

  admsci-10-00079




admsci-10-00079







Adm. Sci. 2020, 10(4), 79; doi:10.3390/admsci10040079




Article



Toward a Multi-Sided Model of Service Quality for Logistics Service Providers



Philipp Wetzel * and Erik Hofmann[image: Orcid]





Institute of Supply Chain Management, University of St. Gallen, 9000 St. Gallen, Switzerland









*



Correspondence: philipp.wetzel@unisg.ch; Tel.: +41-71-224-72-91







Received: 3 September 2020 / Accepted: 7 October 2020 / Published: 12 October 2020



Abstract

:

The aim of this research was to identify quality discrepancies in the existing service offerings of logistics service providers (LSPs). A multi-sided model of service quality (SERVQUAL) highlighting existing gaps in service provision was developed. A qualitative case study approach was employed, and the data were analyzed via a pattern-matching technique. The contribution to the literature is twofold. First, the study transferred the original service quality model developed in the 1980s from a business-to-consumer context to a business-to-business context that is specific to LSPs. Second, the results provide a means of closing the identified service quality gaps arising in an LSP context. Two internal gaps were found: non-homogeneous expectations between the sales and operations departments, and a communication and knowledge gap between these two entities. The three external gaps between LSPs and customers are a loyalty and corporate brand image gap, an innovation and information technology gap and an information asymmetry gap.
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1. Introduction


The logistics service industry focuses on core services, such as organizing, planning and controlling the transport of physical goods and additional value-added services (VAS) (König et al. 2019). In the future, this industry is expected to face increased competition due to the market entry of companies from non-logistics backgrounds (Tipping and Kauschke 2016), which will draw on their inherent understanding of customers’ processes (retailers or industrial companies) or will have superior digital competencies (information technology [IT] companies) (Hofmann and Osterwalder 2017). To maintain their current market position and capture more customer value, logistics service providers (LSPs) must position themselves as strategic partners rather than as easily replaceable service providers (Ali and Kaur 2018). Extending their service portfolios with VAS could relieve LSPs of the ongoing margin pressure in the logistics service industry (Lieb and Lieb 2016). For instance, the fields of contract manufacturing and financial VAS (FVAS) offer portfolio extension opportunities because, thus far, the industry has only rarely offered such services (Wetzel and Hofmann 2020). One reason for this negligence is that customers are not yet ready to purchase sophisticated VAS from their LSPs; they view these functions as having high strategic importance and question the competence of LSPs in these areas.



This challenges LSPs to convince customers of their competence to offer sophisticated VAS. Customers will only entrust LSPs with more strategic functions when they feel that these companies understand their needs and when the current service level that their LSPs provide matches their expectation (Hussain et al. 2015; Parasuraman et al. 1996). Therefore, LSPs need to detect areas for improvement from the customers’ viewpoint and resolve perceived discrepancies. This is crucial if LSPs are to convince their customers about their capability to offer VAS in more sophisticated and profitable areas.



The present study built upon the pioneering research of Parasuraman et al. (1985), whose service quality model (i.e., “gap model”), along with the service quality (SERVQUAL) scale, is the driving force in research focused on service quality measurement (Durvasula et al. 1999). This study evaluated the current market situation of the logistics service industry, proposed potential existing discrepancies based on an extensive literature review, and used interviews with industry professionals representing both LSPs and their customers to answer the following research questions (RQs):

RQ 1:

What are the relevant internal and external service quality gaps in the logistics service industry?





RQ 2:

What actions must be taken to close the internal and external service quality gaps in the logistics service industry?







In answering the RQs, this study extends Parasuraman et al.’s (1985) service quality approach to a multi-sided service quality model for LSPs and their customers. Industry professionals can use this model to identify service quality aspects that may have been previously hidden or insufficiently addressed. Actions to close the identified gaps are also recommended. A qualitative case study approach was used, and the data were analyzed using a pattern-matching technique linking the empirically based patterns retrieved from the interviews with predefined theoretical propositions (Yin 2009).



The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 sets the theoretical frame of reference. Section 3 develops propositions regarding the expected internal and external discrepancies. Section 4 provides an overview of the methodology. The empirical findings of the case studies are presented and the enhanced service quality model is developed in Section 5. The model is discussed in Section 6, and Section 7 concludes the paper.




2. Theoretical Background


This study approached the literature review as follows. The first step was examining the general service quality research to obtain an overview of the relevant stakeholders, their incentive structures, and their goals. There was a particular focus on intra- and inter-company service quality expectations. Approaching the topic from a general perspective enabled the exploration of a broad range of perspectives that could potentially uncover applications in the context of LSPs. The (unique) characteristics and issues of LSPs were the focus of the second part of the literature review.



Researchers distinguish between two components of logistics service quality. Functional or process quality is focused on the service delivery process and encompasses, for example, the level of knowledge of sales staff or ease of the service ordering process. In contrast, technical or outcome quality is focused on the service delivery outcome and encompasses, for example, how well a service conforms to the technical requirements or the timeliness of service provision (McKnight et al. 2017).



Maintaining and proactively fostering a high level of service quality are strong drivers of customer loyalty and its dimensions of retention, extension, and referrals (Wallenburg 2009). This is in line with Bienstock et al. (2015), who find that customers’ perceptions of logistics outcome quality strongly influence their future purchase intentions. High service quality is also linked to a higher market share, directly and indirectly, through increased customer loyalty (Rafiq and Jaafar 2007). For more complex services and a longer contracting period, proactive performance is an even greater guarantor of customer loyalty than cost improvement (Wallenburg 2009). This indicates the need for service quality improvement when offering VAS, which are often complex in nature. Therefore, Mentzer et al. (2001a) argue that logistics service quality should be regarded as a process rather than as a single concept. This allows LSPs to identify and strategically tackle the individual drivers behind customers’ perceptions of logistics service quality (Gil-Saura et al. 2018).



2.1. Service Quality Model Research


As mentioned, a level of service quality that matches both internal and external expectations will enable LSPs to effectively market and distribute their VAS in the future. Accordingly, a comprehensive service quality model that captures prevalent expectation mismatches between LSPs and their customers is needed to identify areas for improvement in both intra- and inter-company relationships.



Many models of service quality have been introduced with different advantages and limitations, which vary in their suitability for academic work (see Grönroos (1984), Haywood-Farmer (1988); Cronin and Taylor (1992)). This study focused on extending the most prominent and widely used service quality model by Parasuraman et al. (1985), which identifies five different mismatches (gaps) between expected and perceived service quality by customers in a business-to-consumer (B2C) context (see Figure 1).



Gap 1 exists between consumers’ expectations and the management’s perception of these expectations. Parasuraman et al. (1985) explain that executives may not always fully understand which features of the service customers value most and which features are truly necessary to meet customers’ needs. Luk and Layton (2002) confirm this perception mismatch and highlight its impact on front-line staff. Eventually, service personnel might find themselves trapped in role ambiguity, stuck between catering to customers’ needs and following management guidelines. The mismatch between the management’s perception and customers’ expectations can be corrected by systematically conducting market research and disseminating the derived customer expectations to managers (Dimitriadis and Stevens 2008).



