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A. Parasuraman 
Texas A&M University 

A conceptual model articulating the nature and determi- 

nants of customer expectations of service is proposed and 

discussed. The model specifies three different types of ser- 

vice expectations: desired service, adequate service, and 

predicted service. Seventeen propositions about service ex- 

pectations and their antecedents are provided. Discussion 

centers on the research implications of the model and its 

propositions. 

Levels of expectation are why two organizations in 

the same business can offer far different levels of 

service and still keep customers happy, it is why 

McDonald's can extend excellent industrialized ser- 

vice with few employees per customer and why an 

expensive restaurant with many tuxedoed waiters 

may be unable to do as well from the customer's 

point of view. Davidow and Uttal (1989, p. 84). 

Customer expectations are pretrial beliefs about a product 

(Olson and Dover 1979) that serve as standards or reference 

points against which product performance is judged. Ac- 

cording to the Gaps Model of service quality (Parasuraman, 

Zeithaml, and Berry 1985, 1988; Zeithaml, Berry, and 
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Parasuraman 1988), customer assessments of service quali- 

ty result from a comparison of service expectations with 

actual performance. While the importance of expectations 

has been acknowledged in previous research on service 

quality (e.g., Gronroos 1982) and customer satisfaction 

(e.g., Oliver 1981 a), many research questions about the role 

of expectations in service evaluation remain to be answered. 

Among the research areas to be addressed are the nature 

of service expectations and their key antecedents. In the 

first area, research is needed to define and delineate the 

types of expectations that customers hold for services. For 

instance, are these expectations best conceptualized as pre- 

dictions or are they ideal standards? In the second area, '  

research is required to identify and understand key factors 

affecting service expectations. What factors most influence 

the formation of service expectations? What role do these 

factors play in changing expectation levels? This article 

addresses these and related issues. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Customer expectations have been investigated in a num- 

ber of research settings (see Winer 1985) but have received 

the most thorough treatment in the customer satisfaction and 

dissatisfaction (CS/D) and service quality literatures. In 

these literatures, consensus exists that expectations serve as 

standards with which subsequent experiences are compared, 

resulting in evaluations of satisfaction or quality. Consensus 

on other issues--the specific nature of the expectation stan- 

dard, the number of standards used, and the sources or 

antecedents of expectations--has not yet been reached. 
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Expectations-as-Predictions Standard 

In the dominant paradigm in the CS/D literature, expec- 

tations are viewed as predictions made by customers about 

what is likely to happen during an impending transaction or 

exchange. According to Oliver (1981b, p. 33), "It is gener- 

ally agreed that expectations are consumer-defined proba- 

bilities of the occurrence of positive and negative events if 

the consumer engages in some behavior." Miller (1977) 

called this standard the expected standard, defined it as an 

objective calculation of probability of performance, and 

contrasted it with three other types of expectations (to be 

described later). Swan and Trawick (1980) and Prakash 

(1984) termed this standard predictive expectations, defined 

as estimates of anticipated performance level. 

While the predictions paradigm dominates, considerable 

disagreement about standards has characterized the CS/D 

literature. Researchers have often departed from the predic- 

tion paradigm, arguing that alternative standards exist. Em- 

pirical support for distinctions between expectations-as- 

predictions and other standards has been offered (Gilly 

1979; Gilly, Cron, and Barry 1983; Swan and Trawick 

1980). 

Expectations-As-Ideal Standard 

A normative standard of expectations has been proposed 

by a variety of researchers. Miller (1977) proposed ideal 

expectations, defined as the "wished for" level of perfor- 

mance. Swan and Trawick (1980) proffered a standard they 

termed desired expectations, defined as the level at which 

the customer wanted the product to perform. Prakash (1984) 

formulated normative expectations, i.e., how a brand 

should perform in order for the consumer to be completely 

satisfied. More generally, several researchers (Westbrook 

and Reilly 1983; Woodruff, Cadotte, and Jenkins 1983, 

1987; Sirgy 1984) argued that CS/D is more likely to be 

determined by how well focal brand performance fulfills 

innate needs, wants, or desires of consumers, rather than 

how performance compares with pre-purchase predictions. 

Kahneman and Miller (1986, p. 136) claim that each stimu- 

lus (e.g., a service encounter) is "interpreted in a rich con- 

text of remembered and construed representations of what it 

could have been, or should have been." 
The expectations construct has been viewed as playing a 

key role in customer evaluation of service quality (Gronroos 

1982; Lehtinen and Lehtinen 1982; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, 

and Berry 1985, 1988; Brown and Swartz 1989). Its mean- 

ing in the service quality literature is similar to the ideal 

standard in the CS/D literature. Expectations are viewed as 

desires or wants of consumers, i.e., what they feel a service 

provider should offer rather than would offer (Parasuraman, 

Zeithaml, and Berry 1988). 

Other Expectation Standards 

Several other expectation standards have been proposed 

and tested empirically in CS/D research. Woodruff, Cadot- 

te, and Jenkins (1983) augmented earlier conceptualizations 

by proposing that customers rely on standards that reflect 

what the focal brand should provide to meet needs and 

wants, but that these expectations are constrained by the 

performance customers believe is possible based on experi- 

ences with real brands. They called these expectations 

experience-based norms because they captured both the ide- 

al and realistic aspects of expectations. Miller (1977) also 

proposed minimum tolerable expectations, defined as the 
lower level of performance acceptable to the consumer, and 

deserved expectations, reflecting the consumers' subjective 

evaluation of their own product investment. Finally, Prak- 

ash (1984) proposed a standard called comparative expecta- 

tions, consumer expectations from other similar brands. 

