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Abstract

The study aims to contribute to the research on service quality, analyzing almost 30 years of research on the
Gaps Model proposed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry in the 1980s. A literature review has been conducted
from 1985 to 2013 with the purpose of underlining the model evolution and its criticisms. Major international
academic databases have been consulted.

On this basis the paper summarizes some theoretical-conceptual and methodological-operational critical aspects
identified by scholars who analyzed and applied the model and the scale. Despite that, the Gaps Model and the
SERVQUAL scale are still the most used instruments to study service quality in marketing literature.

The analysis allows to identify interesting points for future research on the topic of service quality. The
conceptual framework presented in the paper does not include any empirical research that could be eventually
implemented to validate the findings.
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1. Introduction

The debate on service quality, wherein marketing experts have been involved during the last decades, has led to
the elaboration of numerous analytic approaches and descriptive models. Among them, the Gaps Model,
developed together with the SERVQUAL scale by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985), is still the most
used.

The Gaps Model, based on the expectation-confirmation theory (Oliver, 1980), illustrates how consumers assess
quality, and takes into account the factors that contribute to determine quality in its various connotations. After
the first publications at the end of the Eighties, the debate on Service Quality based on the Gaps Model has
concerned a growing number of scholars. In fact, in the following years several studies tried to apply the
theoretical concepts of the Gaps Model by means of the SERVQUAL scale to different services sectors and to
different geographical areas.

Nevertheless, the paradigm proposed by the Gaps Model has encountered some criticisms. In particular, a few
scholars consider the comparison between expectations and perceptions related to a specific transaction as a limit
of the construct.

2. The Literature Review: Research Methodology

Afterwards the publication of the first articles by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985; 1988; 1991; 1993), a
growing number of scholars have fostered a debate on the theoretical fundamentals of the Gaps Model, as well as
on the constructs related to the quality evaluations of the services delivered, and the meaningfulness of the
adopted measuring ranges. In the following years some conceptual papers were corroborated by several
empirical researches aimed to verify the actual applicability of the Gaps Model in different services sectors, and
in various geographical contexts. This research effort elicited a huge corpus of academic literature that seems to
have found a new vitality in the last quinquennium. This widespread interest in the Gaps Model and
SERVQUAL is an evidence both of the concern that even nowadays this model engenders in the academics as
well as in the practitioners, and of its broad practical applicability.
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In order to examine the evolution of the academic literature on this topic, and to identify the most relevant
contributions in highlighting the potentialities and the limits of the model, the present article tries to offer a
literature review based on the following criteria of analysis:

» database: ISI Web of Science;

»  period of publication: from 1990 to June 2013;

* type of publication: referred article;

» research keywords: “SERVQUAL”, and “service quality” + “Gap” or “Gaps”;
» research area: conceptual;

» the specific research area of the article.

Table 1. The steps of the literature review on ISI Web of Science (January 1985—June 2013)

ISI overall
ISI first ISI final Berry, Parasuraman, Total selected
research by
selection selection Zeithaml articles articles by year
keywords
before 1990 - - - 6 6
1990 1 1 1 1 2
1991 1 1 1 2 3
1992 2 2 2 - 2
1993 4 2 2 3 5
1994 10 4 3 2 5
1995 7 - - - -
1996 12 4 1 1 2
1997 20 6 1 - 1
1998 18 3 2 1 3
1999 17 3 2 - 2
2000 28 8 6 1 7
2001 27 4 3 1 4
2002 22 2 2 1 3
2003 17 1 - - -
2004 24 3 1 - 1
2005 21 2 1 1 2
2006 26 1 - - -
2007 29 5 4 - 4
2008 30 - - - -
2009 73 6 3 - 3
2010 66 6 2 1 3
2011 47 5 3 - 3
2012 36 3 1 - 1
2013 12 - - - -
Total articles 550 72 41 21 53
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By means of a keyword research into the ISI Web of Science database, we have found 550 referred articles
published from 1990 to June 2013 (Table 1). A further selection of identified contributions, based on the title and
on the related abstract, led to a shorter list of 72 conceptual articles which, although sometimes sustained by
empirical research, presents a significant theoretical approach in line with the main purpose of this paper. After a
thorough analysis of the contents, the first list of selected articles was further refined in a shorter set of 41
contributions which were used as the cognitive base of the literature review presented in the next pages. The
literature published by the original authors of the Gaps Model jointly, as well as individually or with other
academics, was object of an ad hoc review from which resulted a set of 21 articles printed between 1985 and
2013. This specific research aimed to guarantee an interpretation as relevant and fitting as possible of the original
idea of Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, and of its evolution following up the academic debate.

