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ABSTRACT BY the end of year 2000, more than 3800 Spanish companies had been ISO certified
(ISO, 2001). Aiming for a quality certification is still the most extended practice leading to quality
improvements in companies. Of the total number of companies avming to obtain certification, about
80% contracted external consultancy services to help them implement quality systems (Casadesus,
1998). Despite that, there is no clear evidence that consultancy contributed to emhancing the
implementation of quality systems. In this article, we present empirical research on this issue, in a
sample of Spanish companies. We use SERVQUAL methodology to study several factors: potential
benefits obtained by customers of quality consultancy services, customers’ percerved quality and
expectations of the quality of the consultancy service, relationship between percetved quality and
benefits provided by the consultant, relationship between the quality of the consultant companies and
their size and, finally, the cost of the quality consultant services.

Introduction

The transition towards an increasingly competitive general economic environment, character-
ized among other factors by economic globalization as well as technological innovation
processes, has resulted in the emergence of a new management style. Even though it is rather
difcult to generalize and summarize the characteristics of new organizations, while remaining
conscious of the dangers of generalization, we could mention the following three general
characteristics that the new organizations tend to share:

« An intensive reorganization process of the company, towards more flexible and
integrated organizations.

e The customer is settled as the most important and basic figure for the firm.

« The setting-up of the quality paradigm as the model to gain satisfied customers, as
well as a trend to set new standards for quality.

In Europe, not all firms around us find themselves involved in this type of reorganization.
Obviously, the repercussion of these organizational changes is not uniform—in fact there still
exist nowadays many small firms which follow craftsmanship patterns of production. It seems
this tendency is much more evident in large firms and in some specific sectors (e.g.

Correspondence: Marti Casadesus Fa, Universitat de Girona, Escola Politécnica Superior, Av. Lluis Santal6 s/n,
17001 Girona, Spain.

ISSN 0954-4127 print/ISSN 1360-0613 online/02/060797-15 © 2002 Taylor & Francis Ltd
DOI:10.1080/0954412022000010154



798 F. MARIMON VIADIU ET AL.

multinationals in the automotive industry). But it also true that even in small firms there is
a greater tendency to reorganize and re-evaluate the productive process, a kind of new
paradigm or new common sense in management.

Overall, the quality paradigm has become a considerable force throughout Europe and
in the rest of the world. Certainly, this paradigm has transcended from the industrial and
economic areas to other wider ones, as well as the social, and sometimes discussion related
to quality has even been popularized in excess. Thus, as is stressed in one of the European
Commission’s recognized publications, one must be conscious of the fact that quality is a
tool or a means to obtain an end and not an end in itself (Silva & Giannuolo, 1996). Although
methods to improve and manage quality are numerous, it can be said that this quality
paradigm or movement is based on two pillars: ISO 9000 and total quality management.

Lately, the academic field has developed a large number of empirical studies related to
ISO 9000 quality systems, at national and international level. Among other considerations,
these research studies have attempted to analyse why companies decide to introduce ISO
9000, along with the difjculties involved and the benefits derived.

This movement in the academic field follows a previous phenomenon in the business
field: the high growth rate of the introduction of ISO 9000 standards. In a parallel fashion,
there has been a notable growth in demand for the specialist services of quality management
consultants.

All these studies confirm the importance of the consultant services engaged by companies
in order to introduce the new ruling, but the actual influence of these services has not
been fully analysed. Nevertheless, obvious questions on the subject spring to mind: What
contributions have the consultant services brought to companies that are involved in
introducing ISO 9000? Has the consultant service proved beneficial? Are the companies
satisfied with the quality consultants? Have the consultants lived up to the expectations of
their clients? What benefits are involved?

These questions are obviously of interest to the companies involved, but also to
consultants eager to determine the degree of client satisfaction, on which their very future
depends. Moreover, the analysis of these questions is even more relevant in the present
situation where companies are involved in a process of adaptation to the new ISO 9000:2000
standards. For all these reasons, and in order to resolve the issues thereby raised, this
empirical study was carried out on companies that used consultancy services to introduce
their ISO 9000 quality systems.