Gap 2 occurs between the management’s perception and the service quality specification. Due to resource, market, and management indifference constraints at the service-providing firm, some customer expectations—although recognized by the service provider—will not be fulfilled. An example of this discrepancy is customers viewing a fast response to their enquiries as a crucial service quality attribute and service firms being unable to maintain short response times during peak hours. Closing this gap requires a solid understanding of customers’ goals and processes and modeling these into the service design process (Tan et al. 2016).



Gap 3 is between service quality specifications and the actual service quality delivered. Some parts of a service cannot be standardized; thus, variance exists between the specified and delivered service quality. In particular, contact personnel play a pivotal role in maintaining high-quality service, but standardizing these contact points is complicated. Nonetheless, where applicable, services should be standardized to the greatest extent possible (Dimitriadis and Stevens 2008). This includes aligning customer touch points and relevant information and sharing data via a common database. The evolution of automated service solutions, such as chatbots, might further close this gap (Huang and Rust 2018).



Gap 4 exists between the delivered service and external communication with customers. All advertising through media or other channels affects customers’ expectations and perceptions. Exaggerated promises or poor communication of crucial information about service delivery can negatively affect customers’ perceptions. Further, De Chernatony and Segal-Horn (2003) posit that, if a company’s values are regarded only as a superficial construct, service delivery and external communications are likely to mismatch. Thus, they argue that brand values should become deeply entrenched in a company’s and its employees’ mindsets.



The last and most important mismatch, Gap 5, is the discrepancy between customers’ expected and perceived service. Judgement of service quality depends on the perceived actual service performance and what service level the customer expects. Therefore, Gap 5 is the sum of all the previous gaps. Au and Tse (2019) find that a negative deviation from expected service quality has a greater impact than a positive deviation and should thus be avoided.



In 1988, Parasuraman et al. introduced the SERVQUAL scale to measure gaps that they introduced in their service quality model. The SERVQUAL scale is a 22-item instrument that assesses customers’ perceptions of service quality in the retail and service industries. The five dimensions of SERVQUAL (see Figure 2) are tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy (Hussain et al. 2015). Tangibles include components such as the company’s equipment, the external appearance of stores, and the appearance of personnel and physical facilities (Parasuraman et al. 1988). Reliability refers to the dependability and accuracy of the company’s potential to perform the promised service (Ramanathan et al. 2018). Responsiveness describes how willing the company is to help its customers and how fast the company provides its services when demanded (Hussain et al. 2015). Assurance represents the state of employees’ knowledge, their courtesy levels, and their ability to inspire trust and confidence in their customers (Ramanathan et al. 2018; Bruch and Vogel 2011). Finally, empathy describes the level of caring and personalized attention the company is able to provide to customers (Ramanathan et al. 2018). The SERVQUAL scale is used to qualify the expected discrepancies of this study as gaps.




2.2. Need for Action


In the past, scholars have extended the existing service quality model to examine organizational barriers (Parasuraman et al. 1991) and measure service quality in the recreational sports industry (Ko and Pastore 2005), the airline industry (Hussain et al. 2015), and the leasing market (Ramanathan et al. 2018). As the original model only covers B2C relationships, researchers have evaluated the fit of the original service quality model in a business-to-business (B2B) context. B2B contexts exhibit distinct features compared to B2C contexts, such as the disintegration of buyers and consumers of services, the more rational and parameter-driven purchase decision-making process, and the increased lifetime and volume of buyer–seller relationships (Gounaris 2005). Nevertheless, Durvasula et al. (1999) posit that Parasuraman et al. (1985) service quality model can generally be applied in a B2B context, although with caution. To cater to the B2B nature of the contracting party in a relationship between LSPs and their customers, a modern service quality model must regard customers as multidimensional organizations, both horizontally and vertically (see Extension A in Figure 3).



In the logistics service industry, some attempts have been made to investigate factors, such as loyalty, in the buyer–seller relationship (Gil-Saura et al. 2018; Davis and Mentzer 2006). Seth et al. (2006) created a service quality model to analyze the different interface gaps between LSPs and various manufacturers. However, to date, no service quality model in the literature covers both internal and external gaps that are specific to LSPs and their customers. Given the distinct nature of this relationship, a service quality model that caters to the characteristics of the logistics service industry is needed (see Extension B in Figure 3).



With the erosion of margins in LSPs’ core businesses and the resulting pressure to innovate, establishing a strong and mutually nurturing relationship with customers is crucial. Panayides and So (2005) explain that relationship orientation has a positive influence on organizational learning, fostering firms’ innovation. Given its B2C origin, Parasuraman et al.’s (1985) service quality model takes a rather one-dimensional approach to the service provider–client relationship. Of the five gaps identified by the original service quality model, only one gap (Gap 1) is related to inter-company discrepancies. However, paying little attention to customers’ functional quality expectations (regarding the service delivery process) and technical quality expectations (regarding the actual service outcome) will result in disappointed customers. In the age of service-dominant logic (see Lusch (2011)), failing to satisfy customers’ needs negatively affects an LSP’s business model. A comprehensive service quality model would allow decision-makers to uncover the inter-organizational service quality gaps that are hindering satisfactory collaboration. Thus, the original service quality model must be extended to broaden the scope of the inter-company dimension (see Extension C in Figure 3). In this context, concomitant factors, such as loyalty, collaboration, and trust, must be examined.



Furthermore, the original service quality model from 1985 does not account for the effects of globalization—a trend that has dramatically changed the business environment for LSPs. Examples of this globalization effect are (1) increased consolidation approaches in the logistics market that result in mergers, acquisitions, and alliances (Andersson and Norrman 2002; Lieb 2015), and (2) the growing number of large multinational companies with increasingly vertically and horizontally integrated structures (Wiersema and Bowen 2008). These corporations comprise many autonomous departments and business units with their own targets and key performance indicators (KPIs) for measuring their success (Wiersema and Bowen 2008). These varying goals can create internal conflicts of interest, leading to additional gaps that the original service quality model does not address. Thus, the original service quality model with its hierarchy-focused view must be amended to include a cross-functional dimension (see Extension D in Figure 3).



It is especially noteworthy that neither a positive nor a negative mismatch in service quality is desirable. A large positive gap indicates a “service overkill,” which implies a waste of resources that could have been better invested in improving other services, whereas a negative gap implies that customers’ demands remain unmet (Lings and Brooks 1998). This study adopted a multi-sided view of service quality and derived a set of theoretical propositions regarding internal and external discrepancies from the literature. From this, possible discrepancies between buyers and LSPs were identified. Recommended actions to close these gaps will be offered.





3. Development of Propositions


3.1. Internal Discrepancies


Understanding customers’ requirements is a key hurdle in customer service. Assessing service quality is even more challenging when multiple departments are involved in delivering the service, as each internal department has its own targets and standardized processes (Slizyte and Bakanauskiene 2007; Rangarajan et al. 2018). Metrics and performance measurements are used to translate the organization’s mission or strategy into reality (Melnyk et al. 2004). In theory, these incentives and processes should be aligned between the targets of collaborating departments, as these targets determine how individuals within an organization behave and create incentives that might foster internal conflicts of interest (Rangarajan et al. 2018; Baker et al. 1988). In the logistics service industry, one can identify potential internal and external target mismatches by analyzing the typical KPIs and objectives of the different parties within LSPs (e.g., operations and sales departments) as well as relationships with customers and shippers (e.g., operations and procurement departments).



