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Abstract

Drawing on relevant literature, the authors empirically test a
model of business loyalty in a sample of 234 clients of
information systems suppliers, integrating the concepts of
service quality, satisfaction, and loyalty. The study builds on
recent advances in services marketing theory and assesses the
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established following the Grönroos conceptualisation. Several
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verification of the mediating role of industrial satisfaction in the
formation of loyalty attributes. Industrial satisfaction fully
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assistance and delivery service. The results provide robust
evidence concerning the direct effect of industrial satisfaction on
loyalty. accessibility, delivery, and product reliability as
antecedents of industrial satisfaction.
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Introduction

The advent of relationship marketing and the

increased competition that has characterised

markets over the past 30 years has resulted in

consumer satisfaction and related research

constructs becoming central topics in the services

literature. Particular attention has been given to

the conceptualisation and measurement of the

variables of quality and satisfaction. These

variables are central to modern marketing theory

and practice as principal indicators of marketing

performance (Babin and Griffin, 1998; Walker,

1995; Jones and Suh, 2000). The importance of

studying and understanding these two related

variables can be illustrated by their relation with

behavioural intentions and loyalty (Newman and

Werbel, 1973; LaBarbera and Mazursky, 1983;

Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Rust et al., 1995; Singh,

1990; Taylor and Baker, 1994; Zeithaml et al.,

1996).

Although numerous studies have made an effort

to clarify, conceptualise, and measure these

constructs in a business-to-consumer

environment, in a business-to-business (B2B)

context there continues to be debate regarding: the

identification of the variables responsible for

external effects; the form and/or strength of the

relationships between them; and the presence of

interaction or mediational effects between them.

There is a large body of contradictory empirical

evidence (Schellhase et al., 1999; Parasuraman,

1998). In assessing the effects of perceived quality,

many researchers have suggested its positive

influence on loyalty (Carman, 1990; Parasuraman

et al., 1985, 1988; Boulding et al., 1993).

However, recent findings demonstrate that this

correlation is either not significant or mediated by

satisfaction (Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Spreng and

Singh, 1993; Cronin et al., 2000).

The paucity of research assessing quality and

satisfaction in B2B markets has created a need for

conceptual and empirical research to: establish a

pattern of dimensions that formulate the quality

perceptions of industrial buyers; define the

concept of industrial satisfaction and clarify its role

within a B2B services framework; establish

theoretical and empirical links between these two

constructs (in terms of industrial behavioural

intentions and loyalty levels); and identify an

appropriate method of measuring the constructs

involved.

One of the main objectives of the present

research was to clarify the contradictory evidence

with respect to the relationships among the

concepts of service quality, industrial satisfaction,

and loyalty, and to provide evidence of the

mediating role of industrial satisfaction.

Managing Service Quality

Volume 14 · Number 2/3 · 2004 · pp. 235-248

q Emerald Group Publishing Limited · ISSN 0960-4529

DOI 10.1108/09604520410528653

235

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/researchregister
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/0960-4529.htm


In particular, the purposes of the present study

were: to develop a validated instrument of loyalty

measurement using the key constructs of quality

perceptions and industrial satisfaction; to create

the theoretical basis upon which hypotheses can be

formulated concerning the variables of perceived

quality, industrial satisfaction, and loyalty; to

explore and identify a stable pattern of the

dimensions of quality perceptions in an industrial

context; and to test the hypotheses and the

mediating role of industrial customer satisfaction

empirically.

The present paper begins with an examination

of the literature pertaining to each of the concepts

involved and the presentation of the study’s

conceptual framework. The methodology

employed in this research is then explained and the

study results are presented and discussed. Finally,

conclusions and managerial implications of the

study are provided and a set of future research

directions is examined, as are the limitations of this

study.

Literature review

Service quality

In the services marketing literature, the service-

quality construct is a controversial topic (Brady

and Cronin, 2001; Zeithaml, 2000; Zins, 2001;

Rust and Oliver, 1994; Lapierre et al., 1996). In

the business-to-consumer literature, researchers

have adopted three broad conceptualisations. The

first, proposed by Grönroos (1982, 1984), defined

the dimensions of service quality in global terms as

being functional and technical. The second,

proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988), identified

service-quality dimensions using terms that

describe service-encounter characteristics

(reliability, responsiveness, empathy, assurances,

and tangibles). The third, proposed by Rust and

Oliver (1994), considered overall perception of

service quality to be based on the customer’s

evaluation of three dimensions of service

encounters: the customer-employee interaction,

the service environment, and the service outcome.

It is not clear, however, which of these

conceptualisations and dimensional patterns are

the most appropriate to use (Brady and Cronin,

2001; Rust and Oliver, 1994).