Expectations: Single Standard Versus 
Multiple Standards 

Recent conceptualizations of CS/D (Oliver 1985; Wilton 

and Nicosia 1986; Forbes, Tse, and Taylor 1986; Tse and 

Wilton 1988) have held that CS/D is a post-choice process 

involving complex, simultaneous interactions that may in- 

volve more than one comparison standard. Kahneman and 

Miller (1986, p. 136) contend that "A number of representa- 

tions can be recruited in parallel, by either a stimulus event 

or an abstract probe such as a category name, and a norm is 

produced by aggregating the set of recruited representa- 

tions." Empirical work has supported this view. As previ- 

ously noted, Prakash (1984) documented three types of ex- 

pectations: predictive, normative, and comparative. 

Cadotte, Woodruff, and Jenkins (1987) proposed and 

tested alternative CS/D models involving different stan- 

dards of comparison. Their product-norm model and best- 
brand norm model were consistently better than the brand 

expectation (prediction) model at explaining variation in 

satisfaction feelings and total model fit. These different 

norms were moderately correlated, suggesting that they 

share a common core but that each also has a unique compo- 

nent. 

Using path analysis, Tse and Wilton (1988) found sup- 

port for the influence of both predicted and ideal expecta- 

tions. They concluded that: 

the results suggest that more than one comparison 

standard may be involved in CS/D formation be- 

cause both expectation (prediction) and ideal relate 

individually to sa t i s f ac t ion . . ,  expectations and 

ideal appear to represent different constructs contrib- 

uting separately to the CS/D formation process. The 

single-standard model fails to represent the underly- 

ing processes adequately in comparison with a 

multiple-standard paradigm (p. 209-210). 

Expectations: Antecedent Factors 

One relatively unexplored area of research involves the 

sources of consumer expectations. Cadotte, Woodruff, and 

Jenkins (1987) discussed experience as a source of the ex- 

pectation norm and pointed out that focal brand expecta- 

tions may be but one of several norms that operate. They 

suggest that the norm may also be derived from the typical 

performance of a particular brand (the favorite brand, the 

last-purchased, the most popular brand). A second possi- 

bility is that the norm might be an average performance 
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believed typical of a group of similar brands (a product-type 

norm). They found that these norms, which they called 

produc t  norm  and b e s t - b r a n d  norm,  were consistently better 

at explaining variation in satisfaction than prediction of fo- 

cal brand performance. 
Beyond the specification of experience as influencing ex- 

pectations, research in marketing on the antecedents of ex- 

pectations has been limited. Oliver (1980a) ascribed expec- 

tations to three factors: the product itself, the context, and 

individual characteristics. Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Ber- 

ry (1985) acknowledged the importance of external compa- 

ny communications to customers in shaping expectations. 

Literature on other consumer behavior topics, such as 

search for information about quality, has yielded some 
sources that may be relevant in the formation of expecta- 

tions. These include external sources such as direct inspec- 

tion of a product (Beales et al. 1981) and personal consumer 

characteristics (Winer 1985). 

Gaps in the Expectations Literature 

The expectations component of the disconfirmation para- 

digm has been conceptualized in a variety of ways in the 

CS/D literature, with expectations-as-predictions being the 

dominant conceptualization. Research attempts to ascertain 

the appropriateness of these conceptualizations for under- 

standing CS/D have been, for the most part, empirical, 

focusing on the ability of competing models to explain the 
variance in CS/D. This empirical research has provided 

several important insights about customer satisfaction: a va- 

riety of expectation standards exist, disconfirmation of ex- 

pectations (rather than the expectations themselves) influ- 

ences the satisfaction process, and focal brand predictions 

may not be the standard that customers use. However, a 

comprehensive theoretical framework that captures and ex- 

plicates these results and integrates the different types of 

comparison standards remains to be developed. 

Several CS/D researchers, after conducting empirical in- 

vestigations grounded in the extant disconfirmation para- 

digm, have issued calls for more theoretical work in this 

area. For example, Cadotte, Woodruff, and Jenkins (1987) 

state: "Additional work is needed to refine and expand the 

conceptualizations of norms as standards" (p. 313). Tse and 

Wilton (1988) echo this need by pointing out that "Re- 

searchers have not converged on the exact conceptualization 

of the comparison standard and disconfirmation constructs" 

(p. 204). 

Another gap in existing literature involves delineation of 

the antecedents of expectations. With the possible exception 

of customer experience, these sources have not been identi- 

fied and discussed in detail. Furthermore, antecedents of 

customer expectations of service are as yet unspecified, 

although the services marketing literature suggests several 

distinguishing characteristics of service that may complicate 

the expectations formation process. These include customer 

involvement in the service production process and product 

intangibility (see Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry 1985). 

In the same literature, Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 
(1985) defined service quality as the comparison between 

customer expectations and perceptions of service. Their 

definition of expectations was broad and general--expecta- 

tions are customer desires--and did not stipulate the ante- 

cedents or norms of expectations used by customers in as- 

sessing service quality. In other words, what is the 

relationship among the different standards of expectation 

and perceived service? Do different expectations standards 

exist for perceived service quality as they appear to for 

customer satisfaction? 

