a valid and reliable measure of service quality; insisting that, based on their research, their SERVPERF 

scale can provide a more reliable, valid, and useful tool for measuring overall service quality levels or attitudes than 

the rival SERVQUAL model. 
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Most recent articles have supported Cronin and Taylor's (1992) performance-based paradigm over 

Parasuraman et. al.'s (1985) disconfirmation-based paradigm (see Oliver 1993; Babakus and Boller 1992; and 

Babakus and Mangold 1992). One of the most telling reviews is provided by Boulding et. al. (1993) who state that 

“our results are incompatible with both the one-dimensional view of expectations and the gap formation for service 

quality. Instead, we find that service quality is directly influenced only by perceptions” p.24.  

 

Although it is possible to advance a relatively strong case for using the SERVQUAL scale, we chose to use 

the SERVPERF scale in our study primarily because of many criticisms of SERVQUAL (see Cronin and Taylor 

1992; Teas 1993; Churchill et. al. 1993), and the failure of empirical studies to replicate SERVQUAL's initial 

success (see Carman 1990; Babakus and Boller 1992). In the case of SERVPERF, research in importance-

performance analysis has been conducted in such areas of marketing as health care (Hawes and Rao 1985), 

educational services (Hawes and Glisan 1983), housing (Hawes et. al. 1982), automotive (Martilla and James 1977), 

and food (Sethna 1982) and its use in service quality research has been suggested by Cronin and Taylor (1994). 

However, while preferring to use SERVPERF, we are mindful that although Cronin and Taylor (1992) have argued 

strongly in defense of SERVPERF, the scale has yet to be empirically tested in as wide a number of industries as has 

SERVQUAL. 

 

5.0  Comparative Cases  

 

While researchers have looked at a variety of service industries, there is yet to be any published service 

quality information on the Accounting and Management Consulting industry. There are no case studies in 

management accounting at present, that cover the use of SERVQUAL or SERVPERF, nor, the other Marketing tools 

described in this manuscript.  However research has recently been done on the legal profession (Witt and Stewart 

1996) and Management Information Systems (Kettinger and Lee 1997).   Comparisons can be drawn between these 

cases and management accounting (and accounting generally).  The cases involve the provision of information 

services to customers, and the information is of a technical nature prepared by trained professionals.  

 

Quality of service in any profession is a vital ingredient in the retention of existing clients, and the 

acquisition of new clients.  Furthermore 'bad quality' is expensive. Doing things wrong, having to repeat work, 

checking and rechecking costs time and money. Customers want services that meet their requirements and 

expectations (Witt and Stewart 1996). It is of interest therefore to overview the major findings in these comparative 

cases.   

 

The most important service quality dimension found in these cases was communication, followed by 

reliability and competence. The importance of communication may be explained by the fact that there is likely to be 

a significant knowledge gap between a customer and professional service provider.  Customers rely on this advice 

and expect the best possible information and guidance.  Specific communication problems identified included:  

 

 The professional should speak to the client in language which they can understand. 

 The customer should feel comfortable in asking questions, if they do not understand any aspect of a matter. 

 Written communication and reports should be easily understandable. 

 The professional should ensure that the customer understands the meaning and relevance of all documents 

and reports provided (i.e. it is not the customers responsibility to be able to understand the information).  

 

An interesting finding has been that, the customer usually does not have the knowledge base to be able to 

judge how well the professional has performed.  They consequently rely on the various impressions gained during 

their dealings with the professional to evaluate the quality of the service. These impressions can be based on a range 

of factors including attention paid to the client, and concern for their problems; the level of computer technology 

employed; service quality of support staff (especially first contact personal such as receptionists) and general 

physical facilities.  These factors can offer numerous marketing opportunities to service firms that have a high degree 

of client contact. 
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Other salient points discovered in these cases include: 

 

 Only relevant reports and information should be sent. 

 Timeliness of information should be determined by the client. 

 Reliability and competence were seen as key requirements by the client.  

 The professional should organise what steps need to be taken in the future and should liaise closely with the 

client. 

 A professional should admit if certain areas are outside their area of expertise and be prepared to seek 

expert advice on those subjects as soon as the need arises. 

 Documents and reports should be well produced and presented. 

 

6.0  Research Study 

 

We studied a firm in the Accounting and Management Consulting industry in Australia. This firm generates 

revenues primarily from advice given to large and small businesses, individuals and families. Sources of revenues 

include the sale of a variety of accounting, consulting and financial services including: bookkeeping; company 

secretarial work; information technology consulting; management accounting projects such as the installation of 

Activity Based Costing systems and the Balanced Scorecard; cash flow analysis, budgeting and stock control for 

SMEs; company valuations; GST compliance; and tax planning and compliance. The Accounting and Management 

Consulting industry is very competitive and is comprised of a large number of small suburban practices and seven 

major “national” firms and five international “Big Five” firms.  