Industrial satisfaction

Although manufacturers and retailers consider

satisfaction to be a key variable – indicative of the

success or failure of a business relationship – a

review of the pertinent literature reveals:
. a lack of a consensus definition for consumer

satisfaction – thus posing serious problems for

researchers in terms of conceptualisation,

operationalisation, and measurement (Babin

and Griffin, 1998; Woodruff and Gardial,

1996; Giese and Cote, 2000); and
. a lack of a comprehensive, theoretically based,

empirical research stream (Schellhase et al.,

1999).

In B2B markets, the principal differences among

end-consumers arise from the decision-making

unit evaluating the product or service. When

considering the satisfaction of an industrial client,

it is necessary to evaluate the satisfaction of the

different constituents of the buying centre who are

in contact with the industrial supplier

(Parasuraman, 1998). Even though the individual

members of a buying centre are guided by the

company’s objectives, they have their own

motivations and objectives and evaluate the

performance of the product or service according to

their own reference standards.

Anderson and Narus (1990), in their effort to

model manufacturer-distributor relationships,

defined satisfaction as a positive, affective state

resulting from the appraisal of all aspects of a firm’s

working relationship with another firm. This

definition posits that satisfaction (understood as

affective) can be contrasted with an objective

summary assessment of outcomes – thereby

forming a target-performance comparison

mechanism. If expectations are exceeded by

performance, satisfaction is generated (Churchill

and Surprenant, 1982; Bearden and Tell, 1983;

LaBarbera and Mazursky).

Previous research has used various methods of

satisfaction measurement. Objective measures of

satisfaction have included the acquisition of data

on variables such as market share and loyalty as

indicators of client satisfaction (Oliver, 1980;

Oliver and Swan, 1989). Due to the suspect

validity of objective measures, information on

satisfaction can alternatively be collected on a

subjective basis. Attribute-oriented procedures

acquire data on satisfaction indirectly by using

indicators such as complaints figures (Oliver,

1980; Bearden and Tell, 1983).

Explicit approaches have directly measured

satisfaction using single (overall) or

multidimensional scales. Using these scales,

overall satisfaction is an aggregation of all previous

transaction-specific evaluations and is updated

after each specific transaction – in much the same

way as expectations of overall service quality are

updated after each transaction in a business-to-

consumer environment (Boulding et al., 1993).

Transaction-specific satisfaction might not be

perfectly correlated with overall satisfaction –

because service quality is likely to vary from

experience to experience, especially in an
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industrial context. Overall satisfaction can be

viewed as a moving average that is relatively stable

and similar to an overall attitude (Parasuraman

et al., 1994).

After thorough interviews with professionals in

the area under investigation, it was clear to the

present researchers that none of the existing

definitions depicted the elements of buying centres

and relationship evolvement over time. The

present researchers therefore decided to adapt the

cumulative definition of industrial satisfaction of

Chumpitaz (1998):

Industrial satisfaction is an overall evaluation of the
total purchase, use and relationships experience
with a product or service over time, as expressed by
members of the buying decision centre.

This definition provided the basis for

conceptualising and measuring effectively the

industrial satisfaction construct in the present

study.

To conceptualise perceived service quality,

Oliver (1993) distinguished between quality and

satisfaction by noting that the dimensions

underlying quality judgments are rather specific –

whether they are cues or attributes (Bolton and

Drew, 1991). Satisfaction judgments, in contrast,

can result from any dimension – some related to

quality, and some not. Expectations of quality are

based on ideals or perceptions of excellence,

whereas a large number of non-quality issues –

including needs (Westbrook and Reilly, 1983) and

equity or fairness (Oliver and Swan, 1989) – help

in the formation of satisfaction judgments. Rust

and Oliver (1994, p. 6) stated that “. . . quality is

one dimension on which satisfaction is based”. In

making this statement they were in accord with

Dick and Basu (1994), Anderson and Fornell

(1994), Iacobucci et al. (1995), Sivadas and Baker-

Prewitt (2000), and Odekerken-Schroder et al.

(2000). More recently, Cronin et al. (2000), in

their study of six different service industries,

supported and built on the extant literature by

indicating that service-quality perceptions are

important determinants of satisfaction.

Based on previous evidence concerning the

causality of these related constructs, the present

study placed service-quality perceptions as

antecedents to the formation of industrial

satisfaction attributes. Considerable evidence

confirms that performance judgments of service-

related issues play a significant role in the

formation of satisfaction cues (Erevelles and

Leavitt, 1992; Oliver, 1980; Kristensen et al.,

1999; Martensen et al., 2000). This leads to the

following hypothesis being proposed:

H1. In a business-to business context, quality

perceptions have a positive influence on

industrial satisfaction levels.

Loyalty

The importance of loyalty has been widely

recognised in the marketing literature (Oliver,

1999; Samuelson and Sandvik, 1997; Howard and

Sheth, 1969). Reichheld and Sasser (1990) have

studied the impact on profits of having a loyal

customer base, and Aaker (1991) has discussed the

role of loyalty in the brand-equity process,

observing that brand loyalty reduces marketing

costs and that the relative costs of customer

retention are substantially less than those of

acquisition (Fornell and Wernerfelt, 1987).