Another unresolved question concerns the relationship 

between the core constructs of customer satisfaction and 

perceived service quality. While many academics and prac- 

titioners use the constructs interchangeably, and while both 

constructs invoke the disconfirmation paradigm, some re- 

searchers (e.g., Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1988) 

suggest that a distinction exists. 

The research reported in this paper is an attempt to ex- 

plore these knowledge gaps, better understand expectations 

as they pertain to customer assessment of service quality, 

and extend the theoretical work that exists in the customer 

satisfaction literature. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Exploratory research was required to develop an under- 

standing of different types of customer expectations and 

their sources. Focus group interviews with customers o f  

various service industries were conducted to provide input 

for a conceptual model of customer expectations of service. 

The approach used is consistent with procedures recom- 

mended for marketing theory development by several schol- 

ars (Deshpande 1983; Peter and Olson t983; Zaltman, 

LeMasters, and Heffring 1982). 

Service Categories Investigated 

The exploratory research design for this study was chosen 

to include contexts where different sources and types of 

customer expectations might exist. First, "pure services" 

(e.g., insurance) may generate different expectations than 

services associated with tangible products (e.g., equipment 

repair). Second, business customers' expectations might 

differ from those of end customers. Third, experienced and 

inexperienced customers could have differing expectations 

because of varying levels of familiarity with the service 

(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1985). Because the 

sources and types of expectations could differ in important 

ways within these three comparison pairs, respondents for 

the focus groups were chosen to represent each of them. 

A total of eight sponsoring firms from the insurance, 

business equipment repair, truck rental and leasing, auto- 

mobile repair, and hotel industries were selected. Custom- 

ers of five of these firms (three insurance firms, an auto- 

mobile repair firm, and a hotel chain) were chosen to 

represent the end-customer or consumer segment. Custom- 
ers of the remaining firms (one each from insurance, busi- 

ness equipment repair, and truck rental and leasing) were 

chosen to represent the business-customer segment. 

Sixteen focus group interviews were held, four each for 

the following cells: business customer/pure service; busi- 

ness customer/product-related service; end customer/pure 

service; end customer/product-related service. In each of 
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these four cells, two of the focus group interviews were 

with experienced customers and two were with inex- 

perienced customers. 

Experienced and inexperienced customers of each firm 

were defined using the firm's operationalization of these 

segments. Distinctions between experienced and inex- 

perienced customers were typically made on the basis of 

number of service contacts within a certain time period. 

The selection of a diverse set of service categories for the 

focus groups was motivated by a desire to generate insights 

that would transcend specific services, consistent with 

Lovelock's (1983) call for more cross-indttstry research in 

the services sector. Moreover, the selected industries vary 

along key criteria used by Lovelock (1983) to classify ser- 

vices. For instance, in terms of the nature and results of the 

service act (one of several two-dimensional classification 

schemes proposed by Lovelock), business equipment repair, 

automobile repair, and truck rental and leasing would repre- 

sent "tangible" actions directed at "physical possessions;" 

hotel services would represent "tangible" as well as "intan- 

gible" actions directed at "people's bodies and minds;" and 

insurance would represent "intangible" actions directed at 

"physical possessions and intangible assets". 

Conducting of Focus Groups 

The 16 focus group interviews were held in Atlanta, Chi- 

cago, Seattle, Rochester (NY), and Dallas to provide geo- 

graphical balance. The groups were formed in accordance 

with guidelines traditionally followed in the marketing re- 

search field (Bellenger, Bernhardt, and Goldstucker 1976). 

Field research companies in the various locations were hired 

to recruit and screen participants for the focus groups. Par- 

ticipants were chosen from customer lists provided by the 

sponsor firms in accordance with criteria pertaining to cus- 

tomer experience. The average number of participants per 

group was nine. All interviews were conducted in the focus- 

group facilities of the research companies, but were mod- 

erated by the researchers. 

Because the focus groups were exploratory, and intended 

as an aid in generating constructs and hypotheses, they were 

conducted in a non-directive and unstructured fashion as 

recommended by Calder (1977). Broad, open-ended ques- 

tions were posed (e.g., "What do you expect from a service 

provider? . . . .  Where do your expectations come from?" 

"Have your expectations changed over time?"). Discussion 

in each group centered on customers' expectations and ex- 

periences relating to the service in general (e.g., business 

insurance), as opposed to the specific service of the sponsor 

firm. The identities of the participating firms were not re- 

vealed to the respondents. 

Analysis of Focus Group Interviews 

An extensive written transcript of each focus group was 

prepared by one researcher as the interview was being con- 

ducted by another. All focus groups were also audiotaped. 

The written transcripts, supplemented by the audiotapes, 

formed the basis for the model of expectations developed in 

this article. 

The primary objective of the focus groups was to gener- 

ate constructs and hypotheses that would serve as building 

blocks for the model. As such, the approach for conducting 

and analyzing the interviews incorporated several recom- 

mended guidelines for theory construction through qualita- 

tive research (Belk, Sherry, and Wallendorf 1988; Thomp- 
son, Locander, and Pollio 1989). 