Antecedents

Most research into quality management at a world-wide level refers to the motivation of
companies to introduce quality systems (Meegan & Taylor, 1997; Wenmoth & Dobbin,
1994), to the benefits derived from the introduction of such systems (Brown & Van der
Wiele, 1995; Buttle, 1997; Casadesis & Giménez, 2000; Jones et al., 1997; Lloyds Register
Quality Assurance, 1994; Vanguard Consulting, 1994), or to the importance of the human
factor in quality management (Vloeberghs & Bellens, 1996).

Many studies mention the importance of the support lent by consultant services for the
introduction of the ruling. In this country, previous research showed that approximately 80%
of 286 Spanish companies surveyed use external consultant services (Casadesus, 1998). This
can be seen in Fig. 1. The services provided range from in-service training prior to introducing
a quality system to maintenance auditing of the system after certification. The service can
also include producing the quality manual and drawing up procedures for the quality
assurance systems.
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Use of consultants on setting up quality systems

42%

18% 20% 20%

Full use Moderate use Occasional use Not used

Figure 1. Percentage of companies that have used consultant services when introducing quality systems (Casadesus,
1998).

In like manner, some research studies mention the relative importance of companies
that have used external consultancies compared with those that have not (Vloeberghs &
Bellens, 1996), but no study has assessed the real quality of the services offered by the
consultancies or whether these service were really what the client company expected. Some
considerations on the contributions of consultant firms can be found (including factors such
as employee training, information and motivation), but no studies have been made on issues
of such crucial interest as: To what extent does the engagement of a consultant service
provide benefits to the firm? Can these benefits be measured? Are the benefits of an intangible
nature that is hard to express in monetary terms? This is a complex issue indeed, as has
already been pointed out in the literature on the subject (Nachum, 1999), where some
authors have put forward their own methodology for calculating the yield from an investment
in consultation services (Phillips, 2000).

This paper aims to summarize the main conclusions drawn from a research study that
analyses the expectations and fulfilment of expectations among client companies that have
used consultancy services to introduce ISO 9000 quality assurance systems. The paper also
analyses the benefits obtained by the companies as a result of the introduction of the ruling
following advice given by professional consultants.

Methodology

An empirical research study has recently been carried out with the aim of analysing and
attempting to provide an answer to these questions. A sample was taken of companies that
had used consultant services for implementing quality assurance systems in keeping with the
ISO 9000 standards on the subject. This model or type of quality management was chosen
because it is undoubtedly the most widely used in Spain.

Regarding the evolution of the impact of ISO 9000 certification in Spain, it has to be
said that the growth in the last few years has been spectacular: currently there are more than
10 000 certified Spanish companies, and in these past few years ISO 9000 has been popularized
in Spain (ISO, 2001). In fact, Spain was the fifth country in the world in 2000 in number of
certified companies, exactly 3877 (ISO, 2001).

At present, more and more people, not just from the entrepreneurial and academic area,
know or at least have heard about ISO 9000. In this sense, in our opinion, two factors have
played an important role: on the one hand, the extension of the certification in itself, which
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has arrived in a very wide activity sectors, products and services (education, social work,
financial services, telebank cards, etc.); and additionally, the intensive promotion carried out
by some companies of the ISO 9000 certification, as if it were a product or service quality
label. One may guess that this popularization process will affect positively rather than
negatively the future evolution of the norm.

For example, a broad set of advantages has been popularized, some of them objective
and contrastable, and derived from the implementation of a quality assurance system, but so
many others, on the other hand, are not very objective, derived from a generalized opinion
(e.g. the excessive valuation of the quality image improvement of the ISO 9000 certification).
The problem with these opinions is that too often, as soon as the management tool in
question, in this case ISO 9000, is erected as an authentic panacea, it is totally reviled and
repudiated.