Another important element of brand loyalty is the

intended support of the product or service

expressed in communication experiences – with

positive word of mouth among loyal consumers

leading to greater resistance to competitive

strategies (Arndt, 1967; Oliver, 1999; Dick and

Basu, 1994).

Despite the clear managerial relevance of brand

loyalty, conceptual and empirical gaps remain

(Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001; Lau and Lee,

1999; Oliver, 1999; Fournier and Yao, 1997).

Specifically, the concept of loyalty in a B2B context

is not clearly defined and there are numerous ways

of defining and measuring this matter on a

consumer market basis. Oliver (1999, p. 34)

defined brand loyalty as follows:

. . . a deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-
patronize a preferred product/service consistently
in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-
brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite
situational influences and marketing efforts having
the potential to cause switching behavior.

This definition emphasises the two principal

aspects of brand loyalty that have been studied in

previous studies: behavioural and attitudinal

(Aaker, 1991; Assael, 1998; Day, 1969; Jacoby and

Chestnut, 1978; Jacoby and Kyner, 1973; Oliver,

1999; Tucker, 1964). Behavioural loyalty refers to

repeated purchases of the brand, whereas

attitudinal brand loyalty includes a degree of

dispositional commitment in terms of some

distinctive value associated with the brand. The

attitude behind the purchase is important because

it drives behaviour. Although brand-loyal

behaviour is partly determined by situational

factors (such as availability), attitudes are more

enduring.

Jacoby and Kyner (1973) proposed a definition

of loyalty that includes six necessary conditions –

that brand loyalty is the biased (that is, non-

random), behavioural (that is, purchase) response,

expressed over time, by some decision-making unit

(a person or group of persons), with respect to one

or more alternative brands out of a set of such

brands, and is a function of psychological

processes (decision-making, evaluative). Bloemer

andKasper (1995) studied the differences between
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“true” loyalty and “spurious” loyalty (the latter

being due to an inertia effect). These authors

found that true loyalty implies (in addition to

repetitive purchasing) a true commitment to the

brand. Oliver (1997, 1999) also evoked this notion

of commitment in his research on satisfaction and

brand-loyalty relationship. Numerous studies have

established a relationship between service quality

and loyalty. Some have posited an indirect

influence (Andreassen and Lindestad, 1998;

Ostrowski et al., 1993; Patterson and Spreng,

1997; Pritchard and Howard, 1997), whereas

others have posited a direct influence (Boulding

et al., 1993; De Ruyter et al., 1998). Recent

research has indicated a positive and significant

relationship between a customer’s perception of

service quality and that customer’s loyalty

(expressed as willingness to recommend the

company and intentions to repurchase)

(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Zeithaml et al., 1996;

Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Danaher and Rust,

1996a, b; Bitner, 1990; Patterson, 1995). These

scholars have suggested that the service

perceptions of members of the buying centre

directly influence loyalty levels of the buying centre

towards the supplier firm. The following second

hypothesis is therefore postulated:

H2. In a business-to business context, quality

perceptions have a positive influence on

loyalty levels.

Satisfaction

The role of satisfaction in predicting behavioural

intentions is well established (Anderson et al.,

1994; Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Zeithaml et al.,

1996). The majority of studies assume

transactional customer relationships – with

previous experiences as primary determinants of

repeated purchasing behaviour. Recent research

findings offer robust evidence of this, showing the

positive relationship between customer satisfaction

and behavioural intentions (Oliver, 1999; Bitner

and Hubbert, 1994). Similarly, Anderson and

Sullivan (1993) found that stated repurchase

intentions are strongly related to stated satisfaction

across product categories. Given the

characteristics of the B2B environment, the

present authors expected this relationship to be

even stronger in this environment. Researchers in

the professional services area have suggested that

customers of business services tend to remain with

the same provider if continually satisfied (Davidow

and Uttal, 1989; Woodside et al., 1992).

Accordingly, the third hypothesis of the present

study is postulated as follows:

H3. In a business-to business context, industrial

satisfaction has a positive influence on

loyalty levels.

The relationship marketing perspective

Relationship marketing has emerged as an exciting

area of marketing that focuses on building long-

term relationships with customers and other

parties involved. As Grönroos (1993) stated:

. . . establishing a relationship, for example with a
customer, can be divided into two parts: to attract
the customer and to build the relationship with that
customer so that the economic goals of that
relationship are achieved.

The fundamental principle of relationship

marketing is that the greater the level of customer

satisfaction with the relationship – not just with

the product or service – the greater the likelihood

that the customer will stay with the company

providing the service or the product (Payne et al.,

1995). The objective of relationship marketing is

to achieve high levels of customer satisfaction

through collaboration of the parties involved.