First, at the conclusion of each focus group interview the 

researchers informally discussed their impressions about the 

interview to identify emerging themes for verification in 

subsequent groups and for potential use in the model. This 

procedure is similar to what Belk, Sherry, and Wallendorf 

(1988) term memoing: "Memoing involves sporadic oral or 

written briefings of other team members regarding one's 

emerging interpretations of data or sense of project prog- 

ress" (p. 454). To maximize the benefits of this memoing- 

type process, and to verify that members of our research 

team (consisting of three researchers) were interpreting the 

focus group interviews consistently, all three researchers 

took part in the first 5 of the 16 focus group interviews (two 

as observers/note-takers and one as moderator). Two of the 

three researchers took part in each of the remaining focus 

group interviews. 
Second, consistent themes identified from initial focus 

groups through the memoing process were informally veri- 

fied in subsequent interviews. In most instances the themes 

emerged on their own during the discussion and reinforced 

the preliminary insights. In other instances the moderator 

introduced the themes to check whether they were consis- 

tent with the respondents' experiences. 

Third, each researcher independently reviewed the writ- 

ten transcripts and developed a list of constructs and hy- 

potheses after all 16 focus groups were completed. The 

researchers then shared their inferences with one another 

and discussed them in several lengthy meetings to achieve 

"triangulation across researchers" (Belk, Sherry, and Wal- 

lendorf 1988) and identify key components of the model. 

Thus the constructs and relationships embedded in the mod- 

el are based on insights that reflect researcher consensus and 

are supported by consistent patterns of responses obtained 

from multiple focus groups. 

THE MODEL 

Common themes emerging from the focus group inter- 

views and insights from previous research led to the devel- 

opment of the conceptual model of customer service expec- 

tations shown in Figure 1. Although differences were antici- 

pated across the comparison pairs described above, the na- 

ture and sources of expectations were similar across the 

groups. Expectations of end- and business-customer 

groups, of experienced and inexperienced customers, and of 

customers of pure and product-related services had funda- 

mentally the same nature and antecedents. 

The generic model of customer expectations is divided 

into four main sections: (1) the expected service component, 

(2) antecedents of desired service, (3) antecedents of ade- 

quate service, and (4) antecedents of both predicted and 

desired service. These four sections will be discussed along 

with propositions about the nature and relationships of the 

components of the model. 
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FIGURE 1 
Nature and Determinants of Customer Expectations of Service 
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The Expected Service Component 

Previous research on service quality (Sasser, Olsen, and 

Wyckoff 1978; Gronroos 1982; Lehtinen and Lehtinen 

1982; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1985, 1988; 

Brown and Swartz 1989) supports the notion that perceived 

service quality stems from customers' comparisons of what 

they wish to receive from firms and what they perceive 

actual service performance to be. In other words, perceived 

service quality is viewed as the degree and direction of 

discrepancy between customers' perceptions and desires 

(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1985, 1988). 

The focus group interviews supported the fiormative stan- 

dard as the appropriate comparison frame. Based on the 

interviews and past literature, we are terming this standard 

of expectation desired service, which is defined as the level 

of service the customer hopes to receive. Desired service is 

a blend of what the customer believes "can be" and "should 

be". Desired service is similar to what Liechty and Church- 

ill (1979) view as the level of performance the customer 

ought to receive, or deserves, given a perceived set of costs. 

Although customers hope to realize their service desires, 

they recognize that this is not always possible. Thus, they 

hold another, lower level expectation for the threshold of 

acceptable service. We define this lower level expectation 

as adequate service, the level of service the customer will 

accept. This level of expectation is comparable to Miller's 

(1977) minimum tolerable expectation, the bottom level of 

performance acceptable to the customer, as well as Wood- 

ruff, Cadotte, and Jenkins' (1987)experience-based norms. 

The focus groups consistently showed that customers' view 

of what a service "should be" exists at two levels: a desired 

level and an adequate level. A participant in one of the 

focus groups articulated the difference between these two 

types ot ~ expectations: "Expectation and tolerance differ-- 

your expectations don't change but your tolerance 

changes--what you'll accept changes." This leads to our 

first proposition: 

PI: Customers assess service performance based 

on two standards: what they desire and what 

they deem acceptable. 

Services are heterogeneous in that performance may vary 

across providers, across employees from the same provider, 

and even within the same service employee (Zeithaml, 

Parasuraman, and Berry 1985). The extent to which cus- 

tomers recognize and are willing to accept heterogeneity we 

call the zone of tolerance. This zone, representing the differ- 

ence between desired service and the level of service con- 

sidered adequate, can expand and contract. In other words, 

customers' service expectations are characterized by a range 

of levels (bounded by desired and adequate service) rather 

than a single level. A focus group participant expressed the 

existence of this range: "There is a certain level of service 

you e x p e c t . . ,  as long as the service is within a certain 

'window' of that level you don't complain." This leads to 

our second proposition: 

P2: A zone of tolerance separates desired service 

from adequate service. 

We found considerable variation in customers' tolerance 

zones. Some customers had a narrow zone of tolerance, 

requiring a consistent level of service from providers, 

whereas other customers tolerated a greater range of ser- 

vice. We also found that an individual customer's zone of 

tolerance increases or decreases depending on a number of 

factors, including company-controlled factors such as price. 

A business insurance customer commented, "Price in- 

creases don't really drive up expectations. But my tolerance 

level will become more stringent/less flexible with an in- 

crease." A business equipment repair customer claimed, 

"My expectations are higher when I've paid for a mainte- 

nance agreement, because I 've paid money up front." 

The customer's zone of tolerance may also vary for differ- 

ent service attributes. Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 

(1988) found that customer evaluation of service quality 

occurs along five dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, 

assurance, empathy, and tangibles. Our focus group inter- 

views suggest that customers might have narrower zones of 

tolerance for some dimensions than for others. In particular, 

respondents seemed less tolerant about unreliable service 

(broken promises, service errors) than other service break- 

downs. In fact, for service attributes that certain customers 

may assess in categorical terms (i.e., either the service pro- 

vider possesses the attribute or it does not), the zone of 

tolerance could be zero (i.e., adequate and desired service 

will be at the same level). 