The research was undertaken in the Catalonian Autonomous Community, which is
considered to be one of the regions in Spain where ISO 9000 certification has had the
greatest impact. In more specific terms, the research was carried out within the industrial
area of Catalonia and focuses on companies that were certified between 1997 and 1999.

The companies in the sample were sent a questionnaire composed of some modules: the
first to detect perception of the service received; the next to asses previous expectations; and
the third to know the benefit of the consultant intervention. Other sections included in the
questionnaire obtain information about the company and the consultant.

The first two modules were adapted from the widespread SERVQUAL model drawn up
by Zeithaml ez al. (1990). This is a model whereby the quality of a given service is assessed
on the basis of the expectations and perceptions of the clients. This is considered to be the
best known used system presently used for measuring service quality.

In short, the questionnaire was designed to gather information about the quality of the
consultancy service as perceived by companies that engaged the service to introduce ISO
9000 and about the expectations of this type of service that were held previously by the
company. With this information, the questionnaire then attempts to find out the benefits that
were obtained by the company as a result of engaging the service. Each of these aspects will
be considered in the following paragraphs. It must be borne in mind, however, that the
responses to these questions have been compiled on a Likert scale [1-5]. The questionnaire
was completed by the addition of extra questions designed to obtain general information
about the company and about the consultancy that was employed.

The questionnaire was delivered via ordinary mail to 483 managers who are responsible
for ISO 9000. After that, these people were contacted by telephone to explain the purpose
of the study, and a fax or e-mail was sent again to those who agreed to participate. The 87
valid questionnaire represent a response rate of 18%, but only 65 of these came from
companies that had used consultancies to introduce their quality system. The population on
which the research was carried out is less than 1670 companies, this being the total number
of certificates issued over the sample period in Catalonia. It must also be borne in mind that
many companies hold more than one certificate.

The questionnaires were grouped in 10 different codes of activity to compare with the
rate of these codes in the total population. The sample obtained is quite representative of the
companies located in Catalonia. Nevertheless, a first conclusion that can be drawn is that
there is a smaller proportion of companies in the services sector.

Benefits obtained by clients of quality consultant services

Before analysing the quality offered by consultants and the expectations raised by this type
of service, an analysis is made of the clients’ perceptions of the benefits directly derived from
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Table 1. Items analysed to assess the benefits of working with a consultant when introducing a quality system

Items

Better understanding of quality as a result of working with an external consultant

Satisfaction with the skills provided by the consultants

Increased company motivation after working with external consultants

Adaptation of ethical approach after working with an external consultant

Definition and aims of quality policy following advice from the consultant

Definition of and approach to processes following advice from the consultant

Improved approach to customers following advice from the consultant

Setting up of beneficial relationships with customers and/or suppliers following advice from the
consultant.

[c RN e N R O R

9 Setting up of customer satisfaction control measures following advice from the consultant
10 Ideas for growth of company yield following advice from the consultant
11 Setting up of continuous improvement scheme in the company following advice from the
consultant
12 Improved understanding of the relationship between the different processes and how to manage
the same in terms of a system
13 Improved decision-taking based on data analysis following advice from the consultant

the consultant’s intervention. Although it must be considered a priori that clients are not
usually very sure about the value of the service that they are engaging or the price that they
are prepared to pay for it, it can be said that if this type of consultancy exists, it is because
clients think that they can obtain some benefits for which they are prepared to pay a fee.
These benefits have been assessed by a set of 13 questions, likewise answered on the Likert
scale [1-5], as compiled in Table 1. The benefits considered are not merely of an economic
nature but include diverse factors such as increased motivation in workers and improved
relationships with customers and suppliers.

This list has been drawn from some sources, mainly from the eight fundamental concept
of the European Foundation for Quality Management model and from the eight principles
for the quality management provided by ISO 9000.

Assessment of the results obtained shows that the arithmetic mean of all these benefits
is only 3.05. An overall assessment of the benefits gained from use of a consultant was
obtained from one single question, the response to which gave a similar result of 3.17. In
short, both indicators coincide in highlighting the fact that the companies did not perceive
any benefits from the input of the consultant.