In general, every operations department has the basic task of satisfying its customers’ requirements. Such requirements can be defined as a set of five major performance objectives that apply to all types of operations: quality, speed, reliability, flexibility, and cost (Van Weele 2010).



In contrast, the procurement department is responsible for all activities that involve getting the goods ordered from the supplier to the final destination (Van Weele 2010). The generic performance measures for this department have been identified as time, quality, and cost (Santa et al. 2014; Kumar et al. 2005).



LSPs’ sales departments are, as the name implies, responsible for selling the company’s offered logistics services and increasing the company’s market share. Many sales departments use incentive contracts to motivate their sales representatives. These incentives include revenue-based sales commissions, which often lead to a central problem in agency theory (Rangarajan et al. 2018; Baker et al. 1988). That is, while the main goal of a sales representative is to sell as many services as possible, the goal of the operations department is to provide its services in an efficient, timely, and cost-effective manner. Thus, the following was expected:

Proposition 1:

There is a discrepancy between an LSP’s operations and sales department in terms of non-homogenous internal expectations.







Many logistics services are tailored to specific requirements to ensure a flexible, cooperative arrangement for customers (Skjoett-Larsen 2000). This leads to subdivisions in the operations department of an LSP, which, for example, focus on specific transport modes, key accounts, or specific trade lanes. This job specialization enables the operations department to process most of the relevant market changes and maintain close contact with its subcontractors. This specialization does not apply to sales departments at LSPs, especially to local sales teams. Such teams are expected to be able to concurrently quote a wide range of different transport modes, trade lanes, customers, and shipment requirements. This might lead to a knowledge discrepancy, as the sales department can only handle a limited portion of all relevant information (Grönroos 1998). This, in turn, can lead to a disadvantage, particularly if the sales department cannot fully factor in current market developments.



Furthermore, as supply chains have become more interconnected and interdependent due to globalization, every shipment delay can have an immense impact and serious negative consequences on the downstream processes of the overall supply chain (Ketchen and Hult 2007). Especially when handling shipments with high logistics service requirements and tight schedules, customers issue comprehensive shipping guidelines and handling restrictions to avoid legal issues and uphold a high level of service quality (Aigbogun et al. 2014). Customers expect the sales department at their LSP to have read and understood all the relevant requirements. However, due to time constraints, these instructions and requirements might not be thoroughly communicated to the operations departments, which will negatively affect the perceived service quality. Thus, the following was expected:

Proposition 2:

There are communication and knowledge discrepancies between an LSP’s internal operations and sales departments.







As identified above, the main performance measure for the customer’s procurement department is the extent of the cost savings. This could lead to a selection bias toward low quotations from LSPs. LSPs’ sales departments are expected to react to this bias by decreasing their service costs. As there must be some sort of trade-off between low-cost and high-quality services (Ghodsypour and O’Brien 2001), the biased selection process might lead to internal discrepancies with an LSP’s operations department’s goal of ensuring a high service level within an uninterrupted supply chain. Thus, the following was expected:

Proposition 3:

There is a discrepancy between an LSP’s operations and sales departments in terms of differing internal incentives and targets.








3.2. External Discrepancies


This study analyzed possible discrepancies between LSPs and their customers. Corporate image plays an important role in how customers assess service quality (Gil-Saura et al. 2018). A good and well-known image can be an asset due to its positive impact on customers’ perceptions and expectations. An additional factor in service quality is customer loyalty, which focuses on customers’ repeat purchase behavior and attitudes towards the service-providing firm (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2002). Davis and Mentzer (2006) identify a loyalty gap between customers and LSPs in terms of what loyalty means to each party. Their study shows that a powerful customer views loyalty in a more behavioral way, whereas suppliers in weaker positions see loyalty from an affective perspective. This loyalty gap is caused by a dependence asymmetry between these two parties (Davis and Mentzer 2006).



LSPs face tough competition, especially in the field of standard transportation services, due to the large number of competitors and accessible information made widely available on the internet (Ho and Chang 2015). This increases customers’ negotiation power, leading to an unbalanced distribution of power allowing customers to demand contract terms that might be disadvantageous to LSPs (Habib et al. 2015).



LSPs might further intensify this dependence asymmetry in terms of loyalty by overvaluing their own corporate brands. Such overestimation means that they assume their sales departments are capable of demanding higher freight rates, whereas customers may not see or value the LSP’s presumably superior brand-related service quality and may switch to another LSP instead of paying a premium for logistics services. Thus, the following was expected:

Proposition 4:

There is a loyalty and corporate brand image discrepancy between an LSP and its customers.







According to a study on buyers and providers of logistics services, service quality attributes, such as systems that can be synchronized through the entire supply chain and across research and development (R&D) capabilities, are one-dimensional quality attributes that customers value (Sohn et al. 2017). This suggests that these two attributes are normal quality criteria for customers and that the degree to which LSPs provide them is proportional to customers’ satisfaction levels. The study goes on to show that, in contrast, LSPs see these same two aspects (i.e., systems that can be synchronized through the entire supply chain and across R&D capabilities) as non-standard quality attributes. This implies that LSPs view these as clearly differentiating attributes that exceed their customers’ expectations. Therefore, LSPs do not expect customers to demand such services (Sohn et al. 2017). Other researchers find that IT capabilities offer a significant competitive advantage to LSPs by allowing them to reduce costs, improve service quality, and provide customized and innovative services for their customers (Lai et al. 2008; Karia 2018).



These findings suggest that logistics service customers expect (1) to receive real-time data on their shipment status through easily accessible electronic data interchange (EDI) connections and (2) for their LSPs to demonstrate innovative capabilities to continuously improve the provided logistics services. This leads to the assumption that the logistics service industry has not fully met customers’ demands for new and innovative services combined with a more sophisticated IT infrastructure. Thus, the following was expected:

Proposition 5:

There is an innovation and IT discrepancy between an LSP and its customers.







The entire process of customers and shippers purchasing logistics services can span a couple of months to a few years, from defining and specifying the required service level to negotiating and contracting (Andersson and Norrman 2002). An LSP’s procurement department coordinates the entire in-bound supply process and provides its suppliers with regular forecasts of what and what quantities it will procure in the future.



In theory, customers’ sales teams’ forecasts should serve as direct input for suppliers’ forecasts (in this case, the LSPs as the suppliers of logistics services). The volume of information for each trade lane enables LSPs to enhance their capacity utilization, adopt a longer-term planning horizon, and negotiate attractive freight rate deals with their subcontractors for the length of the customers’ contracts. However, due to both processual and behavioral motives, customers often do not share information about supply chain performance with their LSPs (Marinagi et al. 2015) While disconnected information systems or communication barriers represent processual barriers to information sharing, behavioral barriers are often the result of a lack of trust in a mutual relationship. Trust and trustworthiness in B2B relationships consist of four factors: (1) personal values and norms, (2) market environment, (3) business infrastructure and (4) business process design (Özer and Zheng 2017).