The fluctuation in the individual customer's zone of toler- 

ance is more a function of changes in the adequate service 

level, which moves readily up and down due to contextual 

circumstances, than a function of changes in the desired 

service level, which tends to move more incrementally and 

do so in an upward direction due to the accumulation of 

experiences. Desired service is relatively idiosyncratic and 

stable as these comments from two business insurance cus- 

tomers illustrate: 

�9 My expectations about certain basics, for example, 

good faith, haven't changed. 

�9 Expectations won't change when the market is tight 

but you become more tolerant. 

Fluctuation in the zone of tolerance can be likened to an 

accordion's movement, but with most of the gyration com- 

ing from one side (the adequate service level) rather than the 

other (the desired service level). These conclusions can be 

summarized by means of three propositions: 

P3: The zone of tolerance varies across custom- 

ers. 

P4: The zone of tolerance expands or contracts 

within the same customer. 

PS: The desired service level is less subject to 

change than the adequate service level. 

Antecedents of Desired Service 

Davidow and Uttal (1989) acknowledge the myriad of 

customer-related factors that influence the expectation for- 

mation process: 
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[Service] expectations are formed by many uncon- 

trollable factors, from the experience of customers 

with other companies and their advertising to a cus- 

tomer's psychological state at the time of service 

delivery. Strictly speaking, what customers expect is 

as diverse as their education, values, and experi- 

ence. The same advertisement that shouts 'personal 

service' to one person tells another that the adver- 

tiser has promised more than it possibly can deliver 

(p. 85). 

Delineation of these multiple influences was one of the 

objectives of this research. Patterns of responses in the fo- 

cus group interviews indicated that the level of desired ser- 

vice depends on six antecedents, two of which are discussed 

in this section: (1) enduring service intensifiers and (2) per- 

sonal needs. The four remaining antecedents, which also 

influence predicted service, another type of expectation, are 

discussed in a subsequent section. 

Enduring service intensifiers are individual, stable fac- 

tors that lead the customer to a heightened sensitivity to 

service. One of those factors is derived service expecta- 

tions, where the customer's expectations are driven by an- 

other party. An example of this is when service employees 

depend on others to serve their own customers. An equip- 

ment repair customer, for example, stated, "I 'm analyzing 

blood. We're under a lot of pressure (from the doctors). It's 

important than when repair people come in (to repair blood 

analysis equipment) they be well equipped." In this case, 

the doctors' expectations for timely blood test results ele- 

vated the equipment repair customer's expectations for 

timely repair service. 

Employees may also derive their expectations from their 

managers and supervisors. Asked when their own expecta- 

tions were highest, several respondents commented that, 

"The needs of upper administration can change your expec- 

tations" or, "When top management expects more of me." 

Another enduring service intensifier is personal service 

philosophy--the customer's underlying generic attitude 

about the meaning of service and the proper conduct of 

service providers. Customers who are themselves in service 

businesses or have worked for them in the past seem to have 

especially strong philosophies: "You expect to be treated the 

way you treat other people" was one respondent's comment. 

A business insurance customer claimed, "Your own basic 

philosophies and attitudes about how to do business carries 

over into what you expect from insurance companies." To 

the extent that customers have personal philosophies about 

service provision, their expectations of most service pro- 

viders will likely be intensified. We therefore propose that: 

P6: Enduring service intensifiers elevate the level 

of desired service. 

Personal needs, states or conditions essential to the phys- 

ical or psychological well-being of the customer are a 

second factor that shape desired service. Personal needs can 

fall into many sub-categories, including physical, social, 

and psychological. A customer with high social and depen- 

dency needs, for example, may have relatively high expec- 

tations for a hotel's ancillary services--hoping, for exam- 

pie, that the hotel has a bar with live music and dancing. 

The impact of personal needs on desired service is illus- 

trated by the different expectations held by two business 

insurance customers: 

�9 Most of my expectations pertain to brokers. I expect 

the broker to do a great deal of my work because I 

don't have the s t a f f . . .  I expect the broker to know 

a great deal about my business and communicate that 

knowledge to the underwriter. 

�9 My expectations are d i f f e ren t . . .  1 do have a staff 

to do our certificates, etc., and use the broker mini- 

mally. 

Given these observations, we propose that: 

P7: A positive relationship exists between the lev- 

el of personal needs and the level of desired 

service. 

Antecedents of Adequate Service 

The customer's level of adequate service is influenced by 

five factors: (1) transitory service intensifiers, (2) perceived 

service alternatives, (3) customer self-perceived service 

roles, (3) situational factors, and (4) predicted service. 

Transitory service intensifiers are temporary, usually 

short-term, individual factors that lead the customer to a 

heightened sensitivity to service. Personal emergency situa- 

tions where the customer strongly needs service and per- 

ceives that the company ought to be able to respond (such as 

automobile insurance service in an accident) raise the level 

of adequate service, particularly the level of responsiveness 

considered acceptable. Comments by two focus group par- 

ticipants illustrate the impact of transitory service inten- 

sifiers: 

�9 An automobile insurance customer: "The nature of 

my problem influences my expectations, for exam- 

ple, a broken window versus a DWI accident requir- 

ing brain surgery." 