From a factor analysis, on extracting factors with the principal components and varimax
rotation method, two factors with eigenvalues higher than one are obtained. The analysis is
correct. The determinant of the correlation matrix is 7.162 x 10~ ° and the Kaiser- Meyer-
Olkin (KMO) measure is 0.881. The standardized item Cronbach alpha is 0.94 for the first
factor and 0.84 for the second factor. These constructs demonstrate good reliability. More-
over, the two factors account for 70% of the variability of the sample.

From the variables with the highest saturations in each factor, we decided to call the
first factor ‘Client approach’ (with a punctuation of 2.9) and the second factor ‘Before the
ruling is introduced’ (3.4). This second factor includes all the benefits derived from the
steps prior to introduction: definition of quality policy, identification of aims, definition of
procedures and improved understanding of quality (see Fig. 2).

The first dimension (client approach) is slightly under the middle of the Likert scale
[1-5] used. The work of the consultant does not help companies to improve their approach
to clients. The second dimension gets a better punctuation, which means the consultant does
good work before implementation the quality system.
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BENEFITS
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F1.- Client |
Approach
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Figure 2. Punctuations of benefit factors.

Table 2. High saturation of the two factors of benefits with the PAF method with varimax rotation

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Factor 1 X X X X X X X X X
Factor 2 X X X X

Table 2 shows the grouping of the items related to benefits derived from working with a
quality consultant.

Perceived quality of the quality consultant services

In their well-known model, Zeithaml ez al. (1990) distinguish five different dimensions that
define the quality of a given service:

o Tangibles: appearance of the physical facilities, equipment, personnel and communi-
cation equipment.

o Reliability: ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately.

o Responsiveness: willingness to help clients and provide prompt service.

o Assurance: knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and
confidence

o Empathy: caring, individualized attention the firm offers its clients.

The quality of the service as perceived by clients will be derived from comparing their prior
expectations of the service with their appreciation of the actual service provided in such a
way that a given service will be considered excellent for the client when the benefit exceeds
prior expectations, acceptable when the benefit lives up to the client’s expectations and
deficient when the service is poorer than expected.

In order to determine the perceived quality, a questionnaire extracted mainly from the
SERVQUAL model was used, with a total of 14 questions. It should be noted, however, that
we adapted these questions to our circumstances, following guidelines laid down by different
questionnaires used in other empirical studies. To this end, the following studies should be
mentioned: research by Samson and Parker (1994) into the engineering consultancy industry
in Australia; research by Ribeiro (1996) into the consultancy sector in Valencia; the study by
Casadesus (1998) of the introduction of ISO 9000 into Catalonia; and a paper by Escanciano
(2000) on quality systems in Spain.
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Table 3. Distribution of the 14 items surveyed in relation to the different dimensions of the model
proposed by Zeithaml et al. (1990)

Factor Description of items

1. Tangibles 1 Personal appearance of staff
2 Visual attractiveness of equipment in the consultancy
3 Easy reports to understand

2. Reliability 4 Ability to perform the promised service
5 Fulfilment of commitments within the established time limits
6 Co-ordination between different company departments
7 Detailed specification of aims and time limits

3. Responsiveness 8 Willingness to help clients
9 Enthusiasm and involvement in the project

4. Assurance 10 Ability to inspire trust and confidence

11 Professional knowledge and expertise of consultants
5. Empathy 12 Company concern for the best interests of the client

13 Communication and interpersonal skills of the consultant
14 Client satisfaction with consultation

Table 3 shows the grouping of the different questions or items in each of the dimensions
of the Ziethaml model. The aggregation was made ‘a prior?, but there was no mention of
dimensions in the questionnaire.

The reliability of the data was examined for the 14 perception-item using the Cronbach
alpha: the standard value is 0.9355 and the 14 alphas obtained when one of the items is
deleted are all between 0.9271 and 0.9356.