Trust and commitment are both very important

elements in ensuring a long-term orientation

towards a business relationship. It is important

that companies select their partners carefully,

share common values, and maintain excellent

communication during the relationship

continuum. Companies should also ensure that

they provide superior resources and benefits

(superior to the offerings of other companies) and

should avoid taking advantage of their partners

(thus ensuring a mutually beneficial relationship)

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994). The key factors that

hold a relationship together are goal compatibility,

commitment, trust, satisfaction, investment, social

and structural bonding, and the comparison level

of alternatives (Wilson and Jantrania, 1994).

Relationship commitment exists when a partner

believes the relationship is important enough to

warrant maximum effort in maintaining that

relationship over the long term. According to

Moorman et al. (1992), relationship commitment

is defined as an enduring desire to maintain a

valued relationship. Commitment is considered to

be of critical importance in organisational buying

behaviour and, in such a context, it can lead to

important outcomes – such as decreased turnover

(Porter et al., 1974) and higher motivation (Farrell

and Rusbult, 1981). Commitment is positively

related to loyalty and repeated purchase. When

relationship performance becomes critical to the

repurchase decision in a relational exchange

context, business loyalty becomes increasingly

similar to relationship commitment (Morgan and

Hunt, 1994). Anderson and Weitz (1992)

understood manufacturer-distributor

commitment as the adoption of a long-term

orientation towards the relationship, and proposed

that mutual commitment results in channel

members working together to serve end customers’
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needs better. This increases mutual profitability

beyond what either member could achieve

operating independently.

Ganesan (1994) found that long-term

orientation is affected by the extent to which

customers and vendors trust their channel

partners, and found that each partner’s ability to

provide positive outcomes to the other leads to

increased commitment to the relationship. Trust is

a major determinant of relationship commitment

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and exists when there is

confidence in the partner’s reliability and integrity.

Moorman et al. (1993) defined trust as a

willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom

one has confidence. Garbarino and Johnson

(1999) and Sirdeshmukh et al. (2002) suggested

that trust and value act as critical mediating

variables between satisfaction and relational

commitment – including future intentions to

purchase and continue the relationship.

In parallel with the relational approach, and on

the basis of the existing research on relationship

marketing, the present study aimed to demonstrate

the need to complement trust-commitment

relational models with service quality-satisfaction

models of business loyalty. Acknowledging the

importance of relational benefits associated with

trust and commitment, the present authors suggest

that customer satisfaction and loyalty strategies

can serve as powerful barriers to firms’ switching

behaviour, thereby providing a crucial competitive

advantage.

Industrial satisfaction as a mediator

It is evident that satisfaction often plays a

mediating role between perceptions of quality

levels and the creation of behavioural intentions

(Cronin et al., 2000; Cronin and Taylor, 1992;

Gottlieb et al., 1994; Spreng and Singh, 1993).

The notion of “mediating” a relationship

presupposes the existence of a third variable

between a dependent variable and an independent

one (Baron and Kenny, 1986). The mediation can

be full or partial. There is a lack of evidence

concerning the role of satisfaction in the

relationship between service-quality perceptions

and loyalty – at both the consumer and the

business level (Spreng andMacKoy, 1996; Fornell

et al., 1996; Fullerton and Taylor, 2002). There is

a need to clarify whether satisfaction is capable of

mediating the relationship between service quality

and loyalty in a B2B setting, thereby making

service quality perceptions less significant

predictors of behavioural intentions. This leads to

the present study’s fourth hypothesis being

postulated as follows:

H4. In a business-to-business context, industrial

satisfaction mediates the relationship

between service quality perceptions and

loyalty.

The conceptual model is shown in Figure 1.

Methodology

The research instrument (Table I) was a

questionnaire containing 22 items evaluated on a

10-item scale – from 1 (completely unsatisfied) to

10 (completely satisfied). The items evaluated the

following constructs: industrial satisfaction (one

Table I The research instrument

Items: please indicate your satisfaction with . . .

or your intention to . . .

Accessibility The duration of the effort to find the liable person in

the company

The response to a message left

Delivery and installation

service

The information provided before the installation of

the product

The actual delivery process

The planning of the delivery and installation

procedures

The “ease of use” of the product just after

installation

The quality of coordination during and just after the

installation

Technical assistance The duration of intervention

The duration of recovery/solution

The quality of recovery/solution

Product and service

reliability

The overall reliability of products and services

(hardware and software)

Industrial satisfaction How satisfied are you in general with the products

and services offered by the company?

Loyalty Recommend the supplier firm to a partner when

asked

Encourage partners and other companies to initiate

business with the supplier firm

To consider the supplier firm the premium choice as

an information systems supplier

To continue working in the near future with the

supplier firm in the same or increased volume

Figure 1 Conceptual model
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item), product and service reliability (one item),

accessibility (two items), delivery and installation

service (five items), technical assistance service

(three items), and brand loyalty (four items).

Different lists of service attributes were

compiled from various sources in the literature.

Several other items not mentioned in previous

studies were also incorporated in the present study

to give the instrument a character closer to the

nature of the information technology (IT)

industry. This process resulted in a survey

instrument that needed to be refined through an

incremental process. To confirm its content

validity, colleagues from the purchasing area

provided the authors with feedback concerning the

relevance of certain criteria. The next step

consisted of a number of interviews with several

purchasing managers from the IT industry to

ensure that the questions included in the survey

instrument were readily interpretable.