An apparent behavioral motive for customers to only share imprecise volume information with their LSPs is a lack of trust based on risk aversion and expected competitive vulnerability. Customers’ limited information sharing is, to a certain degree, based on assumptions about the future development of their business (Van der Vorst and Beulens 2002). Therefore, they expect the volumes per trade lane to vary to a certain degree each year. However, if a previously quoted large-volume trade lane has substantially lower total volume during the contract fulfillment phase, this may result in a potential claim from the LSP. The customer might decide to minimize the risk of a lawsuit by providing less or no detailed volume forecasts to their LSP during the quotation phase. Further, shippers might bundle pick-up or delivery locations to larger regions in their quotation requests to ensure that confidential information about precise supplier locations is not shared with competitors through data leaks.



However, limited information sharing between customers and LSPs leads to increased bullwhip effects along the supply chain, increased costs and lead times, and decreased capacity utilization. This negatively affects the overall performance of the supply chain (Marinagi et al. 2015) and hinders the use of innovative applications, such as blockchain or internet of things (IoT) appliances, both of which rely on a shared information base (Kim and Chai 2017). Thus, the following was expected:

Proposition 6:

There is a discrepancy between an LSP and its customers in terms of limited trust and information sharing across the supply chain based on both processual and behavioral motives.







The six propositions are further summarized in the Table 1.





4. Methodology


4.1. Overall Approach


A qualitative case study approach was deployed to answer the RQs. The requirements for using a case study approach are as follows: (1) the focus of the study is on answering a “how” research question, (2) the study cannot manipulate the participants’ behavior, and (3) the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not yet clear (Baxter and Jack 2008). This approach was preferred over a quantitative study because the identified service gaps were difficult to measure due to a lack of suitable secondary data (either they were not available or were not disclosed by the companies; see other case studies with a qualitative approach (Ritala et al. 2014; Leigh and Li 2015)). Therefore, a qualitative approach incorporating voices from across the relevant industry landscape and different positions provided a variety of perspectives on the topic and enabled matching the statements from LSPs and customers.



The case was selected because it enabled analyzing the difference in perceptions and expectations in service quality between buyers and sellers in the logistics service industry. This in turn provided the opportunity to identify and close potential gaps and issues. The interviews focused on buyers and sellers of international logistics services in Europe, and the study explored international logistics services, such as airfreight, ocean freight, and international trucking services, and VAS, such as supply chain finance solutions.




4.2. Data Collection


This study employed a purposive sampling strategy with a focus on logistics service industry specialists in the sales and purchasing departments (see Table A1 in the Appendix A), as these individuals have the required perspective on the phenomenon to allow for answering the RQs (Robinson 2014).



An extensive literature review was the first step in constructing a research framework (see Figure 4). Then, interview questions were developed for two interview groups (LSPs as sellers of logistics services, customers as buyers of logistics services). There were two questionnaires, which mainly consisted of open questions. They were iteratively evaluated together with an industry professional. Then, the interviewees were selected. The selection criteria for LSPs were that they were (1) currently employed at one of the top 25 global freight forwarders in 2016 (Burnson 2017) and (2) working in the sales department. The selection criteria for interviewees in the logistics service procurement department at the customer companies were that (1) they were actively involved in making purchasing decisions, and (2) their company demanded international logistics services on a regular basis (i.e., at least once per week). The interviews were the final step of the data collection process. In total, five semi-structured interviews were conducted with sales representatives of LSPs, and six interviews were conducted with procurement representatives of companies that purchased logistics services. Each interview lasted for approximately 30 min (see Table A1 in the Appendix A).




4.3. Data Analysis


The pattern-matching technique allowed for linking the empirically based patterns that were retrieved from the interviews to the predefined theoretical propositions. The coinciding patterns should strengthen the internal validity of these results (Yin 2009). All previously described phenomena must comply with a certain set of criteria to be included in the multi-sided model of service quality. On one hand, the necessary criteria must be fully met to be classified as a gap. On the other hand, sufficient criteria can support a finding without being pivotal to the final classification decision process. The classification criteria that had to be met, based on the interviews, were as follows:




	
The majority of the involved parties must state that the described phenomenon has been observed in their daily business and potentially creates discrepancies (necessary criterion).



	
The majority of the involved parties must mention that this phenomenon has an effect on their perceived service quality, based on the SERVQUAL dimensions (necessary criterion).



	
The majority of the involved parties must appreciate the potential resolution of the discrepancy in terms of simplifying business interactions (sufficient criterion).



	
The involved parties must mention that this phenomenon not only occurs in their company but also could be an industry-wide phenomenon (sufficient criterion).








All confirmed gaps will be addressed with a set of recommended actions to lessen the effects or close the gaps entirely.





5. Empirical Findings


5.1. Non-Homogenous Internal Expectations at the LSP (Gap 1)


The first discrepancy represents the internal gap between LSPs’ operations and sales departments. The industry professionals in sales positions at various LSPs were asked what their internal operations department expected from them and what disagreements might occur during their daily tasks.



As the Country Head of Tender Management Switzerland (LSP 1) explained, “The sales department most often has the target of increasing volume and acquiring new business. This can create internal discrepancies, as unrealistic high-volume targets force sales to be less selective when acquiring new customers.” This view was more or less shared among the other interviewees, most of whom added that the sales department could underestimate complexity as well. This led to the following description from the Business Development Manager for Sales (LSP 2): “We […] have quite ambitious targets to achieve in terms of acquiring new businesses and, sometimes, we might acquire new business that involves complicated handling procedures that lead to issues on the operations side.”



The above statements indicate a gap between the operations and sales departments in terms of internal expectations. The analysis, therefore, complements previous research dealing with differing expectations between departments, such as (Robinson 2014) identifying gaps between supply chain incentive alignments or (Burnson 2017) that some individuals in departments neglect the goals of other departments (see also (Norrman and Naslund 2019; Nauta et al. 2002; Spaho 2013; Walton and Dutton 1969; Li and Chen 2019)). This gap can be explained by varying department targets. The sales department is mainly concerned with increasing its sales volumes; therefore, it is not as selective about how complicated the handling of certain shipments might be. The acquisition of new complex tenders leads to a negative development of department targets at the operations department level, as it cannot handle these shipments with as much efficiency as its internal targets might require. In this sense, the findings are consistent with those of Nauta et al. (2002), who observe that the goals of manufacturing, planning, and sales employees differ and can be approximated by focusing on prosocial value orientation.



In terms of meeting the requirements to be qualified as a gap, the impact of this gap on service quality, based on the SERVQUAL dimensions, is mainly related to reliability and responsiveness. The differing internal expectations might lead to longer shipment handling times than those promised to the customer, negatively impacting the expected logistics service quality. Thus, the sales department must be aware of what operations can and cannot do, according to the Sales Executive for European Logistics (LSP 5), as one should never sell services that cannot be provided.



Therefore, sales representatives are advised to contact the operations department to get its opinion on potential shipment handling lead times, before promising standard lead times that are not realistic due to customs or special handling limitations. Another recommended action arose during an interview: an important sales meeting should always be accompanied by an operations manager to ensure that negotiated contracts are in line with the operations department’s capabilities and targets. This supports the findings of Norrman and Naslund (2019), who show that incentives and organizational changes affect employees’ behavior toward an improvement in departmental superordinate alignment.