The data collected during field work referring to the quality of the consultancy services
as perceived by the companies were analysed following the principal components method. In
this way, after the varimax rotation method was applied, only three factors with eigenvalues
greater than one were obtained. The contrast analysis is correct: the determinant of the
correlation matrix is 1.055% 10 ° and the KMO measure is 0.834. These three factors
combine to explain the 72.3% of the total of the variance.

On the other hand, it can be deduced from the grouping of questions about perceived
quality suggested by the factor analysis that a relative similitude exists to the generic model
by Zeithaml et al. (1990). Table 4 shows the dimensions of the Ziethaml ez al. model in the
column headings. The factors determined by the factor analysis figure in the rows underneath.
Analysis of this table shows the relationship between both forms of grouping the 14 questions
on perceived quality that figure on the questionnaire.

The three factors that define the perceived quality of ISO 9000 consultancy service are
the following:

Table 4. High saturations of the three factors with the principal component method with varimax

Responsive-
Tangibles Reliability ness Assurance Empathy
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
Factor 1 X X X X X X X X

Factor 2 X X X
Factor 3 X X X
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e Factor 1: Personal quality of the consultant. This factor refers to a set of aspects such as
the consultant’s knowledge of the ruling, involvement of the consultant in the client
company’s interests, care and individualized attention given by the consultant to the
company, the consultant’s willingness to help, and the climate of trust and confidence
that is transmitted to the client. This first quality perception factor is given an average
rating of 3.89 on a scale of 1-5. Actually, this factor includes fully the items of the last
three dimensions of the Zeithaml ez al. model, and also includes an item that a prior:
was in the reliability dimension. A deeper observation of these items makes it evident
that all of them are related with the personal work of the consultant.

e Factor 2: Scheduling. The scheduling factor represents the skills of the consultants in
completing the work within the agreed time periods. It thus refers to the result of the
service, i.e. obtaining the certificate within the established budget and time period.
This factor should be a sine qua non condition for good service because it is assumed
that the providers of a service must fulfil their promises. On the whole, clients do not
give any extra credit to companies that honour their obligations, but when this is not
the case, poorer quality in the service is detected here with a 3.50 on the same scale.
This is an indication that this aspect of the service should be significantly improved.

o Factor 3: Tangibles. This last factor refers to the offjce appearance, to the equipment
used therein and even to the personal appearance of the consultants. The perception
detected in this factor is rated at 3.62.

A first conclusion to be drawn from the results is that the quality of the service is good. The
three factors that define the perception are above 3.5 (see Fig. 3).
Several additional factors also exist to bear up this statement.

e The arithmetic mean of the Likert scale ratings [1-5] corresponding to the set of 14
questions on perceived quality is 3.75. This is considerably higher than three, the
central value of the scale. This can be taken as an indicator of a good perception of
quality, while still allowing for improvement. This assessment fully coincides with a
question on ‘overall perception of the quality of the service’ that received an average
rating of 3.69, thereby validating the results obtained.

« The statement ‘working with the consultant was a worthwhile experience’ is rated with
an average of 3.80. This is not a direct question on quality, but gives us an idea of the
degree of satisfaction with the service received.

« The statement ‘If I were to reinitiate the process, I would choose the same consultant’
was rated at 3.55. Actually, this question could be asked in terms of yes or not, but
the Likert scale [1-5] gives a degree. It must be borne in mind that 55% of the
companies have in fact returned to the same consultant after receiving their certificate

PERCEPTIONS

F3.- Tangibles | |

F2.- Scheduling | |

F1.- Personal Quality | |

1 2 3 4 5

Figure 3. Punctuations of perceived quality factors.
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(not necessarily for quality-related tasks). This is a high index considering that the
specific purpose of the introduction process is fulfilled on obtaining certification. If
the companies continue to use the consultant after this point, it would seem to indicate
a high degree of satisfaction.