Respondents were asked to focus on the most

important IT product in terms of sales volume.

This questionnaire was administered by ICMA (an

international consulting firm) on a sample of 800

clients of information systems firms that sell

hardware and software applications (following a

systematic random selection procedure out of a

broader list of 3,000 firms). The survey resulted in

234 usable questionnaires. The identification of

respondents in each buying centre was made on

the basis of the supplier’s database, which included

the names and the functions of the most influential

members of each buying centre. On average, three

to four respondents from each firm participated in

the survey, each one answering the questions for

which he/she was liable as a member of the buying

centre. For instance, product users or technical

managers filled in the sections of the questionnaire

related to technical assistance and product and

service reliability, whereas other questions were

answered by the managers or the personnel in

contact with the supplier’s sales service.

Factor analysis

An initial exploratory factor analysis verified that

the service-quality indicators fell under the

dimensions theoretically proposed: functional

(delivery and installation service, and

accessibility); and technical (product and service

reliability, and technical assistance service) (see

Table II). The internal coherence for each latent

variable was then evaluated using Cronbach’s

alpha (see Table II). These ranged from 0.78 to

0.90, thus exceeding Nunnally’s (1978) threshold

of 0.70. Table II demonstrates the loadings of the

two single-item constructs of product or service

reliability and industrial satisfaction. It is evident

from these loadings that industrial satisfaction is

correlated with loyalty and that product or service

reliability apparently correlates with the

dimensions of technical assistance and delivery

service. After refinement, a final model was

developed that demonstrated good measurement

properties (see Table III).

Confirmatory factor analysis

To assess the measurement model, three analyses

were conducted. First, a confirmatory factor

analysis was conducted using LISREL 8.3 in an

effort to demonstrate empirically that the

hypothesised model fits the data reasonably well.

The overall fit of the model was adequate, with a x2

of 55.91 (df ¼ 40, p ¼ 0:05), a goodness-of-fit

index of 0.99, an adjusted goodness-of-fit index of

0.99, and a comparative fit index (Bentler, 1990)

of 1.00. Second, evidence of convergent validity

was obtained by establishing that the measurement

factor loadings were all significant (t-values

between 15.75 and 35.77). Moreover, the average

variance extracted (Fornell and Larcker, 1981)

indicated that in each case the variance captured

by the construct was greater than the variance due

to measurement error. Third, to test for

discriminant validity, the procedure described by

Fornell and Larcker (1981) was used. As an

indication of discriminant validity, the average

variance extracted (AVE) for each construct

should be higher than the squared correlation

between that construct and any other construct. In

the present study, in no case was there a squared

correlation between two constructs higher than

either of the construct’s AVEs (Table IV).

Main results

Given that the proposed measurement model was

consistent with the data, the first three hypotheses

were tested with Lisrel 8.30, using the polychoric

correlation matrix as data entry and the weighted

least-squared method. With this estimation

method, it was possible to liberate the observed

variables from the normality condition. However,

as a possible disadvantage, this method requires

large-sized samples because moments of fourth

order must be estimated with reasonable accuracy

(Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1996). Figure 2 shows the

complete standardised parameters and t-values of

this model. The significance of the relationship

between the latent variables has been verified

(x2 ¼ 80:96; df ¼ 55; p ¼ 0:013; GFI ¼ 0:99;
AGFI ¼ 0:99; RMSEA ¼ 0:067; NFI ¼ 0:99;
CFI ¼ 0:99).

In the structural model obtained, it is obvious

that client satisfaction had a significant direct

impact on loyalty (b ¼ 0:64, t ¼ 10:15). H1 was

thus supported. More specifically, client

satisfaction and service quality dimensions
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explained 41 per cent of loyalty. The service

quality dimensions had a significant effect on

overall client satisfaction, which supported H2.

The direct impact of service quality perceptions on

brand loyalty was not significant; accordingly H3

was not supported.

Analysing the results in greater detail, it can be

observed that the functional quality dimension (as

measured by accessibility and delivery service) had

a greater impact on overall client satisfaction

(b ¼ 0:42, 0.36 and t ¼ 05:47, 4.68) than the

technical quality dimension (as measured by

technical assistance and product and service

reliability) (b ¼ 0:20, t ¼ 2:72).
By focusing on the indirect impact of technical

assistance on overall client satisfaction, it is clear

that the effect of this construct is mediated through

product and service reliability. To demonstrate

that product and service reliability mediates the

effect of technical assistance on overall client

satisfaction, it is necessary to show that its value

has a significant bivariate relationship with overall

client satisfaction, and that this effect is not

significant when these constructs are linked to

overall client satisfaction through product and

service reliability (Baron and Kenny, 1986). The

results confirm the mediating role of product or

service reliability on the impact of technical

assistance perceptions on client satisfaction. Both

variables – technical assistance and product or

service reliability – have a positive impact on

industrial satisfaction (b1;2 ¼ 0:286). Measuring

them in the same equation, the beta-coefficient of

technical assistance b3 is lower than b1, indicating

mediation. However, because the coefficient of

product or service reliability b4 is lower than b2, it

can be concluded that product or service reliability

partially mediates the relationship between

technical assistance and satisfaction (Baron and

Kenny, 1986) (see Table V).