Moreover, with the purpose to rectify the limits that a bibliographic research by keywords based only on
international databases of referred articles could present, the final list of 41 articles was integrated by a wider
analysis of the indexed contribution on Google Scholar. This further analysis allowed to enlarge the literature
review, adding some relevant articles published from 1985 to 1990. Finally, the theoretical framework was
completed by some valuable contributions from more extensive topics as marketing, and service quality which
could offer interesting stimuli for a re-examination of the Gaps Model in both a competitive, and a
communicational way. Altogether those final steps of the analysis added to the original database selected from
IST Web of Science further 22 articles plus 18 mixed contributions (books, chapters in books, and papers).

3. The Gaps Model

The Gaps Model was first published in 1985 and then further modified and developed by the same authors
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988; 1991; 1994a; 1994b; Parasuraman, Berry & Zeithaml, 1990; 1991;
1993). The model, based on the expectation-confirmation theory (Oliver, 1980; 1993), illustrates how consumers
assess quality, taking into account the factors that contribute to determine quality in its various connotations:
quality expected by customers, quality offered by firms, quality perceived by users after the service consumption.
Stemming from the definition of quality as the capability to satisfy consumer expectations, the Gaps Model aims
to identify the possible causes for a gap between expected quality and perceived quality (Gap 5). The model
conceptualizes key concepts, strategies and decisions which are essential for the quality offer according to a
sequence which starts from the consumer, identifies necessary actions for the firm to plan and offer a service,
and go back to the consumer in the hub of the model: the comparison between expectations and perceptions.

According to the above-mentioned authors, service quality is a multidimensional concept, assessed and
perceived by consumers according to a set of essential components, originally grouped in ten categories (1985)
and then in five levels (1988):

» tangible aspects: aspects of physical facilities, equipment and personnel;

+ reliability: capability of the firm to perform the promised service in a careful and accurate manner;
* responsiveness: willingness of the firm to help customers and perform the service promptly;

» assurance: competence and politeness of the personnel, capability to inspire confidence;

» empathy: personalized assistance that the firm conveys to its customers.

In 1988 the authors outlined a scale named SERVQUAL to measure possible gaps (Parasuraman et al., 1988).
The scale consists of 44 questions based on the five above-mentioned components and given out to customers
directly as questionnaires. The first 22-item group surveys customer expectations whereas the second 22-item
group deals with customer perceptions of the service consumption. Customers are asked to express an evaluation
for each item ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Figure 1 shows the original Gaps Model structure (1985; 1988) updated with the changes of the part related to
customer expectations made by the authors in 1993. In 1994 the model was revised (number and wording of
items, measurement scale) on the strength of different authors’ criticisms (see next paragraph) and considering
the more detailed definition of expected service outlined in 1993.

The model identifies 5 gaps, of which the “Customer Gap” (Gap 5) is the main one as it identifies the
discrepancy between expectations and actual perception of service quality by the customer. In particular,
according to the model, such deviation is to be ascribed to four possible gaps which may manifest themselves in
the perception of service quality by the firm management and in the activities connected with its delivery.

Gap 1 occurs when the management wrongly assesses customer quality expectations as a consequence of the
lack of market research or the lack of upward communication within the firm.

Gap 2 deals with the discrepancy between management perception of customer expectations and the settlement
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Figure 1. The Gaps Model with the changes of the authors, adapted from Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry
(1985) and Zeithaml, Berry and Parasuraman (1993)

of appropriate standards of service quality. This Gap may derive from the management inability/indifference to
put into effect what learnt from the study of customer expectations about appropriate service standards (Note 1).

Gap 3 occurs when there is a discrepancy between service quality standards and firm personnel performance in
the service delivery as a consequence of a lack of appropriateness of both the technology and the operating
systems, which derive from organizational problems or related to the downward communication.

Gap 4 occurs when quality characteristics conveyed to customers through external communication (i.e.,
advertisements, personal selling, etc.) do not match those of the service delivered. Basically, the firm promises a
service which will not correspond to what actually will be delivered. Generally, this Gap is the result of
inappropriate horizontal communication among divisions and inconsistent external communication.

According to this model, the firms that aim to remove the “Customer Gap” have to strive for a reduction of the
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“Marketer Gap” from 1 to 4.
4. The Model Development and the Related Doctrinal Debate

The development of the Gaps Model has generated an intense and rich debate among scholars. Indeed, many
authors point out both some theoretical-conceptual and methodological-operational critical aspects to be
considered. Reviews of the contributions to this subject have been carried out by Buttle (1996), Coulthard (2004),
Ladhari (2009).