« Another index of satisfaction with the service received is the intention to use the same
consultant to adapt the company system to the new (ISO 9000:2.000) standards.
Seventy-seven per cent of the companies that intend to use a consultancy to update
their systems will reuse the same service.

Expectations of service given by quality consultants

Company expectations of the services given by consultants were researched using the same
methodology and analysing the same aspects and equivalent sets of questions to those already
used to assess perceived quality in the same services.

In the questionnaire a section was also included in which 100 points should be assigned
to the five dimensions of the Zeithaml ez al. model (1990), balancing the importance of them.

From the results obtained, it can be observed that the most important of the five
dimensions defined by the Zeithaml ez al. model is considered to be ‘reliability’ (in which the
consultant delivers the agreed service in an accurate and trustworthy manner). From a total
of 100 points for all five dimensions, ‘reliability’ received 28 points whereas ‘tangibles’ were
considered of lesser importance and were only awarded 12 points. However, this same
‘reliability’ dimension, most closely related to the ‘scheduling’ factor, coincides exactly with
the lowest rated factor in terms of service quality. This points to an urgent need for the
consultants to improve this factor.

The relative importance of these dimensions is very similar to the results obtained by
Zeithaml ez al. (see Fig. 4).

On quantifying the level of quality expected from these services, using another set of 14
questions equivalent to the previous set (on the same scale), the arithmetic mean is found to

40

30

20

10

0 .
Tangibles Reliability Responsiveness  Assurance Empathy

= Importance assigned to the five dimensions in consultancy senice
m Importance of the five dimensions in general (according Zeithaml et al)

Figure 4. Relative importance assigned in the consultancy service versus the figures detected by Zeithaml et al.
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Figure 5. Perceived quality, expected quality and the gap between expectations and quality in each of the three factors
used to define service quality.

be 4.35. Thus, expectations of the service are much higher than perceived quality of the
same. In short, it is clear that the difference generated between the arithmetic mean of
perceived quality of the service and expectations of the same is —0.61 (—12%). Thus,
although a high perception of quality for services rendered by quality consultants was detected
in the previous section, prior expectations of the same services were even higher.

If we analyse the gap between expected quality and the quality that is actually perceived
on the basis of the factors that define service quality, as seen above, it can be observed from
Fig. 5 that the gap is greatest in the ‘scheduling’ factor, and least significant in the ‘tangibles’
factor.

In a nutshell, we can conclude this part of the analysis by stating that although the
companies hold a good opinion of the quality of the advisory services received, prior
expectations of the same were considerably higher. This conclusion shows that there is still
room for improvement of the service offered by quality consultants.

Relationship between perceived quality and benefits provided by the consultant

The next step consisted in establishing the relationship between perceived quality and the
benefits obtained from using the service of a consultant. The research study detected and
confirmed the relationship existing between the two concepts with different sets of statistics.
To summarize, this relationship was analysed in two different ways: firstly, from questions
eliciting an overall assessment on quality and benefits, i.e. the analysis of the contingency
table resulting from the crossing of the two variables; and secondly, from the analysis of the
relationship between the variables of mean quality and mean benefits calculated as a mean
from the corresponding sets of questions.

Contingency Table 5, relating the two overall assessment variables on the Likert scale
[1-5], is a 5 x 5 square table. The two questions crossed are ‘make a global evaluation of the
consultant’ and ‘make a global evaluation of the benefits provided by the consultant’. In this
respect, the Pearson chi-square statistics and the likelihood ratio indicate the existence of a
relationship.

The association measurements that are normally used on an ordinal scale
(Gamma = 0.759, Kendall’s tau-b = 0.563 and Somers’ d = 0.562, each with a P value of
0.000 in every case) also detect a relationship between the different variables. A log-linear
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Table 5. Contingency table statistic between overall perceived quality and overall benefits

(Bilateral)

asymptotic
Chi-square tests Value Freedom degree  significance
Pearson’s chi-square 52.979° 16 0.000
Likelihood ratio 45.709 16 0.000
Linear by linear association 27.12 1 0.000

Number of valid cases 62

“Twenty-two cells (88.0%) have an expected frequency of less than five. The
minimum expected frequency is 0.24.

model was set up to explain the frequencies in the contingency table cells and the saturated
model was found to be the most suitable for the purpose. This model includes the interaction
between the two variables.

