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ABSTRACT





Reviews literature on existing measures of service quality applicable to information technology based services.  Offers the Template process as an alternative, highlighting associated advantages.  Illustrates process with findings from research into the effectiveness of service provided as perceived by both service users and deliverers.  Concludes with discussion of merits and shortcomings of the Template process as illustrated.  





BACKGROUND





As the role of the Information Systems (IS) department in organisations broadens (4), one significant change being experienced is a greater level of interaction between users and deliverers of information technology based services.  Under such circumstances, to regard IS departments purely as deliverers and maintainers of information technology based systems ignores the often highly customised, personal service users have come to expect.  Consequently, when assessing the effectiveness of IS departments, it is no longer sufficient to focus purely upon technical measures alone, user satisfaction with the quality of the service must also be taken into account (4). This leads to the issue of suitability of existing measures available to IS departments and the need to develop ‘improved measures of service quality for an information system services provider' (12).





In this paper, we report on recent research which sought to improve the effectiveness of the service provided by the Information Systems (IS) department in a major UK manufacturing company.  The research was based upon use of the Template process approach to monitoring service quality (10).  This process is offered as being of practical value to IS managers who wish to gain a fuller understanding of the factors which are perceived as important in defining the quality of the service they deliver.  It enables separate groups or individuals involved in the delivery and use of a service to capture their perceptions and expectations in a visual format, or Template.  Subsequent interpretation of each Template facilitates an understanding of the quality of the service as perceived by both parties.





We commence with a review of measures of quality in relation to IS.  An alternative approach to measurement, the Template process, is then outlined.  Our findings are discussed, focusing on the differing perspectives of service quality offered by users and deliverers of the service.  These emphasise the need to establish a commonly held view of the IS service, those factors impacting upon its quality and their relative importance to both users and deliverers.  Observations are also made about the potential for the Template process to be used to define jointly the issues critical to IS service effectiveness and establish an agenda for action and problem solving.





REVIEW OF SERVICE QUALITY MEASURES IN IS





Describing service quality as 'the degree and direction of discrepancy between consumers' perceptions and expectations', (3) focuses attention on measuring the 'gap' between expected and perceived service.  Notwithstanding shortcomings of conceptualising service quality in this manner recognised in the SERVQUAL debates (see for example, 12), the use of the disconfirmation model is well supported in the IS literature (4).





Traditional measures of service quality which could be of value to IS departments typically assess the construct from the perspective of service users.  Consequently, they fail to acknowledge that service encounters are dyadic (7).  The incorporation of users’ perspectives into such assessments of IS service quality is well established (for example, 4), their perceptions offering valuable interpretations of the realities of the service experienced.  However, there is also a case for including the service deliverers’ perspectives in an evaluation.  (5). Parasuraman, et al.’s ‘gaps’ model (3) reinforces this logic of collecting data on the perceptions of both service users and deliverers.  





The constructs used in such measures, whether for predictive or diagnostic purposes, therefore need to reflect the reality of each specific service encounter (8).  In addition they need to be interpreted and understood by managers if they are to be of value in deciding upon steps to improve effectiveness.  For example, simple, visual forms of presentation (9) may be of value in helping managers interpret data.


 


AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH: THE TEMPLATE PROCESS





In order to improve service, the IS department believed they first needed to establish whether service users held similar views of the service and its effectiveness to themselves. They did so by establishing how both service users and deliverers perceived current service quality relative to their expectations.  Research had shown that the Template process could capture the perceptions and expectations of separate groups involved in the delivery and use of a service in a visual format or Template (10; 13).  Furthermore, its use of  bi-polar-semantic-differential-graphic scales for the pictorial representations of the gap between perceptions and expectations had been helpful in presenting the data in a form that was easily digestible by managers (2 cited by 6).





Purposive samples were drawn from Personal Computing (PC) co-ordinators (service users) and IS staff (service deliverers).  In accordance with the Template Process (10), a separate meeting of approximately 3.5 hours duration was held for the service user group and for the service deliverer group. Each meeting followed the four stages of the Service Template Process outlined by Staughton et al (11):  





Stage 1: preparation stage.  At the start of each meeting the purpose and nature of the process were explained.  Meanings of terms outside the participants’ normal experience such as ‘customer’, ‘user’ and ‘service’ were explored and clarified to eliminate ambiguity.  The service situation to be considered and that group’s relationship with the other group were subsequently defined; namely the characteristics that are important in determining the quality of services provided by the IS department.  This was displayed prominently throughout both meetings and referred to regularly to help maintain focus.