4.1 Theoretical-Conceptual Objections to the Gaps Model and to the SERVQUAL Scale
Specifically, the theoretical-conceptual objections raised to the model relate to the following aspects.
4.1.1 Use of the Expectation-Confirmation Theory

Some authors cast doubts on the analysis of expectations and perceptions as two different entities, thus preferring
a unified approach which studies perceptions as the result of the cognitive process of the consumer. Indeed, they
affirm that expectations are based on bias about the service which are difficult to be construed and which may
change with the actual experience and the familiarity of the customer about the service (Carman, 1990; Babakus
& Boller, 1992; Webb, 2000). In particular, in 1992 Cronin and Taylor developed the SERVPEREF scale based on
the belief that the comparison between perceptions and expectations occurs automatically in the consumers’
mind (Carman, 1990; Cronin & Taylor, 1992; 1994; Brown, Churchill & Peter, 1993; Teas, 1993; Gronroos,
2007). In addition, according to some authors, a double measurement is worthless as in the majority of cases
expectations exceed actual perceptions (Brown et al., 1993). Thus, the SERVPERF scale does not take into
consideration the set of items referred to expectations and simplifies the analysis to a mere survey of perception
assessment. The effectiveness of the approach based on perceptions, that has been supported by numerous
authors (Cronin & Taylor, 1992; 1994; Boulding, Kalra, Staelin & Zeithaml, 1993; Dion, Javalgi &
Dilorenzo-Aiss, 1998; Caruana, Ewing & Ramaseshan, 2000; Brady, Cronin & Brand, 2002), does not want to
underestimate the important role of expectations, but to shed light on the prominent role of perceptions in
affecting service quality (Cronin & Taylor, 1994). However, other attempts to apply the SERVPERF scale
demonstrate the necessity to adapt the considered quality dimensions to the business investigated (Taylor &
Cronin, 1994; Fogarty, Catts & Forlin, 2000). With regard to the predominance of perceptions, in 2004
Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry reaffirmed their position and confirmed that the comparison between
expectations and perceptions of performance allows to make a long term assessment and to gain more
information.

Which of the two scales is the most appropriate for quality measurement is still debated by experts. Recent
studies have demonstrated that both models have a predictive capability with reference to service quality; this
capability varies with the context and the objectives of the analysis and it presents both strong and weak points
depending on the case (Carrillat, Jaramillo & Mulki, 2007; Landrum, Prybutok & Zhang, 2007; Brandon-Jones
& Silvestro, 2010). Approaches which aim to reconcile different positions (Brady & Cronin, 2001) have not
diverted attention from the debate between the above-mentioned two models.

4.1.2 Ambiguity of the Concept of Expectations

The concept of expectations—that was at the basis of the model in 1985—was further clarified by SERVQUAL
authors in 1993 when its dimensions were detailed: desired service and adequate service (Zeithaml et al., 1993).
These two, together with the expected service, affect the perceived service. Nevertheless, even if these concepts
may be interpreted in different ways, in literature they are used as synonyms sometimes (Teas, 1993; 1994).

4.1.3 Ambiguity of the Concepts of Perceived Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction

The use of the expectation-confirmation theory, generally employed in the study of customer satisfaction, has
raised further critical comments. In particular, according to Cronin and Taylor (1992; 1994) the customer
satisfaction conceptualization as preceding and forerunning the perceived service quality is not appropriate.
Indeed, literature on this theme points out that the main trend is that of considering service quality an antecedent
and a component of customer satisfaction. Later, Parasuraman et al. (1994a) have partially agreed with this
position, but have considered it an open issue. In the most recent publications, some of the original authors
support this frame of reference and identify the factors which link the concepts of quality and customer
satisfaction in the service sector (Zeithaml, Bitner & Gremler, 2012).

4.1.4 Competition, Expectations and Perceptions

It is widely known that market relations are fundamental for expectations and perception development, as well as
for the identification of quality standards and for the firm actual performance (Erickson & Johansson, 1985;
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Martin, 1986; Zeithaml, 1988; Brucks, Zeithaml & Naylor, 2000). Competition was not contemplated in the
original Gaps Model, but was then introduced by the authors in a revision in 1993, with a limited role of
“perceived service alternatives”. In the model, such alternatives are deemed to be able to exert influence on the
“adequate service” component of the “expected service”, but not on the “desired service”. As for the customer
assessment processes, the model does not reckon that competitor marketing communication plays a role.
According to recent studies competitors’ offers do have a significant influence also on the “desired service” and
their communication does play a major influence on customers’ perceptions (Mauri, Minazzi & Muccio, 2012).