To sum up, it has been statistically shown that the variables have a clear positive
correlation. The higher the perceived quality, the higher the benefits, and vice versa.

On the other hand, and as a second way of detecting and defining a relationship, a linear
regression was made between two variables that were calculated as the mean from the set of
questions on perception and the mean from the questions on benefits (see Fig. 6). The
analysis indicates that the variables are correlated, although the Pearson correlation coefcient
is 0.588, with zero significance level.

Proceeding logically, the very design of the variables enables the rank in both cases to
be [1.5]. Both cases present variables of a linear combination of several questions answered
on the Likert scale. The relationship between the variables can be seen clearly in the figure.

Arithmetic Mean Benefits (13 items)

1.0 15 2.0 25 3.0 35 4.0 45 5.0
Mean Perceived Quality

Figure 6. Scatter diagram of the variables ‘mean perceived quality’ and ‘mean benefits’. There has been an adjusted
linear regression.
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Leaving the mean perceived benefit as an independent variable, the linear regression has
been calculated as:

Mean arithmetic benefit = 0.456 + 0.702* Mean perceived quality

The slope of the regression is positive, but less than the unit. A unitary increase in quality
does not result in a unitary increase in benefits, only in an increase of a seventeenth. The
regression coeffcient associated with the dependent variable obtained a zero significance level.

In summary, the analyses point to the existence of a significant relationship between the
efforts of the consultant to provide a better quality service and the client’s perception of
improved benefits.

Quality of consultant companies in relation to their size

A study of the performance of consultant companies in relation to their size was made on
the basis of the collected data. The sample was divided into four categories: companies that
engaged the services of a single independent consultant (23% of the sample); companies that
used consultancies with a staff of between two and five consultants (36%); companies that
used consultancies with a staff of between six and 50 consultants (32%); and lastly companies
that used consultancies with a staff of over 50 consultants (9%). The results of this
segmentation can be seen in Fig. 7.

It was observed that the perceived quality of the service is related to the size of the
consultant company: the larger the company, the better the perception. The big consultant
companies obtain a significantly higher perception rating than the smaller companies. Whereas
small companies (with two to five consultants) obtain an average rating of 3.39, the average
rating of the consultancies with a staff of over 50 employees stands at 4.43. This represents
a large difference of over one point. It is noteworthy, however, that professional consultants
working independently offer a high-quality service and score a rating that is closer to that of
the large consultancies than the small ones.

There also seems to be a negative relationship between the expectations of the client

4.5
3.5
2.5
1.5

0.5

Independent  2-5 consultants 6-50 consultants Ower 50
professionals consultants

m Perceived quality mExpected quality 0 Gap [OBenefits provided

Figure 7. Perceived quality, expectations, gap and benefits in relation to the size of the consultancy.
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Table 6. Kruskal-Wallis test statistics for the variables ‘perceived quality’, ‘expectations’, ‘gap between expectations
and percerved quality’ and ‘mean benefits’ when grouped by ‘number of consultants’

Mean perceived Non-weighted Arithmetic mean
Contrast statistics”’ quality Mean expectations quality gap benefits 13 items
Chi-square 14.65 1.913 14.11 1.890
Freedom degree 3 3 3 3
Asymptotic significance 0.002 0.591 0.003 0.596

“Kruskal-Wallis test.
*Grouping variable: number of consultants.

Over 50 consultants —

6 - 50 consultants —
2 - 5 consultants —
Independent professionals [

T 1

0 1 2 3 4

@ Client Approach m Before the ruling is introduced ‘

Figure 8. Benefits in relation to the size of the consultancy.

company and the number of workers employed by the consultant company. However, this
does not carry any statistical significance.