5.2. Asymmetric Information between an LSP’s Operations and Sales Departments (Gap 2)


The second discrepancy is also characterized by the internal gap between an LSP’s operations and sales departments. The industry professionals in sales positions at various LSPs were asked how they compare their logistics and current market knowledge to their own operations department and whether any discrepancies occur.



Generally speaking, asymmetric information persists due to the continuously changing framework in which logistic services are provided. Given this circumstance, even sales personnel who previously worked in operations will lose their in-depth knowledge over time, according to the Sales Department Manager (LSP 3). This is even more prominent “in terms of handling dangerous goods,” according to the Key Account Manager for Marketing and Sales (LSP 2), who gave the following example: “the IATA (International Air Transport Association) requires operations to attend regular courses to be kept up to date with these special and sometimes changing handling requirements for dangerous goods.”



These statements from the interviews indicate that an asymmetric information gap exists between the two departments, especially concerning special handling requirements for dangerous or pharmaceutical goods. The analysis complements previous research dealing with internal asymmetric information (Vining 2003; Dahlmann and Röhrich 2019). This could cause quotations to customers to contain exceedingly low or high handling charges, which would either lead to diminished profit margins or a loss of tenders due to uncompetitive rates.



The expected discrepancy fulfills the requirements to be qualified as a gap—its impact on service quality, based on the SERVQUAL dimensions, is related to the assurance dimension. The differing knowledge in terms of actual costs for certain handling procedures might cause customers to feel that LSPs cannot provide certain services in a professional manner, negatively impacting perceived service quality.



Fostering boundary spanners would help to overcome this knowledge gap; these are individuals who maintain relationships with colleagues from different organizational departments, thus facilitating the cross-unit transfer of information (Tortoriello et al. 2012). An internal database with rate cards for special handling requirements that the operations department updates regularly in collaboration with the sales department might also be helpful. Vining (2003), for instance, examines factors affecting internal market failure and states that information asymmetries that can be interpreted as public good problems imply additional communication costs, which result in an increased risk of internal market failure. Alternatively, regularly distributed internal newsletters could inform the sales department of changes to requirements for special goods and corresponding changes in handling charges.




5.3. Service Quality Problems Due to the Cost Savings Maxim (Issue)


The third discrepancy results from a customer–internal issue arising within an LSP’s operations and procurement departments. The interviewed procurement employees were asked if their companies’ emphasize cost savings, and which effects they observed when management indeed stressed this target.



Following the answers of the Head of Operations (commodity trader) as well as the Key Account Manager for Marketing and Sales (LSP 2), it is necessary to further differentiate depending on the complexity of the requested service. Increasing complexity tends to reduce the importance of cost savings, while service quality becomes the dominant decision-making factor. However, generally, it seems necessary to evaluate the conditions as a whole, as the Head of Logistics (food retailer) pointed out: “We try not to look only for the best conditions in terms of low prices, as they might not be sustainable. If service quality issues occur, these savings could be diminished through revenue loss or extra costs required for express transports.”



The interviews illuminated a gap between the operations and procurement departments in terms of differing business unit targets. Most of the interviewees mentioned that, in general, the pressure on freight rates has increased dramatically in the last couple of years. In their opinion, cost savings are a major target for their customers, and higher price sensitivity definitely impacts the service quality that they provide. In contrast, only a minority of the customer procurement interviewees stated that cost savings are an important performance measure for their company. Instead, they stressed that they would rather select LSPs on the basis of their service quality. This discrepancy in statements might be due to the fact that large corporations presumably have the necessary negotiation power to demand both competitive freight rates and high service quality. Furthermore, the interviewees from customer procurement departments might have been reluctant to disclose inter-departmental conflicts in the interviews.



Thus, the internal discrepancy between customers’ procurement and operations departments is classified as an issue resulting from a lack of confirmatory statements from industry professionals on both sides. Therefore, no recommended actions are provided, as no evidence emerged from the interviews.




5.4. Dependence Asymmetry between LSPs and Their Customers (Gap 3)


The next discrepancy represents an external gap between LSPs and their customers. Industry professionals from both sides were first asked if they saw a difference in terms of corporate brand image-related service quality when comparing their LSP to the largest global freight forwarders. They were then asked what loyalty meant to both sides in terms of a long-term relationship with their forwarder or customer, respectively.



The Head of Operations (commodity trader) said, “Well, in my opinion, there are no real differences in service quality for the top global freight forwarders or in general in the logistics industry because they could not afford to have service issues, as their customers would simply change to one of the other top global carriers if discrepancies occurred.” While this view was not fully shared by most interviewees, the possible interchangeability of LSPs makes soft facts, such as relationships, an important factor for long-term relationships. Most LSPs stated that they prefer long-term partnerships. Some, like the Business Development Manager of Sales (LSP 3), even stated that they would not participate in low-price tenders, which would most likely reoccur within 6 months.



The interviews pointed to a gap between LSPs and their customers in terms of the nature of loyalty due to a dependence asymmetry. Gassenheimer and Ramsey (1994) argue that mutual dependence and power dependence imbalances are critical aspects of a loyal relationship between a buyer and a supplier. The results are, therefore, in agreement with Davis and Mentzer (2006). All of the LSPs stated that long-term partnerships are crucial for ensuring high-quality and reliable service. Further, partnerships enable LSPs to consider customers’ individual requirements. In line with this, the majority of the customer procurement interviewees stated that, in general, they prefer long-term partnerships. However, they mentioned additional requirements that must be fulfilled to keep these long-term commitments stable and beneficial to both sides. As the Country Head of Tender Management Switzerland (LSP 1) explained, “Most customers state that they are interested in a long-term relationship but expect high concession from their logistics providers in terms of fixed freight rates over a long period of time (1–2 years) and other included services. This ensures budget planning reliability on the customer’s side but creates high risks for the freight forwarders, who have to be considered before participating in such quotation requests.”



This indicates a power imbalance between the LSPs and their customers, as both parties might not have the same motivation to maintain a long-term relationship, which is in agreement with the findings of Davis and Mentzer (2006). It is also consistent with Wallenburg (2009), who finds that an LSP’s proactive cost and performance improvements are key drivers of increasing customer loyalty. This power imbalance can have serious consequences for the LSP–customer relationship (see, e.g., Habib et al. (2015), as effective supply chain management requires both LSPs and their customers to maintain and build long-term relationships (Mentzer et al. 2001b). Furthermore, the study proposed that a discrepancy exists in the perceived differentiation potential of LSPs’ corporate brand image, but this could not be confirmed in the interviews.



The impact of this gap on service quality, according to the SERVQUAL dimensions, lies in the empathy dimension. The process of building long-lasting relationships that benefit both parties enables LSPs to give personal attention to specific customer problems, ensuring continuous improvement in perceived service quality for customers.