Mediating role of client satisfaction

To explore the mediating role of client satisfaction

in the formation of loyalty attributes, all possible

mediating tests were undertaken, involving all

variables of the structural model (Table V). The

results indicate a total mediation of satisfaction

between the accessibility dimension of service

quality and loyalty. This relationship is less

significant with the introduction of satisfaction.

Both variables (accessibility and satisfaction) have a

positive impact on loyalty (see Table V). However,

in the same equation, satisfaction absorbs the

impact of accessibility – reducing its beta to non-

significant levels (b ¼ 0:126, t ¼ 1:108). On the

contrary, the mediating role of satisfaction between

product or service reliability and loyalty was not

verified – with this relationship being not

significant (b ¼ 0:046, t ¼ 0:571). Finally,
satisfaction was found to mediate partially the

Table II Exploratory factor analysis (VARIMAX rotation)

Items Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

Loyalty
Recommend the supplier firm to a partner when asked 0.913

Encourage partners and other companies to initiate business

with the supplier firm 0.910

To consider the supplier firm the premium choice as an

information systems supplier 0.810

Delivery service
The actual delivery process 0.803

The planning of the delivery and installation procedures 0.848

The “ease of use” of the product just after installation 0.755

Technical assistance
The duration of intervention 0.862

The duration of recovery/solution 0.871

Accessibility
The duration of the effort to find the liable person in the

company 0.893

The response to a message left 0.828

Product and service reliability
The overall reliability of products and services (hardware and

software) 0.349 0.450 0.467 0.184

Industrial satisfaction
How satisfied are you in general with the products and services

offered by the company? 0.585 0.236 0.306 0.461

Cronbach Alpha 0.900 0.779 0.863 0.864
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relationship between delivery service and loyalty.

The relationship between these two constructs was

significant (b ¼ 0:328, t ¼ 3:299) and became less

significant with the introduction of satisfaction

(b ¼ 0:252, t ¼ 2:611). Thus H4 was partially

supported. Satisfaction fully mediated the

relationship of loyalty with the constructs of

delivery and accessibility. However, the study failed

to identify any mediation in the relationship

between product or service reliability and loyalty.

Discussion

The results of this survey provide strong empirical

support for two of the hypothesised relationships

between the service or product quality dimensions:

overall client satisfaction and loyalty. The model of

the present study explains 69 per cent of global

satisfaction – thus providing robust evidence of

the role of the service or product quality

dimensions as antecedents of satisfaction in this

business setting. However, only 41 per cent of

loyalty was explained – which, in this case, might

be due to a lack of relational variables in the

research model. It would be of particular interest

to incorporate a relational aspect in such a model

to provide evidence concerning the existence of

links between relationship marketing variables –

such as trust, commitment, and dependence on

the one hand, and service or product quality,

satisfaction, and loyalty on the other.

From a conceptual perspective, the authors

propose an industrial satisfaction definition that

Table III Measurement model

Items l t-value

Industrial satisfaction
The global satisfaction with the products and services of

the supplier firm 1.00 20.49

Accessibility
The duration of the effort to find the liable person in the

company 0.83 34.97

The response to a message left 0.84 27.48

Delivery service
The actual delivery process 0.87 24.59

The planning of the delivery and installation procedures 0.92 28.34

The “ease of use” of the product just after installation 0.69 15.75

Product and service reliability
The overall reliability of products and services

(hardware and software) 1.00 20.49

Technical assistance
The duration of intervention 0.95 30.13

The duration of recovery/solution 0.88 30.25

Loyalty
Recommend the supplier firm to a partner when asked 0.91 35.77

Encourage partners and other companies to initiate

business with the firm 0.89 31.54

To consider the supplier firm the premium choice as an

information systems supplier 0.87 24.82

Goodness of fit statistics
Chi-squared 55.91

Df 40

p-value 0.049

GFI 0.99

AGFI 0.99

RMSEA 0.062

CFI 1.00

NFI 1.00

Table IV Discriminant and convergent validity tests

Items

Factor

loading

(l)

Rho Jöreskog

(r(Y))

Reliability for

the construct

(rh)

Average

variance

extracted

(rvc(h))

Loyalty 0.92 0.79

Recommend the supplier firm to a partner when asked 0.91 0.83

Encourage partners and other companies to initiate business with the firm 0.89 0.79

To consider the supplier firm the premium choice as an information systems supplier 0.87 0.76

Delivery service 0.87 0.70

The actual delivery process 0.87 0.76

The planning of the delivery and installation procedures 0.92 0.85

The “ease of use” of the product just after installation 0.69 0.58

Technical assistance 0.91 0.84

The duration of intervention 0.95 0.91

The duration of recovery/solution 0.88 0.77

Accessibility 0.84 0.73

The duration of the effort to find the liable person in the company 0.87 0.75

The response to a message left 0.84 0.71

Notes: Range of correlation between constructs: 0.43-0.66
Source: Fornell and Larcker (1981)
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considers the buying centre as a unit of analysis.