 

The objectives of this study are as follows: 

 

 Report the results of a study that examines the usefulness of the SERVPERF scale for assessing customer 

perceptions of service quality in the Accounting and Management Consulting industry. 

 Assess the reliability of service quality measures as it applies to the Accounting and Management 

Consulting industry. 

 Identify the dimensions of service quality that are important to customers of Accounting and Management 

Consulting Professional Practices. 

 Assess the overall service quality and satisfaction level as perceived by customers of Accounting and 

Management Consulting Professional Practices. 

 

6.1  Method 

 

The study was conducted with the co-operation of a large suburban Accounting and Management 

Consulting practice in Victoria, Australia. The target population was defined as the clients (individuals and firms) 

that obtained Accounting and Management Consulting and related services. The SERVPERF survey instrument 

(Cronin and Taylor 1992) was mailed to a systematic random sample of 1000 clients who had obtained Accounting 

and Management Consulting advice from the company in the last three years.  

Along with the SERVPERF (performance and expectation) items, the survey instrument contained questions related 

to the attribute importance and the demographic characteristics of the firm and the respondent. Additionally, three 

questions were inserted to gather information on customer satisfaction, an overall rating of service quality, and 

intentions to use the current service in the future. Besides the questionnaire, each mailing packet included a covering 

letter, requesting customer responses to questions about the quality of the services, and a self-addressed, postage-

paid, envelope. The co-operating company provided a single set of mailing labels.  

 

6.2 Response Rate 

 

The 1000 surveys were mailed on in June, 2000. The postal service returned 87 questionnaires because of 

address problems. Of the remaining 913 questionnaires, 176 completed questionnaires were returned, yielding an 

overall response rate of 19.27 percent. This response rate is not inconsistent with previous studies (Amsden 1989; 
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Babakus and Boller 1992; Babakus and Mangold 1992). Each completed questionnaire was examined for 

completeness, coded and used in the data analysis phase of the study. While a second mailing would have improved 

the response rate, the management of the co-operating firm believed that the respondents were reflective of the 

population of clients. Therefore, no follow-up attempts were made. The response rate was also thought to be 

adequate for scale development and testing purposes (Press and Ganey 1989).  

Using the technique suggested by Armstrong and Overton (1977), and used by Babakus and Boller (1992), t-tests 

were used to compare the responses of the “early” respondents (first 10 days after mailing) and “late” respondents 

(all remaining). The analysis revealed that there were no significant differences between the groups. Therefore, non-

response bias was not expected to be a major problem.  

 

7.0  Data Analysis And Results 

 

The respondents were from wide variety of backgrounds. Eighty-two percent or 144 of the 176 respondents 

indicated that they were exclusive users of the Accounting and Management Consulting services provided by the co-

operating company. Seventy four percent of the respondents were individual clients, 19 percent were small firms, 4 

percent were very large firms that used mainly management accounting services, and 3 percent did not respond to the 

question.  

 

Based on the findings presented by Cronin and Taylor (1992), performance was used as a measure of 

service quality. As suggested in the literature (see Anderson and Gerbing 1988; Bagozzi and Yi 1988; Churchill 

1979), scale reliability, dimensionality, and validity were conducted to determine the adequacy of using the 

SERVPERF scale to assess customer perception of Accounting and Management Consulting services.  

 

In this study, Cronbach coefficient alpha was used to assess the internal consistency of SERVPERF. 

Dimensionality and validity assessment were assessed using factor and correlation analyses.  

 

7.1  Reliability And Validity 

 

In arguing for a performance-based measure of service quality, Cronin and Taylor (1992) asserts that 

service quality is best measured as an attitude. Following the method used by Cronin and Taylor (1992), the 22 scale 

items (performance) were treated as unidimensional and a factor analysis was performed using the procedure in 

SPSSX. As expected, all the items loaded on a single factor. The reliability, as assessed by coefficient alpha, was 

.961, further indication that the scale can be treated as unidimentional. Therefore, the items were summed and used 

in the analysis.  

 

7.2  Importance-Performance Perceptions 

 

Since respondents rated both the importance and the performance of the various items, it is possible to 

ascertain the degree of association between the two sets of items.  

 

Table 1 presents the means of both the importance and performance ratings. Respondents indicated 

relatively high levels in importance and performance. The relatively high levels of importance reported were in 

keeping with previous research, which suggests that the 22 items are the relevant services marketing attributes. The 

relatively high performance or service quality ratings, on the individual items, are in keeping with the reported high 

level of overall satisfaction (mean = 5.303).  