Thus, LSPs should focus on providing superior service to powerful customers to ensure that they provide an adequate service level while keeping loyalty levels unchanged. In this sense, the findings can be linked to those of Cahill et al. (2010), who stress that it is not price satisfaction but rather relational satisfaction that drives customer loyalty. Furthermore, sales representatives should focus on understanding and solving specific customer problems, as these intangible aspects lead to customer loyalty in the long term (Davis and Mentzer 2006). Finally, sales representatives should proactively inquire about their customers’ pain points and expectations to detect development perspectives in their service portfolios.




5.5. LSPs’ Missing Investments in New Services and Innovative Assets (Gap 4)


The following discrepancy represents another external gap between LSPs and their customers. The sales representatives of LSPs were asked if they expected customers to demand new and innovative services. The interviewees from the customers’ procurement departments were asked if they expected and demanded these new services as well as more investment in IT infrastructure from their LSPs. The Business Development Manager of Sales (LSP 3) replied: “It depends on the size of the customer. A customer who has a generally innovative company culture does request its LSPs to be more innovative, but we have many traditional customers who focus on their existing business and try to optimize their processes.” This view was shared by the Sales Executive for European Logistics (LSP 5), who added: “A major interest of some of our customers in terms of EDI connection is that they could start to work completely paperless.” On the customer side, some interviewees stated that “no LSP so far has approached [them] with new innovative solutions that actually solved any […] logistic related issues,” and therefore they “did not expect really anything from [their] LSPs besides handling [their] transports,” as the Team Leader Export and Procurement (sensor producer) described it.



These statements indicate a clear gap between LSPs and their customers in terms of expectations regarding new and innovative services, especially making the whole supply chain more transparent and providing real-time data on shipment statuses. This gap corresponds to the findings of Bommer et al. (2001), who report that customers’ expectations for service quality differ from those of the supplier. The majority of the interviewed LSP employees mentioned investing heavily in innovative services and IT infrastructure and building up their own innovation departments at their global corporate headquarters. When asked about disruptive innovations that came to mind, they mainly mentioned process innovations. For instance, the Key Account Manager for Marketing and Sales (LSP 2) answered, “digitalizing our internal processes and services.” However, they did not mention actually providing new innovative services, such as inventory financing or other VAS. One reason for this could be the prevailing focus on decreasing costs (e.g., through innovative, more efficient processes). The results correspond to the findings of Bellingkrodt and Wallenburg (2013), who state that LSPs often have insufficient internal competencies, and thus external knowledge sources are important for innovations to address new customers. The interviewed customers stated that their LSPs made investments in their IT systems, but a great deal of progress was still necessary in terms of user friendliness and advanced capabilities.



The impact of this gap on service quality, with regard to the SERVQUAL dimensions, involves responsiveness and tangibles. The lack of user-friendly systems and missing investments in new services and IT infrastructure create a discrepancy in terms of dependably providing reliable and real-time data to customers, therefore negatively affecting perceived service quality.



Therefore, LSPs should increase their investments in developing new VAS for their customers to sustain their competitive edge. Particularly for smaller LSPs, it could be beneficial to form alliances and set up larger shared innovations departments to bundle financial and personnel resources. Based on the interviews, LSPs should analyze current customer issues and design specific new applications and services that solve real customer problems and consequently create actual added value. Sales representatives should inform their customers about new service developments at their LSPs at an early stage. This might help in identifying the future demand for these services, adapting to specific customer demands during the development phase, and illustrating to customers that the LSP emphasizes the development of new services to solve specific customer issues.




5.6. Limited Trust and Information Sharing across the Supply Chain (Gap 5)


The fifth discrepancy represents an external gap between LSPs and their customers relating to limited trust and information sharing across the supply chain. Volume forecasts were used during the interviews to indicate the level of information sharing among the shippers and their freight forwarders. The sales representatives were asked whether they had ever received quotation requests with little or no volume information and what the consequence was for the issued quotation. The interviewees from the shippers’ procurement departments were asked if they usually provided all the relevant internal information to their freight forwarders. If they said no, they were asked for the rationale for not disclosing all the internal volume information.



While the explanations differed, all of the interviews confirmed the existence of asymmetric information. According to the Key Account Manager for Marketing and Sales (LSP 2), for LSPs this “leads to an immense risk potential […] as we have no idea what charges might be involved with this request. […] We use a freight rate that involves the smallest risk and [include] a security buffer for us. This obviously leads to high fright rates, which […] cannot be compared, […] as every LSP has made his own assumptions.” Most interviewees on the customer side were aware of the negative impact and added premiums. Nonetheless, some customers “only provide rough estimates of volumes in a consolidated format,” said the Global Transportation Specialist Procurement (garment producer). He and almost all the others further agreed that: “[We] bundle our pick-up and delivery locations [as] we simply do not want to [disclose] this confidential information.”



These statements indicate a gap between the LSPs and certain customers. All of the interviews showed that information asymmetry exists regarding forecast volumes, locations, and limited information sharing, and it is based mainly on behavioral motives relating to trust. The analysis, therefore, complements previous supply chain management research addressing trust and information sharing (Rollins et al. 2011; Zolfagharinia and Haughton 2012). Zolfagharinia and Haughton (2012) analyze information sharing activities in the outsourcing of logistics activities and determine that the sharing of demand information diminishes with shrinking supplier capacity. Some LPSs try to “contact the customer [and] clarify the uncertainties,” but if no further information is provided, the Business Development Manager for Sales (LSP 3) might “refuse to give a quotation, as it would require too much effort and risk from [their] side.” LSPs attributed the limited information-sharing efforts by some customers to either negotiation tactics or a lack of insight into their own processes due to the paucity of data analysis systems. Interestingly, the interviewees from LSPs did not mention shippers’ lack of trust in freight forwarders.



In terms of satisfying the criteria to be qualified as a gap, the impact of this gap on service quality lies in the reliability and assurance dimensions of the SERVQUAL. Shippers’ procurement departments’ unwillingness to disclose all relevant information has negative effects on the entire supply chain. LSPs cannot adapt to a longer-term planning horizon and optimize their capabilities and capacities. This causes longer lead times or price premiums, adding to the bullwhip effect along the supply chain (Ojha et al. 2019). When supply chains, rather than companies, compete (Santos et al. 2019), inefficient and fragile supply chains have negative consequences for all involved actors. Furthermore, these actions keep LSPs from inspiring trust and confidence in their customers due to a lack of information, which has a negative impact on perceived service quality.



The recommendations for addressing the identified gap are directed to both LPSs and their customers. Decision-makers at LSPs should address the limited level of trust that shippers indicated by sensitizing their staff concerning data confidentiality, remodeling processes, and improving the security of their IT systems. In turn, shippers’ procurement departments and their commissioned logistics consultancy firms should rethink their bargaining tactics to strengthen the overall supply chain and receive reliable and competitive freight rates from their LSPs. Alternatively, they should communicate with their service providers whenever they experience a lack of trust in the mutual relationship. Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs), which one of the interviewed shippers uses, might shorten the time that it takes to establish a trusting relationship.





6. Discussion


The aim of this study was to take a multi-sided view on service quality and identify potential discrepancies between expected and perceived service quality in logistics services and VAS. The study extended the original model of service quality (see Figure 5). It was assumed that internal and external discrepancies between customers and LSPs exist, which should be resolved in the future to ensure frictionless collaboration and enable the implementation of new and more sophisticated VAS, such as supply chain finance solutions.