4.1.5 Minor Role of Communication

In the Gaps Model, as for both external and internal communication, it is always the firm to be in charge of
communication flows (firm-controlled information). However, this does not exclude other possible information
sources to which the customer has or can have access to. In fact, two main informative sources are also
considered: interpersonal sources, which are governed by the customer, and neutral or independent sources (Cox,
1967), as widely experienced in the hospitality sector. These additional sources, which are not considered by the
model, can make their contribution to expectation development and affect directly quality perceptions and the
level of satisfaction accordingly (Mauri et al., 2012).

4.2 Methodological-Operational Objections to the Gaps Model and to the SERVQUAL Model
A second group of methodological-operational objections raised against the model are outlined here below.
4.2.1 Dimensions and Operational Applicability of the Model to Different Sectors

SERVQUAL is presented by its authors as a measurement method of quality which can be applied easily to the
different service sectors. However, some attempts to implement the model to areas different from the original
ones have presented problems, especially in respect of the management of the five dimensions, the number and
the wording of questions and the scale used. Due to these difficulties, scholars of the service sector have chosen
to adapt dimensions and items (by adding ones or removing others) according to the specific context where the
SERVQUAL scale is applied (Carman, 1990; Finn & Lamb, 1991; Brown et al., 1993; Dabholkar, 2000; Mels,
Boshoff & Nel, 1997; Llosa, Chandon & Orsingher, 1998; Sureshchandar, Chandrasekharan & Kamalanabhan,
2001; Luk & Layton, 2007; Saravanan & Rao, 2007; Sanchez-Hernandez, Martinez-Tur, Peiro & Ramos, 2009;
Ravichandran, Mani, Kumar & Prabhakaran, 2010). In addition, what cannot be underestimated is the possibility
that anomalies occur when carrying out the analysis in a different culture: in this case too, according to various
studies, it is necessary to make some adjustments to the model, the methodology and the items (Herk, Poortinga
& Verhallen, 2005; Carrillat, 2007; Ladhari, 2009).

With reference to these remarks, Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry confirm their original position and
recommend making slight adjustments to the 22 items in order to keep the model working, even though they
identify a sort of overlapping of the five dimensions of the model (Parasuraman et al., 1991; 1994a). It still
remains an open debate; for example some recent studies have just confirmed that the dimensions of the
SERVQUAL scale are applicable in several sectors (Seto-Pamies, 2012).

4.2.2 Perceptions-Expectations Assessment

The SERVQUAL Model is based on the analysis of quality assessment by a group of respondents who have
experienced the service in the previous three months. This means that the request of perceptions and expectations
evaluation comes at the same time, after the actual experience of the customer. This operation affects
undoubtedly expectations, which can change, even subconsciously, after the service consumption. A survey of
expectations assessment before the service delivery may have contributed to a more realistic picture (Carman,
1990; Gronroos, 1993).

4.2.3 Items Wording

The wording of questions have been criticized for the use of the terminology based on ‘should expectations’
which may produce very high expectations assessment and, therefore, unrealistic ones (Carman, 1990; Brown et
al., 1993). In addition, in order for the model to be more adaptable to other services, it may be convenient to
revise the terminology to make it more specific and more understandable by the customers of specific businesses
(Carman, 1990; Llosa et al., 1998).

Some of these problems were brought to light by the authors themselves, who then modified the model in 1991
and 1994 with an approach oriented to assess the expectations level related to the best practices of the sector:
“Excellent telephone companies have up-to-date equipment” (Parasuraman et al., 1991; 1994b). The use of both
positive and negative wording, which according to Babakus and Boller (1992) can influence respondents
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judgments, has been revised and the use of positive wording preferred and made uniform. In addition, question
wording and length have been modified in order to be less redundant and more easily understood (Parasuraman
et al., 1994b).

4.2.4 Measurement Scale

The SERVQUAL uses a seven-point Likert scale, which have two main problematic points: the lack of the
option “Don’t know” and the number of values. As regards the first aspect, it has to be considered that
consumers who do not have the necessary experience of the product tend not to reply or to choose a central value
(4 in case of a 7 value scale), as they do not find a proper answer. This may distort data and lead to interpretation
problems. With regard to the second aspect, the topic of the proper number of scale values to be used is
particularly controversial and scholars who have applied the model to other sectors have made changes to this
aspect too (Carman, 1990). Finally, the data analysis procedures have been sometimes considered not apposite or
improvable from the point of view of the statistical approach (Buttle, 1996).