�9 A business equipment repair customer: "I had cal- 

ibration problems with the X-ray equipment. They 

should have come out and fixed it in a matter of 

hours because of the urgency." 

Problems with the initial service can also lead to heightened 

expectations. As one auto repair customer put it: "I am 

willing to be understanding the first time but would expect 

much more and be more impatient the second time around." 

Therefore, we propose that: 

P8: In the presence of transitory service inten- 

sifiers, the level of adequate service will in- 

crease and the zone of tolerance will narrow. 

Perceived service alternatives are customers' perceptions 

of the degree to which they can obtain better service through 

providers other than the focal company. If customers have 

several service providers to choose from, or if they can 

provide the services for themselves (such as lawn care or 
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bookkeeping), their levels of adequate service may be high- 

er than those of customers who believe it is not possible to 

get sufficiently better service elsewhere. The influence of 

this factor was clearly articulated by a business insurance 

customer who said, "Sometimes you just don't have many 

options . . . so you have to effectively settle for less." This 

leads to our ninth proposition: 

P9: The customer's perception that service alter- 

natives exist raises the level of adequate ser- 

vice and narrows the zone of tolerance. 

A third factor affecting the level of adeqtiate service is the 

customer's self-perceived service role. We define this as 

customers' perceptions of the degree to which they them- 

selves influence the level of service they receive. The im- 

portance of this factor, which relates to customer involve- 

ment with the service, has been stressed in previous 

research (e.g., Bowen 1989). 

When the provision of the service depends critically on 

customers' participation, their expectations are partly 

shaped by how well they believe they are performing their 

own roles. An automobile insurance customer acknowl- 

edged his responsibility in service provision: "You can't 

blame it all on the insurance agent. You need to be responsi- 

ble too and let the agent know what exactly you want." A 

truck leasing customer recognized her role by stating, 

"There are a lot of variables that can influence how you get 

treated, including how you deal with them." 

Customers' zones of tolerance seem to expand when they 

sense they are not fulfilling their roles. When, on the other 

hand, customers believe they are doing their part in deliv- 

ery, their expectations of adequate service are heightened. 

The comment of an automobile repair customer illustrates: 

"Service writers are not competent. 1 prepare my own 

itemized list of problems, take it to the service writer and 

tell him or her: 'Fix these. '" This leads us to propose that: 

PIO: The higher the level of a customer's self- 

perceived service role, the higher the level 

of adequate service. 

The focus group intecviews indicated that levels of ade- 

quate service were also influenced by situational factors, 

defined as service-performance contingencies that custom- 

ers perceive are beyond the control of the service provider. 

For example, whereas personal emergencies such as serious 

automobile accidents would likely intensify customer ser- 

vice expectations of insurance companies (proposition 8), 

catastrophes that affect a large number of people at one time 

(earthquakes or hurricanes) would likely lower service ex- 

pectations since customers recognize that insurers are inun- 

dated with demand for their services. Customers appear to 

recognize that these contingencies are not the fault of the 

service company and accept lower levels of adequate ser- 

vice given the context. We therefore propose that: 

Pl l :  Situational factors temporarily lower the lev- 

el of adequate service, widening the zone of 

tolerance. 

FIGURE 2 
Comparison between Customer Evaluation of 

Perceived Quality and Satisfaction 
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The final variable hypothesized to influence adequate ser- 

vice is predicted service, the level of service customers 

believe they are likely to get. This variable is synonymous 

with the definition of expectations in the dominant para- 

digm in the CS/D literature (Oliver 1980a,b; Olson and 

Dover 1979). 

Figure 2 illustrates the critical differences between cus- 

tomer satisfaction and perceived service quality assessments 

that result from the different standards of comparison used 

by customers in forming these assessments. As concep- 

tualized in the CS/D literature, assessments of customer 

satisfaction result from a comparison between predicted ser- 

vice and perceived service. As conceptualized in the ser- 

vices marketing literature, assessments of service quality 

result from a comparison of desired service and perceived 

service. Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985) refer to 

this comparison as Gap 5 in their model of service quality. 

Based on the present research, Gap 5- - the  gap between 

customer expectations and perceptions--can be concep- 

tualized to reflect two comparison standards: desired and 

adequate service. The comparison between desired service 

and perceived service, which we call perceived service 

quality (PSQ) Gap 5A, is the perceived service superiority 

gap; and the comparison between adequate service and per- 

ceived service, which we call PSQ Gap 5B, is the perceived 

service adequacy gap. The smaller the gap between desired 

service and perceived service, the higher the perceived ser- 

vice superiority of the firm. The smaller the gap between 

adequate service and perceived service, the higher the per- 

ceived service adequacy of the firm. These two service 

quality assessments (of perceived service superiority and 

perceived service adequacy) therefore replace the single 

Gap 5 in the Gaps Model. For these reasons, we propose 

that: 

P12: Two types of service quality assessments are 

made by consumers: perceived service supe- 

riority, which results from a comparison be- 

tween desired service and perceived service; 

and perceived service adequacy, which re- 

sults from a comparison between adequate 

service and perceived service. 

JAMS 8 WINTER. 1993 



THE NATURE AND DETERMINANTS OF CUSTOMER ZEITHAML, BERRY, AND PARASURAMAN 
EXPECTATIONS OF SERVICE 

Customer satisfaction is distinct from service quality as- 

sessments in that satisfaction results from a comparison 

between predicted service and perceived service. While the 

focus groups did not specifically address the way in which 

predicted service influences satisfaction, the literature on 

satisfaction suggests that it plays a direct role (Figure 2). 