In the case of consultants working alone as independent professionals, expectations of
the service and perceived quality of the same are both very high. On the other hand, although
their clients have lower expectations, the large consultant companies offer the best quality
service. In this case, indeed, perceived quality is higher than expectations.

A Kruskal-Wallis test was carried out by grouping the variables according to the size of
the consultant companies (Table 6). Although there is no statistical evidence that the
benefits provided differ from one group to another, small companies (between two and five
consultants) provide the fewest benefits for their clients (rate of 2.88), whereas the large
companies obtain an average rating of 3.13.

Once again, it is noted that independent professional consultants follow a different
pattern and obtain the highest ratings of all (3.24). It can be noted as well in the graph of
each benefit factor (Fig. 8).

The perceived quality and the gap between expectations and perception both present
significantly different averages with a significance level of 0.05.

In a parallel manner, the performance of the variables of quality, expectations and
benefits was analysed in relation to the size of the client company. In short, no statistically
significant relationship was detected between these variables and the size of the client
company in terms of number of employees.



810 F. MARIMON VIADIU ET AL.

Cost of consultant services

It is digfcult to assess the benefits obtained from a consultant service without taking into
consideration the cost of the same. For this reason it was considered appropriate to analyse
the questionnaire in terms of the costs involved. In brief, it can be concluded from an analysis
of the data that these services are not expensive. An assessment of the fees charged gives the
lowest rating of the whole questionnaire, i.e. 2.72. This value is lower than the average value
of the scale, thus indicating a slight variance with the above statement.

Companies invest few resources in the introduction of the ruling. It was found that 62%
of the sample invested less than 15000 euros. Among the companies that engaged the
services of a consultant, the corresponding fees amounted to 48% of the total cost of
introduction. In most cases (77%), the consultant’s fees are stipulated right from the
beginning. It can be assumed that the consultancies are so familiar with their service that
they can make an initial estimate of the cost of introducing the ruling with a high degree of
precision. This type of service has been growing steadily ever since it was started a decade
ago and can therefore be considered as standard (Martinez et al., 2000). Moreover, it is
interesting to note that the offer of the service has also increased, which has resulted in a
corresponding price adjustment.

Conclusions

One of the characteristics that differentiates a service from a product or material goods is
that the service is sold first and later ‘manufactured’. Moreover, the production and
consumption of the service are simultaneous, i.e. a service cannot be stored. Thus, the overall
assessment of the client springs from two sources: the end result of the service and the very
process by which the service is provided (Berry, 1995).

For these reasons, the assessment of the quality of a service is not an easy task and, as
pointed out by Groth and Dye (1999), the providers of a service should bear in mind this
dual aspect by which a service is appraised. They should therefore be able to recognize the
different degrees by which the service itself and the provision of the service are being assessed.
Despite this, we consider it important to assess these services from the point of view of the
client company, as has been done in the research study presented here.

From all this, we can draw the overall conclusion that the ISO 9000 advisory services
are favourably regarded on the whole. However, it should also be noted that clients expect
an even higher quality. In short, the client companies expect a higher quality from the service
than that which is actually provided.

It has been shown that the concept of quality can be broken down into three factors,
one of which is the skill of the consultant in introducing the ruling within the agreed time
period, and this is the aspect of the service that obtains the poorest quality rating. This factor
is closely linked to the reliability factor, which is considered to be of the highest importance
by the client companies. For this reason, the most reiterated request for improvement by the
clients is that the consultants perform the required tasks within the agreed time periods.

Moreover, the results of the study show that the performance of independent professional
consultants is very different from that of small consultant companies. Independent consultants
offer a high-quality service that lives up to the very high expectations of their clients. The
benefits that these clients gain from working with a consultant are also perceived as very high.

Finally, it has been noted that the quality offered by consultant companies that employ
a staff of professionals varies according to the size of the company. The benefits perceived by
their clients are very similar but are slightly higher than those perceived by companies
employing large consultancies.
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