4.2.5 The Static Nature of the Models

Recently, some scholars have shed light on the need to use a less static approach in order to stick to the dynamic
nature of the service sector and of the concept of quality (McCollin, Ograjensek, Goeb & Ahlemeyer-Stubbe,
2011). Consumer expectations and perceptions change constantly and the quality assessment, expectations and
perceptions vary according to the meaning that consumers give to their experience (Schembri & Sandberg, 2011).
These observations (Anderson & Fornell, 1994; Johnson, Anderson & Fornell, 1995; Mauri et al., 2012) are
grounded on the assumption that individual attitudes and behaviors can be directly related to particular situations
to the extent of hindering the generalizability of research into them (Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman, 1996). To
be concise, the Gaps Model reveals to be focused on fixed dimensions and on a “tight” and “static” reasoning
which does not contemplate any difference among customer segments, stakeholders as a whole, nor consider the
role of communication and of the relations which can be activated in the processes of expectations development
and satisfaction assessments. This is due to a usual simplification occurred in research into the Gaps Model,
which was carried out focusing on the analysis of service features, as well as multiple quality dimensions, with
the purpose of identifying standardized dimensions with universal predictive capability (Schembri & Sandberg,
2002; 2003).

5. Conclusions

The article is a conceptual paper and the main objective is to understand the state of art of the research on service
quality measurement studies identifying future paths of study. Critical literature review shows how the Gaps
Model has been taken as a starting point for a number of theoretical and practical studies which have gone
beyond American and European boundaries to spread all-over continents. After almost thirty years from its
presentation, the Gaps Model still raises interest among scholars. In these respects, it is interesting to note that
the wide-ranging literature on marketing covers both presentations of the model in its original version and
copious revisions, adjustments and applications of the same, yet without overturning its theoretical principles.

Notwithstanding the fact that there are numerous attempts to develop new quality measurement models and/or
scales in various sectors (Lovelock, 1994; Bennington & Cummane, 1998; Candido & Morris, 2000; Brady &
Cronin, 2001; Luk & Layton, 2002; Getty & Getty, 2003; Chiu & Lin, 2004; Chatterjee & Chatterjee, 2005;
Gupta, McDaniel & Herath, 2005; Urban, 2009; Baccarani, Ugolini & Bonfanti, 2010; Durvasula, Lysonshi &
Madhavi, 2011; Calabrese & Scoglio, 2012), the Gaps Model remains a reference point in literature about
service quality. In addition, new technologies and the increasing awareness of the dynamic nature of services
underline the need for an updated analytical perspective which take into consideration the crucial factors for the
company evolution in uncertain and more competitive enviroments (Macdonald, Wilson, Martinez & Toosi, 2011;
van der Wiele, van Iwaarden, Williams & Eldridge, 2011).

The strengths of the Gaps Model certainly lie in its relative simplicity, in the linearity of its outline and in the
rationality of the firm actions, which determine its intelligibility and its communicative force. It is also our view
that these same strong points may nonetheless pose a challenge to the model: it is evident that the
analytical-reductionist approach on which it is developed fragments reality into separate elements leaving behind
the systemic nature of the firm, which, in actual facts, is a system immersed in the environment.

Reflections arisen from conducting this research lead us to look with interest to every innovative contribution
intended to develop a new approach aimed to challenge the traditional conception of unidirectional and linear
cause-effect relation among the elements of the model. An approach grounded on a systemic logic characterized
by mutual relations and circular interactions. The main pillar of this approach is the recognition of the firm as a
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subject which is not isolated but operates also among cooperative and competitive relations with other actors
who are connected by various resource and communication flows.

Further research developments may focus on the role of price and on the relation between service quality and
customer satisfaction. Referring to price, it is our opinion that its role should be analyzed in a more extensive
way, considering its impact on customer expectations and purchase behavior, its relevance for quality and value
assessments, in light of the employment of revenue management techniques, which are widespread in the service
sector. Discussing on the relation between quality and customer satisfaction, it is remarked that the determiners
of these two concepts and the relation concerning them are still object of ongoing interesting investigations.
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Note

Note 1. According to our observations, deliberate choices of undersizing quality standards are also sometimes
taken by firms’ management.
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