While predicted service plays a direct role in satisfaction 

assessment, it only indirectly affects service quality assess- 

ment (Gap 5B) by influencing adequate service. If custom- 

ers predict good service, for example, their levels of ade- 

quate service are likely to be higher than if they predict poor 

service. A business insurance customer illustrates: "When 

the market is soft you can expect and get'great service." An 

auto repair customer reflected: "The dealer is supposed to 

be an expert. I 'm  paying more for a dealer's service. There- 

fore, I should expect the dealer to do it right the first time." 

If customers predict that service levels will be low, their 

levels of adequate service decrease and their zones of toler- 

ance widen. Therefore: 

P13: The higher the level of predicted service, the 

higher the level of adequate service and the 

narrower the zone of tolerance. 

Antecedents of Both Desired 
and Predicted Service 

Beales et al. (1981) describe two general categories of 

search for information about product quality: external 

search and internal search. External search includes product 

information acquired through outside sources; the informa- 

tion can be acquired actively, such as calling a store, or 

passively, such as watching television. Three factors that 

can be categorized as external affect both desired service 

and predicted service: (1) explicit service promises, (2) im- 

plicit service promises, and (3) word-of- mouth communi- 

cations. One internal search factor, past experience, also 

influences both desired and predicted service. 

Explicit service promises are personal and nonpersonal 

statements about the service made to customers by the orga- 

nization. These promises take different forms, among them 

advertising, personal selling, contracts, and communica- 

tions from service or repair departments. All have a direct 

impact on desired service as well as predicted service. The 

nature of the effects of explicit promises, while not heavily 

researched, may vary depending on the difficulty consumers 

have in evaluating product or service quality. Deighton 

(1984) and others (Hoch and Ha 1986, Ha and Hoch 1989), 

for example, suggest that advertising effects the way cus- 

tomers interpret objective and ambiguous evidence about 

quality. The more ambiguous the available evidence about 

quality, the larger and more dramatic the effects of advertis- 

ing; this effect is believed to be due to advertising-induced 

hypothesis testing and search. 

A hotel customer describes the impact of these promises 

on his expectations: "They get you real pumped up with the 

beautiful ad. When you go in you expect the bells and 

whistles to go off. Usually they don't." A business equip- 

ment repair customer states: "When you buy a piece of 

equipment you expect to get a competitive advantage from 

it. Service is promised with the sale of the equipment." We 

therefore propose that: 

P14: The higher the level of explicit service 

promises, the higher the levels of desired 

service and predicted service. 

Implicit service promises are service-related cues other 

than explicit promises that lead to inferences about what the 

service should and will be like. These quality cues include 

price and the tangibles associated with the service. Research 

has shown that customers often use price and tangibles as 

surrogates of quality (Zeithaml 1988). Consider a customer 

who shops for insurance, finding two firms charging radi- 

cally different prices. The customer may make the inference 

that the firm with the higher prices should and will provide 

higher quality service. Similarly, a customer who stays at a 

posh hotel is likely to desire and predict a higher standard of 

service from it as compared to a hotel with lower rates and 

less impressive facilities. 

Focus group participants repeatedly emphasized the im- 

portance of implicit promises, particularly price, in shaping 

their expectations. One hotel customer said, "What will a 

hotel provide? That depends on what you will pay." Another 

said, "You expect the service to be better in a nice-looking 

hotel." This leads to our next proposition: 

P15: Implicit service promises elevate the levels 

of desired service and predicted service. 

The importance of word-of-mouth communication in 
shaping expectations of service is well documented (Davis, 

Guiltinan, and Jones 1979; George and Berry 1981; Don- 

nelly 1980; Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry 1985). These 

personal and sometimes nonpersonal statements made by 

parties other than the organization convey to customers 

what the service will be like (i.e., what they can expect). 

Word of mouth about service performance carries particular 

weight as an information source because it is perceived as 

unbiased. Word of mouth tends to be quite important in 

services because services are difficult for customers to eval- 

uate prior to purchasing and directly experiencing them. 

Experts (including Consumer Reports, friends, and family) 

are all sources that affect the levels of desired service and 

predicted service. In the words of one focus group partici- 

pant, "What you hear from others about higher service lev- 

els in their companies can influence my expectation lev- 

els . . . I will check around to see why my company isn't 

providing the same level of service." We therefore propose 

that: 

P16: Positive word of mouth communication ele- 

vates the levels of desired and predicted ser- 

vice. 

Past experience, the customer's previous exposure to ser- 

vice that is relevant to the focal service, is another force in 

shaping predictions and desires (Scott and Yalch 1980; 

Smith and Swinyard 1983). The service experiences rele- 

vant for prediction can involve previous exposure to the 
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focal firm's service (e.g., the XYZ Hotel), to other firms in 

the industry (other hotel chains), or exposure to any service 

firm (e.g., department stores or banks). In the CS/D litera- 

ture, Cadotte, Woodruff, and Jenkins (1987) provide evi- 

dence of the use of different experience norms leading to 

customer satisfaction. Possible norms include experience 
with the focal brand, typical performance of a particular 

brand (favorite brand, last-purchased brand, top-selling 

brand) or average performance a customer believes repre- 

sents a group of similar brands. Sample quotes from the 

focus groups include: 

My expectations are definitely influenced by my 

past e x p e r i e n c e . . ,  my expectations are more real- 

istic because of the knowledge I 've  gained. 