To ensure lucidity, the multi-sided model does not individually display the gaps identified by Parasuraman et al. (1985); rather, it focuses on the gaps and issues that it uncovered in the present study.



The first three discrepancies, Gap 1, Gap 2, and Gap 3, were identified as having a direct influence on internal expectations at LSPs. Therefore, these expectations are directly or indirectly embedded in external communication with their customers. Gap 4 creates a discrepancy in expected service because customers anticipate that their LSP will make more investments in their current IT system and develop new services that solve actual customer problems. Consequently, Gap 4 has a direct impact on customers’ expected service in combination with the identified issue (service quality issues at the LSP due to the costs savings maxim). Gap 5 is caused by information asymmetry between the internally existing volume information on the customer’s side and the volume information they provide to their LSP during the quotation process. LSPs have less information to work with, and department expectations at LSPs are directly affected; external communication is indirectly influenced through varying quotation proposals.



The results of this study imply that some discrepancies need special attention from management to ensure a continuously high level of service quality and fully satisfied customers. Especially in terms of providing new services and reliable real-time data, there is tremendous potential for improvement. The interviewed LSPs were all quite satisfied with the investments that they had made in new infrastructure and IT solutions. However, their customers expect more sophisticated and reliable IT systems from their LSPs in the near future. LSPs’ conservative approach to IT investments corresponds with the findings of Piplani et al. (2004), who identify rapid IT development as the main barrier to the general adoption of IT innovations. The present study’s findings indicate that the logistics service industry must increase its investments in these new services, and in IT infrastructure, to keep customers satisfied and avoid losing market share to potential new providers from, for example, the start-up sector. With shrinking profit margins, the financial situation of the logistics service industry might give the impression that further investments in new services and IT infrastructure are difficult to handle, but the financial consequences might be even more severe if these issues are ignored.



Another result concerns the limited trust and consequent restricted information sharing between customers and LSPs. Without exception, all of the LSP sales representatives indicated that they deal with imprecise volume forecasts from shippers on a regular basis. Such quotation requests—often ideated by logistics consultancy firms—decrease overall supply chain performance and create confusion in the market. This is in line with Shen et al. (2018), who confirm that information sharing along the supply chain can enhance overall performance. The interviews revealed asymmetric perceptions of the issue. While the LSPs assumed that bargaining tactics were the main motive for customers’ behavior, the shippers felt that limited trust caused by previous data leaks at LSPs was the main reason for withholding precise information.




7. Conclusions


This study identified potential discrepancies in service quality within LSPs’ existing services. It extended the original B2C service quality model by Parasuraman et al. (1985) to include five gaps arising in the B2B context between LSPs and their customers. It augmented the original service quality model by (1) emphasizing the cross-functional dimension between departments within LSPs, (2) broadening the scope of the inter-company dimension, (3) regarding customers as multi-dimensional organizations, and (4) catering to the specific characteristics of the logistics services industry. It then derived recommendations for how to close these gaps. The internal process of closing potential gaps between perceived and expected service quality is meant to ensure outstanding service delivery to increase customers’ perception of LSPs’ competence, allowing them to offer even more complex services in the future (e.g., FVAS).



Of the five gaps identified, Gaps 1 and 2 occurred internally and addressed non-homogeneous expectations between the sales and operations departments as well as communication and knowledge gaps between the two entities. Gaps 3, 4, and 5 occurred between LSPs and their customers. They represented a loyalty and corporate brand image gap, an innovation and IT gap, and an information asymmetry gap, respectively. The suggested actions that LSPs should take include investments in IT infrastructure, regular assessments of client satisfaction, investments in innovative services that add value for customers, and development of trust among the different supply chain actors.



This study contributes to the current literature by extending service quality research with a model that is specific to the B2B context of the logistics service industry. In the past, the supply chain management literature has rarely focused on the perspective of LSPs, as LSPs are the least integrated link in the entire supply chain (Martinsen and Bjorklund 2012). On the basis of multiple interviews with the top 25 globally operating LSPs and their potential clients, this study derived a multi-sided service quality model covering discrepancies inside and outside of organizational boundaries. Previous well-known studies on service quality failed to identify service quality gaps arising in the inter-company relationship. Further, the developed service quality model caters to the growing number of large multinational companies with complex vertically and horizontally integrated structures (Wiersema and Bowen 2008) by analyzing the cross-functional dimensions of service quality in both LSPs and their customers.



The study aimed to make LSPs’ middle and senior management aware of the potential gaps between perceived and expected service quality and to suggest potential actions to close these gaps. If applied, the proposed actions could ensure service delivery that aligns with customers’ expectations. Achieving customer satisfaction will enable sales representatives to convince customers of LSPs’ ability to offer new VAS and to take over more strategic functions in the future. This will allow LSPs to set themselves apart from pure price-driven businesses and establish long-term relationships with their customers.



In terms of limitations, readers should be aware that there are differing service expectations across national and cultural boundaries, as well as differing service quality expectations among customers and industries (Mentzer et al. 2004). Furthermore, this study did not consider aspects of service quality that might occur if LSPs mandate subcontractors to carry out certain parts of their logistics services or if LSPs outsource tasks, for example, to shared service centers. This involvement of additional parties might lead to discrepancies that will need to be examined in further research.



Additionally, as this study pointed out that limited trust inhibits the information sharing between an LSP and its customers, more research needs to be conducted in this area. Shen et al. (2018) confirm that information sharing can enhance overall performance. In addition, this study showed that trust is an important factor within the supply chain. Further research might therefore tackle the problem of how the involved parties can ensure trust among the parties and foster information sharing between each other.



To thrive in a highly competitive market, LSPs must ensure that their service quality level matches their customers’ expectations. Only if customers perceive their LSPs to be trustworthy and competent partners will they entrust them with more complex (and more lucrative) VAS in the future.
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	Position
	Company





	Country Head of Tender Management Switzerland
	Global LSP 1: The company is an international provider of supply chain solutions serving 12 core industries from its 500 offices worldwide. It offers its clients end-to-end solutions in over 70 countries, handling air and sea freight and logistics and manufacturing, among others.



	Key Account Manager, Marketing and Sales
	Global LSP 2: The company offers a full range of logistics services, including air, land, and sea freight; contract logistics; consultancy services. Over 75,000 employees serve clients from around 2000 locations worldwide.



	Business Development Manager, Sales
	Global LSP 3: The firm offers air, land, and sea freight as well as a range of specialized services. It operates through a network of over 700 locations, with a strong focus on service quality.



	Sales Department Manager
	Global LSP 4: The company is a European market leader in logistics services, comprising service transport logistics, warehousing, and specialized services.



	Sales Executive, European Logistics
	Global LSP 5: The firm is specialized in air, land, and sea freight; logistics solutions; customs clearance. It operates 1000 offices and facilities worldwide, employing over 45,000 people.



	Head of Logistics
	National food retailer: The company operates two distribution centers and over 100 retail stores in Switzerland. It offers products under house brands and selected external brands.