This definition allows the research instrument to

be allocated to different posts inside the same firm.

If the concept of satisfaction is approached from

the perspective of the buying centre, the service

performance evaluations of each member of the

buying centre are captured, thus providing

evidence that partially fills this lacuna of

knowledge (Parasuraman, 1998; Schellhase et al.,

1999). Although this approach was difficult

methodologically (because firms were reluctant to

allow all members of the buying centre to

participate in the survey), the results depict with

relative accuracy the whole buying process and the

Figure 2 Structural model

Table V Exploring the mediating role of industrial satisfaction

Independent

variable Mediator Dependent variable

b1

significant?

b2

significant?

b3 and b4

significant?

and b3 < b1? Mediator?

Technical assistance Product and service reliability Industrial satisfaction t ¼ 4:234 t ¼ 3:263 t3 ¼ 3:727 Yes (partial mediator)

b1 ¼ 0:286 b2 ¼ 0:286 b3 ¼ 0:252

U U t4 ¼ 2:139

b4 ¼ 0:114

b3 , b1

U

Accessibility Industrial satisfaction Loyalty t ¼ 3:277 t ¼ 8:095 t3 ¼ 1:108 Yes (total mediator)

b1 ¼ 0:339 b2 ¼ 0:464 b3 ¼ 0:126

U U t4 ¼ 3:768

b4 ¼ 0:473

b3 , b1

U

Product and service

reliability

Industrial satisfaction Loyalty t ¼ 0:571 t ¼ 2:474 t3 ¼ 0:165 No

b1 ¼ 0:046 b2 ¼ 0:122 b3 ¼ 0:012

7 U t4 ¼ 4:479

b4 ¼ 0:506

b3 , b1

7

Delivery service Industrial satisfaction Loyalty t ¼ 3:299 t ¼ 2:281 t3 ¼ 2:611 Yes (partial mediator)

b1 ¼ 0:328 b2 ¼ 0:144 b3 ¼ 0:252

U U t4 ¼ 3:655

b4 ¼ 0:430

b3 , b1

U
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various crucial aspects that influence the buying

centre’s decisions.

Another important objective of this survey was

to explore the mediating role of satisfaction in a

model measuring loyalty attributes. The results

partially support the mediating role of satisfaction

and raise some important issues concerning this

matter. The fact that satisfaction mediates fully the

relationship between accessibility and loyalty

demonstrates that, without satisfaction, the

advantages of accessibility in the business context

cannot significantly influence any future buying

behaviour. Satisfaction not only mediates the

impact of accessibility as a service-quality

dimension on loyalty, but also limits its power to

influence buying centres’ future decisions. This is

of particular interest for practitioners trying to

formulate strategies capable of generating loyal

business customers. It is clear that it is not enough

to focus on one service-quality dimension to

achieve high rates of repeated purchases. Rather, it

is vital to generate globally satisfied customers in

this direction.

Similarly, satisfaction plays a partial mediating

role in the relationship between delivery service

and loyalty. It seems that delivery service has a

greater impact on the formation of loyalty

attributes because it is directly linked to the buying

centre and has a strategic role in the achievement

of various objectives – very often related to

suppliers’ performances. This shows clearly that,

although satisfaction is needed to generate loyal

business customers, errors and delays during the

delivery service phase of the exchange can cause

problems and disappointment in the client’s

buying decision centre.

On the other hand, satisfaction has no influence

in the relationship between product or service

reliability and loyalty. This can be explained, at

least in part, in a B2B context. Service or product

reliability is extremely important for the business

client, and business centres usually choose their

suppliers on the basis of quality excellence. It can

therefore be assumed that, in today’s competitive

business environment, core product or service

reliability is the absolute prerequisite for a business

relationship to exist. If the supplier firm fails to

meet buyer’s requirements, this will dramatically

change the status of the business relationship.

The results also provide evidence in support of a

multidimensional approach to the service-quality

construct. Moreover, although the specific

industrial set (information technology) might

appear to be unsuited to service-related research, it

proved to be “services-oriented”. It is evident that

buying centres show significant sensitivity to

service issues associated with a core product or

service offering. From this perspective, the present

authors argue that services surrounding the core

product or service offering – in this case hardware

and software applications – have a greater

influence on the creation of satisfaction than the

actual product or service offering.