Stage 2: exploration of service characteristics.  The characteristics of the service situation were then elicited from the group members and recorded in the order they emerged, using a brainstorming type process. Characteristics that were mentioned differed between meetings and included a variety of aspects such as “communication” (service users, Exhibit 1) and “clarity of purpose of the IS department” (service deliverers, Exhibit 2). Clarification of meaning for each characteristic was sought as part of this process thereby helping ensure everyone in the meeting had the same understanding.  Subsequently each group refined their list of characteristics and generated positive and negative descriptors (bi-polar adjectives) for the extremes of each characteristic. For positive extremes participants were asked to suggest the “ideal” situation and for negative extremes the “worst” case.  Descriptors for the characteristic “clarity of purpose of the IS department” (service deliverers, Exhibit 2) were, for example, “unambiguous” and “vague”.





Stage 3: plotting service quality against identified characteristics.  The next stage involved each group in building a prototype Template. This reflected their perceptions and expectations of the characteristics they had identified as determining the quality of services provided by the IS department.  Each characteristic was mapped by plotting the group’s expectations and perceptions relative to the extreme descriptors on the Template.  Perceptions were defined through answers to the question “What do you perceive to be the position today?” and expectations through “What could reasonably be expected?”  Both were scored on a scale of one to ten, one being the negative extreme and ten the positive (Exhibits 1 and 2).  Ranges of performance indicated by group members were also recorded.  Finally, each group was asked to identify and weight those characteristics they considered most important by allocating 100 points between them.  This was used subsequently when interpreting the Templates.





 Stage 4: interpretation. Each completed Template was explored with the group who had generated it to confirm that their perceptions and expectations of those characteristics important in determining services’ quality had been captured.  Normally, once Templates have been agreed separately by both service users and deliverers, the subjects and their Templates are brought together.  At this stage they interpret jointly the meanings in the data and generate and agree a course of action. Joint interpretation focuses upon the highly ranked characteristics and major differences rather than precise values. The joint nature of the process fosters ownership and commitment for agreed action (13).  In this research, due to constraints imposed by the �
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Exhibit 1: Extract from Template reflecting service users’ perspectives on the issues determining the quality of service provided by the Information Systems (IS) department 
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Exhibit 2: Extract from Template reflecting service deliverers’ perspectives on the issues determining the quality of service provided by the Information Systems (IS) department


�
organisation, joint interpretation was not possible.  We therefore undertook interpretation at the organization’s request. This is discussed in the next section using the Templates generated by the PC Co-ordinators and the IT Staff groups.








INTERPRETING THE TEMPLATES 





Exhibit 1 and 2 show extracts from the Templates produced by the service users and service deliverers.  Whilst each included around 35 characteristics, the exhibits focus on those weighted as important by each group.





At first sight there appears to be little consistency between the issues reflecting service quality as identified by each group.  The users’ Template (Exhibit 1) focuses upon the service itself, with characteristics such as the “Service (range)” and the “Service (general)” reflecting the ‘core’ of the service offering.  The focus of the deliverers’ Template (Exhibit 2), is predominantly inward looking - with characteristics such as “clarity of purpose” and “IT management” suggesting their concern with the maintenance of the IT based systems. “Communication”, although common to both Templates, reflects differing aspects of the characteristic.  Discussion at stage 2 of the Template process had revealed that service users were referring to communication between themselves and service deliverers.  In contrast, service deliverers were concerned with internal communication within the IS department.





The service users’ Template indicates a fairly close match between expectations and perceptions for most of the characteristics, although the service is falling short of expectations in all cases.  For the most part, expectations and perceptions are tightly focused, indicating a convergence of participants’ views.  This feature, together with the relatively large ‘gap’ for the ‘procurement process’ suggests that this issue requires attention.





In the case of the deliverers, expectations and perceptions match for one element of the service - “Experience/skills”.  In all other cases, the service falls short of expectations; in the case of   “Problem identification”, “IT management” and “Staff IT training” there is a close match between expectations and perceptions, however, in the latter two cases the spread of perceptions indicates a lack of consensus in the group.  This is not the case with “Internal communications”: the convergence of views of expectations and perceptions and the wide gap indicates a significant issue.





DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS





This paper has illustrated the suitability of the Template process for exploring issues of service quality in an IS service setting and for reflecting the views of both the users and deliverers of that service.  The factors determining quality of the service were defined by the participants, using their own language. Initial interpretation of the Templates suggested congruence in the importance of “Communication” in determining the quality of the service as perceived by its users and deliverers.  Whilst focusing upon the language used to construct the Templates may lead to such conclusions, particularly for a third party, such a superficial level of interpretation may fail to take account of the meanings embodied in the terms used by the participants themselves.  





This research has shown that the Template process is an effective means of collecting data concerning service users’ and deliverers’ views.   It has also highlighted the importance of establishing clear understanding and common interpretation of the language used within each group.  Unfortunately, the absence of joint interpretation of the data, in this instance, devalues the outcome. By not enabling all participants to jointly explore the Templates and their meanings, the opportunity for participants to use the process of interpretation as a starting point for dialogue towards an agenda for service improvement was lost.  
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