The more years you spend in this business the more 

you expect because the more you learn and know. 

This leads to our final proposition: 

P17: A positive relationship exists between levels 

of past experience with a service and the 

levels of desired service and predicted ser- 

vice. 

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

The model presented in this paper provides a comprehen- 

sive framework of service expectations and their potential 

antecedents. The model offers a more precise foundation for 

measuring customer expectations of service than that which 

existed previously. The model also clarifies the distinction 

between customer satisfaction and service quality assess- 

ment within a single framework by specifying three differ- 

ent levels of customer expectations: (1) desired service, 

which reflects what customers want; (2) adequate service, 

the standard that customers are willing to accept; and (3) 

predicted service, the level of service customers believe is 

likely to occur. 

The constructs and propositions embedded in the model 

augment the extant literature on customer expectations. In 

addition, they raise a number of intriguing questions and 

methodological challenges for future research. 

First, empirical testing of the propositions advanced 

would require developing psychometrically sound measures 

of the model's constructs, particularly the focal constructs 

of desired, adequate, and predicted service. While the do- 

main of customers' service expectations (i.e., the general 

dimensions and criteria customers use in evaluating ser- 

vices) has been well established (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, 

and Berry 1985, 1988), more work is needed to operational- 

ize those domains in the context of the three types of 

expectations--desired, adequate, and predicted service. A 

noteworthy challenge in undertaking such research is to 

ensure that the wording of the instructions and/or scale 

items is sufficiently distinct for the three types of expecta- 

tions to establish high discriminant validity among them 

(especially between desired and adequate service). 

Second, since desired service is likely to be more stable 

than adequate service, and therefore less subject to change 

(P5), research focusing on strategies to manage adequate 

service level expectations, and the relative effectiveness of 

those strategies, would be especially helpful to service com- 

panies. The posited difference between the stability of de- 

sired and adequate service also implies a need for research 

focusing on measurement of these two constructs. For ex- 

ample, should a service firm measure adequate service more 

frequently than desired service? Should measures of ade- 

quate service be more situation-specific than those of de- 

sired service? 

Third, the possible role of predicted service in influenc- 

ing how customers evaluate the gap between perceived and 

expected service (i.e., the service quality gap) is worthy of 

investigation. The proposed framework clearly distin- 

guishes between service quality assessment and satisfaction 

assessment by implying that predicted service is directly 

relevant only for the latter. The influence of predicted ser- 

vice on service quality assessment is only indirect through 

its positive correlation with adequate service (P12). How- 

ever, an intriguing possibility is that the predicted service 

level may moderate how a customer interprets Gap 5, the 

service quality assessment gap. For instance, suppose the 

level of service perceived by a customer falls at the mid- 

point of his/her tolerance zone. Would this customer's inter- 

pretation of this performance level (and hence assessment of 

service quality) vary depending on whether the predicted 

service level was above or below the adequate service level? 

Relatedly, can the predicted service level ever exceed the 

adequate service level? These and other research questions 

would provide important insights into customer evaluation 

of service quality. 

Fourth, researching ways service firms could use the 

zone of tolerance concept to formulate effective marketing 

strategies would be beneficial. Intuitively, it would seem 

that managers would want their customers to have wide 

tolerance zones for service. On the other hand, if customers 

have relatively wide zones of tolerance for service, does this 

make it more difficult for firms with superior service to earn 

customer loyalty? Would superior service firms be better off 

to attempt to narrow customers' tolerance zones to reduce 

the competitive appeal of mediocre providers? 

The zone of tolerance is an intriguing new construct but 

the nature and degree of its managerial relevance requires 

much additional investigation. For instance, can customers 

be meaningfully segmented into groups according to their 

zones of tolerance with different marketing strategies devel- 

oped for each of them? What is the impact of strategies such 

as relationship marketing and service guarantees on the 

zone of tolerance? 

A related research issue involves measurement of the 

zone of tolerance. One approach is to operationalize the 

zone as the difference between measures of the desired and 

adequate service constructs. However, such an approach 

may be problematic in view of the proposed difference in 

the stability of the two measures (as previously discussed) 

and potential problems with operationalizing constructs as 

difference scores in models involving multiple constructs 

(see, e.g., Johns 1981; Prakash 1984). A need and a chal- 

lenge exist for developing direct measures of the zone of 

JAMS 10 WINTER, 1993 



THE NATURE AND DETERMINANTS OF CUSTOMER ZEITHAML, BERRY, AND PARASURAMAN 
EXPECTATIONS OF SERVICE 

tolerance, perhaps by having customers specify the range of 

expectations that they possess for service. 
Fifth, since the propositions developed in this paper are 

based on exploratory focus group research, there is a clear 

need for testing them through empirical, confirmatory re- 
search. Such research will help identify the antecedent con- 
structs that have significant effects on the different types of 
expectations. In addition, from a managerial standpoint, it 
is useful to determine the relative importance of the signifi- 

cant antecedent constructs. For instance, what is the relative 

weight of word of mouth, explicit service promises, and 

implicit service promises in shaping desired service and 

predicted service? What is the relativE' impact of self- 
perceived service role, enduring service intensifiers, and 

transitory service intensifiers on adequate service levels? 
Empirically based answers to these questions are essential 
for establishing the relative efficiency of various expecta- 
tion-management strategies implied by our conceptual mod- 

el. 
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