Managerial implications

Although researchers in the service quality area

have often discussed the competitive advantages

that could be gained from an improvement in the

quality of the service offering, very few have clearly

demonstrated which of the service-quality

dimensions might provide significant competitive

advantages. Various studies have presented one

dimension as being more important than another

– without necessarily connecting the improvement

in a given dimension with improvement in

satisfaction ratings and behavioural intentions.

The present research has demonstrated that the

most crucial elements in industrial satisfaction (at

least in the information technology sector) are

accessibility and delivery. Those two service-

quality dimensions directly influence the

formation of industrial satisfaction in the buying

decision centre – thus providing managers with

strategic areas in which to enhance satisfaction

levels. For example, two critical issues on which

managers could focus their efforts are the time

required to find the responsible person in the

supplier’s firm, and the response of the firm to a

message left by a potential buyer. Similarly, the

delivery process of the core product or service

offering demonstrates clearly that modern

organisations need to offer consistently accurate

and reliable delivery, in addition to superior

product or service reliability and quality.

In any B2B environment, relational aspects are

always important. It is necessary to identify these

relationship aspects and to improve the quality of

the relationship with business partners. The

present findings suggest that buying centres need

to identify business partners who will be able to

offer an answer to their needs in the event of a

service failure. A good response is not limited to

the nature of the solution at a technical level. Of

particular importance is the promptness of

intervention in identifying the problem and

promptness in the actual problem solving.

A major contribution of the present study is the

mediating role of industrial satisfaction. Because

service-quality perceptions fail to influence loyalty

directly, industrial satisfaction exerts a partial

mediational influence. This result confirms the

findings of Cronin and Taylor (1992) and those of

Taylor and Baker (1994) in supporting a

significant interaction effect between service
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quality and satisfaction. From this perspective,

service quality is an antecedent of industrial

satisfaction, and exerts a stronger influence on

loyalty. Thus, managers might need to emphasise

total customer satisfaction programs – rather than

strategies that focus solely on service quality. As

stated above, it is important to identify crucial

service-quality dimensions because of their

capacity to assist firms to improve their service

offering. In contrast, focusing solely on service

quality can lead to myopic management with

catastrophic results. Industrial satisfaction is the

crucial element that drives longer-term client

relationships, and managers therefore need to

monitor satisfaction levels and understand clients’

perceptions of their total service or product

offering.

It is also obvious that service-quality

perceptions exert a greater influence on the

formation of industrial satisfaction than do core

product reliability perceptions. Surprisingly

enough, the service aspect in a manufacturing

environment seems to be more important for

buying centres. This fact emphasises the need for

firms to evaluate further services associated with a

product offering and establish clear quality

standards. Moreover, distinguishing between

service and product quality will help managers to

implement more flexible strategies – because

improvement plans of product quality differ

significantly from those of service quality. On this

basis, a means to achieve flexibility and increase

significantly buyers’ satisfaction ratings would be

to involve the buying centre in different phases of

the transactional continuum before actually

delivering the core product or service. This will

give buying firms an opportunity to express their

needs and establish a communication link on the

basis of openness, mutual understanding, and

fairness. This link will enhance the interaction

aspects of the relationship – such as trust and

relationship commitment.

Conclusion

The model presented in this study is an

exploratory effort to identify antecedents of

satisfaction and loyalty in a B2B setting. As such, it

is subject to some limitations. First, the

conclusions cannot be easily generalised because

there is a lack of homogeneity in business markets.

Second, there are other antecedents that were not

considered in the present study. This is due to the

secondary nature of the data with regard to the

operationalisation of specific constructs. Finally,

the single-item measurement of satisfaction

ignores the existence of different phases of

satisfaction in a relationship according to the

complexity of the service or product offering. The

present model therefore fails to identify the

existence of any turbulent incidents that might

damage or improve the relationship between the

buying firm and the supplier.

Further research is necessary in the following

areas. First, research is required to ascertain how

customer satisfaction is created in a B2B

environment and within the buying centre context.

Of particular interest are potential relational

interaction effects within the buying decision

centre. It would be very useful to identify the way

in which personnel holding key positions and roles

influence the rest of the buying personnel.

Psychological metrics, such as leader-member

exchanges (LMXs) and group cohesion, could

help practitioners to understand how their buying

centres operate and to identify the key persons who

influence the creation of quality and satisfaction

standards. Moreover, suppliers could target these

persons, resulting in enhanced satisfaction ratings.

Second, there is the need for research on

different product categories and services (such as

e-commerce and e-banking). In addition, samples

from different countries and industrial settings

would help to ascertain the generalisability of the

present findings.

Third, future research could use different

measurement scales to capture the constructs of

industrial satisfaction and loyalty in the buying

decision situation. The single-item constructs of

industrial satisfaction and product or service

reliability could be replaced with multi-item scales

– thus providing alternative ways of validating the

present results.

Finally, relational variables (such as trust and

commitment) could be used in quality-

satisfaction-loyalty models, thereby increasing the

possibility of achieving greater percentages of

explanation of loyalty cues.
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