 

Examination of the individual items reveal that in general, performance ratings were lower than importance 

ratings, indication that there is some room for improving service quality. “Providing services at times promised”, 

“performing right the first time”, “prompt service”, “doing as promised” and “having trustworthy employees” were 

among the most critically important attributes. It is interesting to note that none of the attributes had a mean 

importance rating which was below 5.0. The lower importance ratings on “up-to-date financial products and 

services”, “appealing facilities and equipment”, and having “ visually appealing printed materials and reports”, may 
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be due to the nature of the Accounting and Management Consulting service. In the Accounting and Management 

Consulting industry, customers may have little knowledge of the financial or other analyses that are provided by the 

accounting firm, as long as the technical or compliance issue is resolved, e.g. in the Corporate Services area, as long 

as the client has the worry of filing annual returns on time removed by the Accountant, the visual aspect of the 

service (like a well bound Annual Return Report) seems to be of less importance.  This was somewhat contrary to the 

findings of the two comparative cases overviewed earlier. 

 

The mean performance ratings are not provided in rank order, but an examination of Table 2 reveals that all 

attributes had mean values of 5.30 or more on a seven-point scale. “Courteousness to clients”, “professional looking 

accountants”, “clients feeling safe in business dealings”, “willingness to help clients”, “prompt service to clients”, 

and “personal assistance to clients”, were the six highest ranked performance attributes. Interestingly, the highest 

ranked importance attributes were not the highest ranked performance items.  

 

Figure 1 represents the plotting of the means of the importance and performance attributes. All 22 attributes 

were included in the top right hand quadrant of the importance-performance graph. This suggests that the Accounting 

and Management Consulting firm needs to continue the good work of supplying quality service to the clients. 

Maintaining current client services practices would be recommended for these 22 attributes. 

 

As indicated by Hawes and Rao (1985), the diagonal represents points where the importance and 

performance ratings are equal (Figure 1). Items above the diagonal have importance ratings that are greater than the 

performance rating. Consequently, clients would not be fully satisfied with items that are above the rating line, an 

indication of what the firm could do to improve performance and perceived client satisfaction. Indeed, attributes 

above the rating diagonal line represent market opportunities for firms that could do a better job.  
 

In this study, 18 of the 22 items fell above the diagonal. These items represent “market opportunities”. 

Therefore the firm should adopt strategies to improve service quality performance in these areas. In this respect, 

items furthest from the diagonal line, such as “performance service right the first time”, offers an attractive market 

opportunity if the firm can improve perceptions of its performance in providing this aspect of the service. The firm 

can significantly improve customer perceptions of its service quality by paying particular attention to the items above 

the diagonal.  

 

Attributes below the diagonal line have performance ratings higher than the corresponding importance 

ratings. These indicate little or no customer dissatisfaction. These items represent “satiated needs” and the marketer 

would find it difficult to gain a competitive edge by stressing these attributes.  

 

In this study, one item (“visually appealing printed materials and reports”) fell on the diagonal, and 3 items 

fell just below the diagonal (“up-to-date financial products and services”, appealing physical facilities” and 

“professional looking accountants”). While highly satisfied, the marketer needs to note that customers may be using 

the “professional looking accountant” attribute as a surrogate for other more important attributes such as “up-to-date 

financial products and services”, and “appealing physical facilities”. 

 

7.3  Quality Perceptions, Satisfaction and Purchase Intentions  

 

Correlation analysis was used to determine the relationship between quality perceptions (performance), 

satisfaction, and purchase intentions (Table 3).  

 

Customer satisfaction and purchase intentions were determined by asking respondents to rate the degree of 

satisfaction and the frequency with which they are likely to use the firm for further Accounting and Management  
 

Consulting in the future. Service quality was measured using a global measure and also using the multi item 

SERVPERF scale. Results of the correlation indicate that SERVPERF is highly and significantly related (.7147) to 

customer satisfaction.  
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The indications from Table 3 are, therefore, that high service quality leads to high customer satisfaction but 

not necessarily to purchase intentions. Indeed, service quality does not appear to be directly and significantly related 

to purchase intentions. These findings are consistent with those reported by Cronin and Taylor (1992). 

 

The strength of this relationship is confirmed by the relatively high correlation (.8022) between satisfaction 

and service quality as measured by a single item. Further, customer satisfaction seems to be more directly related to 

purchase intentions than either SERVPERF or the single item service quality measure. 

 

8.0  Conclusion 

 

Concepts like Total Quality Management have existed in manufacturing industries for some time. Recently 

moves have been made to apply this quality philosophy to service industries as well. Accounting services fall within 

this category.  Of particular interest would be management accounting due to its expertise in applying quality 

methodology in manufacturing.  It beholds the profession to apply these quality standards and philosophies to itself. 

Accountants should provide customers with the confidence that they possess all the quality characteristics that the 

customer considers important, and that these characteristics are at or above the standards expected.   