	Head of Procurement
	National food producer: The company develops and manufactures 970 different white-label products for its retail partners, specializing in sweet and savory snacks.



	Team Leader Export and Procurement
	Sensor producer: The company is a leading manufacturer of digital systems and micro-sensors, which can, for example, be found in industries such as medicine, automotive, and consumer goods. Its internal sales offices serve customers in the US, Europe, and Asia.



	Global Transportation Specialist (Procurement)
	Garment producer: The company is privately owned and serves 120 markets from its 49 subsidiaries through retailers and its own stores.



	Head of Operations
	Global commodity trader: The company is one of the largest diversified commodity traders in the world, and it focuses on producing and marketing raw materials. Further, the company offers its clients services in the areas of financing and logistics.



	Head of Global Supply Chain Management
	International specialty chemical company: The company is a globally operating developer, producer, and supplier of specialty chemicals. It employs more than 2000 people in Switzerland in its over 20 subsidiaries.
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Figure 1. The five mismatches (gaps) between customers’ expected and perceived service quality. 
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Figure 2. The five dimensions of SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al. 1988). 
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Figure 3. Necessary extensions to the traditional service quality model. 
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Figure 4. Structure of the data collection process. 
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Figure 5. Multi-sided model of service quality for the logistics service industry. 
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Table 1. Propositions.






Table 1. Propositions.





	Number
	Proposition Content





	Proposition 1
	There is a discrepancy between an LSP’s operations and sales department in terms of non-homogenous internal expectations.



	Proposition 2
	There are communication and knowledge discrepancies between an LSP’s internal operations and sales departments.



	Proposition 3
	There is a discrepancy between an LSP’s operations and sales departments in terms of differing internal incentives and targets.



	Proposition 4
	There is a loyalty and corporate brand image discrepancy between an LSP and its customers.



	Proposition 5
	There is an innovation and IT discrepancy between an LSP and its customers.



	Proposition 6
	There is a discrepancy between an LSP and its customers in terms of limited trust and information sharing across the supply chain based on both processual and behavioral motives.











© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  admsci-10-00079


  
    		
      admsci-10-00079
    


  




  





media/file8.jpg
b

An xensive Jerature review was conduced saningfomgeneral pespecive on senvice quallty
et foamed i o oot e sy

N

Deveopmet of quesiomain
Bisd o fidings o et two guestionnaies were dsclopd and piloes.
Comng 0 o g ey el i chens Opereenlel ason

Evere R 1 o e ee o v hi xTeienceand e vaise

Nagghs

oy TT——
Inerven patnrsfrom o LSPs and thee cstomerswere selcil
Covering S rand e of s, oo e s

N

Condoctingof merviews
04 Fiesemi sictured v weeconduced wih sles
Cpreentaines of LT and s meriews i
et repren s of s omer.

"





media/file11.png
Customer/shipper

Procurement : : Operations
Loyality expectation P
é
Word-ot-{nogth Personal needs || Pastexperience :
communication :
Expectation on Issue
innovation and [ Expected service [« Department targets [#------f--------f Department targets
infrastructure i E
A E :
E v §
! Perceived Internal volumeand | !
; service forecast information E
a : . e
' Gap 4 : | Gap 5 | Gap 3
v v ; '
. Service delive External E .
Investmentin ; ; Y —— ! Loyality
. . (including pre and [«¢-#{ communications [€— :
innovation and i | expectation
. post contacts) to the consumer |
mfrastructure .
A A A !
v s
Translation of E
preceptions into service :
quality specifications y
A A Department state of _|Gap 2| Department state of
: knowledge/information knowledge/information
' I
Management preceptions
of consumer exectations Department . Gap 1| Department
expectations expectations
Sales Operations

Logistics service provider






media/file6.jpg
Customer/shipper

75 Procurement ‘Operations

Customers are seen as a

S Regarding customers

as multi-dimensional
organizations

4
Tl the scopeolthe Broadening the scope of the
Aercompany. inter-company dimension

dimensions

‘mphasizing the cross-
functional dimension

<

Overemphasis of
organizational hierazchy
of logistics service
providers
A4 Sales Operations

‘Considering the specific

Catering to the characteristics|

of the logisticservices
industry

Logistics service provider






media/file10.jpg
Costmetipper
P [ Opesions
T
[—
 —
e
P o — N ! N em—
.
Tt T
Gaps Gaps {Gap3
p Sevin iy Tt e
v | | i e - commctons o] L8
movaion s | |0 e[| s | | L2t
T
|
Tomt
g oty v |
7 Depmetsiiest|.Jom2|,| oparment oot
I Inovidgrvisetaton Lioviepoplogtutn
[rew— .
[zt [ W 9 N ey
ey ons
sues Opersions
Toginisscvieprovidi






media/file7.png
Customer/shipper

N\

Procurement

Customers are seen as a
monolithic organization

®

Operations

Regarding customers
as multi-dimensional
organizations

<

[ | >

Limited the scope of the
inter-company
dimensions

C?Broadening the scope of the

inter-company dimension

> I1<=||<

NV

Q

mphasizing the cross-

functional dimension

of logistic service
providers

<

[ | >

Overemphasis of
organizational hierarchy
of logistics service
providers

Sales

Operations

N

Logistics service provider

&) Considering the specific

Catering to the characteristics
of the logisticservices
industry






media/file9.png
Review of relevant literature
An extensive literature review was conducted starting from a general perspective on service quality
research to a focused view on the logistics service industry.

overweighed to allow interviewees to share their experiences and give valuable
Qisights.

Development of questionnaire
Based on findings from literature, two questionnaires were developed and piloted,
catering to both the logistics industry as well as their clients. Open-ended questions

Selection of interview partners
Interview partners from both LSPs and their customers were selected
covering a broad range of industries, positions and firm sizes.

procurement representatives of customers.

Conducting of interviews
Five semi-structured interviews were conducted with sales
representatives of LSPs and six interviews with






media/file5.png
Physical facilities, equipment,
appearance of personnel

Tangibles
Caring, individualized Ability to perform the
attention the firm provides to promised service dependably
its customers and accurately
SERVQUAL
dimensions

Knowledge and courtesy of
employees and their ability to
inspire trust and confidence

Willingness to help customers
and provide prompt service





media/file3.png
Gap 1

Gap 2

Gap 3

Gap 4

Gap 5

Customer needs Management guidelines

Customers’ expected service

Management perception of
quality specification

expectations

AV Vg

Service quality specification Standardization

Promised service through

Delivered service S
communication

NN
NN\ N

Customers expected service Customers perceived service

T e e e

N
AN






media/file0.png





media/file4.jpg
Physicalacilies equipmen,
Sppesrnce of sl

Caring individuatzed
atenion e fm provides to

Ablyto perfor the
promisedtevce dependbly
oy

>,

[ smvoun

\\

Knowledge and couresyof
employeciand their biiyto
incpie st and condence





media/file2.jpg
Gap1

Gap2

Gap3

Gaps

Gap5.

Customer needs.

Management guidelines

Customers’expected service
quality specification

Management percepion of
expectations.

Service quality specification

Standardization

Delivered service

Promised service through
communication

Customers expected service

Customers perceived service