 

In this study, the SERVPERF scale was found to explain a great deal of the variation in the service quality 

of an Accounting and Management Consulting Firm. While satisfaction seems to have a significant positive effect on 

purchase intention, service quality does not seem to have a similar effect. Indeed, satisfaction seems to be more 

closely tied to purchase intentions than is service quality. The performance items in the SERVPERF instrument 

showed evidence of unidimentionality and strong internal consistency.  

 

Since SERVPERF essentially measures performance, it can be used in conjunction with attribute 

importance to determine consumer attitudes toward key service attributes. The importance attributes represent the 

consumer's evaluative criteria in service choice. This, in turn, can be used in determining the firm's marketing 

strategy.  

 

Further research in this area could include empirical studies on how in-house accounting departments of 

firms define quality and what methodology is used (if any) to measure it.   
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TABLE 1 – SERVQUAL Questionnaire 

With Regard to: 
My DESIRED service level is: My PERCEPTION of The Firm’s service 

level is: 

 Low                                 High Low                                 High 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Providing services as promised                   

2. Dependability in handling 

client's problems 

                  

3. Performing services right the 

first time 

                  

4. Providing the service at the 

promised time 

                  

5. Keeping clients informed of 

when something will be done 

                  

6. Prompt service to clients                   

7. Willingness to help clients                   

8. Readiness to respond to 

clients' requests 

                  

9. Personnel who instill 

confidence in their clients 

                  

10. Making clients feel assured                   

11. Personnel who are always 

courteous and considerate 

                  

12. Personnel who have the 

expertise to look after clients 

needs 

                  

13. The individual attention that 

clients get 

                  

14. Personnel who deal with 

clients in a caring fashion 

                  

15. Personnel who have the 

client's best interest at heart 

                  

16. Personnel who understand the 

needs of their clients 

                  

17. The modern equipment and 

apparatus available 

                  

18. The visually appealing 

facilities 

                  

19. Personnel who have a neat, 

professional appearance 

                  

20. The visually appealing 

communication materials 

associated with the service 

                  

21. Convenient office hours                   

22. How would you rate the overall quality of service provided by the 

Firm? 

         

 
Table 1 continued on next page: 
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Table 1 continued: 

 
DESIRED LEVEL:  the excellence level of service you desire from the personnel of an excellent short-term insurance brokerage 

(see second column).  Please consider the level of service you would desire for each of the statements below.  If you think a feature 

requires a very high level of service quality, choose number 9 in the second column.  If you think a feature requires a very low 

level of service quality choose number 1 in the second column.  If your requirements are less extreme, choose an appropriate 

number in between. 

PERCEIVED LEVEL:  your perception of the service quality that the firm provides (see third column).  Please use the same 9-

point scale to evaluate the level of service you perceive. 

 

TABLE 2 Importance and Performance Ratings of Service Attributes 

Att # Attribute Description Mean Imp* Rating Mean Perf@ Rating 

1 Up-to-date financial products and services 
5.438 5.494 

2 Should do as promised  
6.670 5.778 

3 Should tell when services will be performed  
6.500 5.881 

4 Employees who are trustworthy  
6.670 5.938 

5 Individual attention to clients  
6.182 5.659 

6 Appealing physical facilities and equipment  
5.080 5.313 

7 Interest in solving client problems  
6.188 5.864 

8 Prompt service to clients 
6.716 6.017 

9 Clients feel safe in dealings 
6.540 6.045 

10 Convenient operating hours 
6.256 5.875 

11 Professional looking Accountants 
6.148 6.233 

12 Perform service right the first time 
6.688 5.432 

13 Always willing to help client 
6.625 6.051 

14 Consistently courteous with client 
6.557 6.295 

15 Employees give personal assistance  
6.420 5.989 

16 Visually appealing printed materials and reports 
5.511 5.466 

17 Provide advice at times promised  
6.733 5.932 

18 Never too busy to respond to request  
6.477 5.943 

19 Knowledgeable and Technically competent 
6.528 5.864 

20 Have client’s best interest at heart  
6.455 5.608 

21 Insist on error free records  
6.455 5.483 

22 Understand client’s specific needs  
6.239 5.795 

* Ratings were collected on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = very unimportant to 7 = very important 

@ Ratings were collected on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree 
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FIGURE ONE: Importance-Performance Co-Relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
TABLE 3 Correlations of Performance, Satisfaction and Purchase Intentions 

 

  SERVPERF S/Quality Satisfaction Intention 

SERVPERF 1.0000    

Service Quality .6738* 1.0000   

Satisfaction Level .7147* .8022* 1.0000  

Purchase Intention .2405* .3445* .3890* 1.0000 

* Significant at .01 
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