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ABSTRACT

Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) contribute significantly to employment and growth in the New Zealand economy and mentor organisations receive support to provide a service to assist them in this vital role.  The service they provide is assessed to assure their sponsors and themselves that their support meets the needs of their mentee customers.  Difficulties arise in measuring services because of their intangibility and the subjective nature of their evaluation.  The SERVQUAL model of Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman (1988) has been widely used to assess services. Concepts from this model are applied to Business in the Community Ltd (BITC) to assess its business mentor service.  This organisation provides mentor services to businesses throughout New Zealand and its database is representative of the proportions of SMEs in this country.  With little published material available on assessing mentor service provision, the literature review concentrates on measures of customer satisfaction and problems associated with measuring the effectiveness of service providers.  Recent research on BITC is included in this section to compare results and for comment on the influence of research design.  A questionnaire sent to 5327 customers resulted in a valid response rate of over 25%.  This provides data for factor and regression analysis as well as correlations to determine the level of customer satisfaction with the service provided.  Unsolicited responses to questions provide qualitative data for discussion. Different research methods to those used by consultants in recent surveys reveal dissatisfied mentees who have not been successful in receiving the mentor service and variations in response scores to service quality questions.  The five-gap concept of the SERVQUAL model is used as a focus for results and conclusions. Findings reveal the number of mentor visits and type of service sought influences mentee perceptions of service quality.  Perceptions of high service quality correlate perceptions of mentor assistance with performance outcomes.  Regional distinctions arise between the level of mentee satisfaction with different SERVQUAL service dimensions and total service quality.  Certain dimensions are more vital in assisting mentees with performance and in their assessment of satisfaction with service quality.  This paper highlights the potential of the SERVQUAL model for future evaluation of mentor service programmes.  This model provides a framework to identify expectations and perceptions and to close gaps so that all stakeholders involved in providing the mentor service better understand how to assist SME owners manage their organisations. 
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Introduction

Global recognition of the importance of SMEs to economies has led to an increase in mentor services to support these organisations.  Central and local government, not-for-profit and profit-oriented organisations assist SMEs to help them succeed and grow through voluntary or paid mentoring.  These organisations are accountable to sponsors, financial backers and their clients, the mentees.

Providers of mentor services are responsible for developing systems to ensure that their mentor support is effective in assisting the small business sector.  McDermott (2002) states that despite the importance of SMEs and their vulnerability to economic fluctuations, little has been done to monitor their performance despite their large contribution to the economy.  Even less has been done to assess the mentor service whose function it is to provide support for these organisations.

This paper builds on existing research on customer satisfaction, service quality and measures of effective service to assess BITC’s mentor service provision.  

A brief literature review

There is little published literature on external mentoring, distinctions between free and paid mentoring, or particular systems for assessing mentor service providers. 

Mentoring is a service provided by one person to another.  Garvey ( 1994a, p.20) quotes Gladstone’s (1988) idea of mentoring “as informal as pairing, as variable as the organizations in which the mentors…find themselves, and as idiosyncratic as the people involved.” 

Services are experiential with all stakeholders and elements of the service delivery system contributing to evidence of the quality of the service.  The “back office” service providers are those indirectly involved.  The “front office” service is provided by the service provider to the customer where and when final ‘assembly’ of these elements occurs. Inconsistency between different elements can weaken the organisation’s credibility in the customers’ eyes (Lovelock, Patterson, & Walker, 2001).  

In the case of BITC, various customers have a stake in providing service operation inputs so that service delivery can take place.  The mentor provides front office service to the ultimate customer, the mentee, who is directly involved in the provision of a service.  BITC mentors can expect to make  “up to four visits over a period of a couple of months….The assignment itself and the number of visits is best gauged by the mentor (BITC, 2002).”  The back office service involves all other parties. 

Since owner-managers of small firms have difficulty finding time to leave their organisations, they cannot gain experience in other competitive environments.  They look forward to an opportunity to access experienced external mentors within their own working environment (Stokes, 2001). Despite this, an emerging time pressure culture and associated behaviours interfere with attempts to proceed with the mentoring process (Garvey, 1995). 

It is important to get a good mentor and mentee fit. Stokes’ (2001) focus-study research found that mentors should tailor their support to suit the needs of mentee business owners so that immediate practical use could be made of it.  James (1999) suggests that mentees assess their own strengths and weakness and look for someone who complements rather than replicates them.  Garvey’s (1995) survey of health professionals and internal mentoring claims that management of the relationship is either “led by the mentee (53 per cent), shared (40 per cent), or managed by the mentor (7 per cent)”.

James (1999) suggests that mentors should formalise their relationship and outline expectations.  The mentees should not ask mentors to assist them with legal, tax or financial matters but they can serve in a different capacity.  BITC’s mentor literature insists that the paid specialist service be separate from the free mentor service unless formally discussed (BITC, 2002b).

A support system for mentors is needed as there is frequently insufficient time to adequately prepare the mentor (Garvey, 1994b).  Lack of face-to-face interaction through telementoring caused communication problems to occur due to the preclusion of social interaction elements (Woodd, 1999).  

The mentor and mentee involved in the service provision have differing expectations and perceptions of the service encounter and each will evaluate levels of satisfaction differently (Garvey, 1994a).

Satisfaction is said to be a conceptual relationship, being a function of expectations, perceived performance, and disconfirmation (McQuitty, Finn, & Wiley, 2000).  Customer satisfaction can be viewed as an outcome (specific transaction), or as a process of the consumption experience (Anderson, Fornell, & Lehmann, 1994). Erasmus & Donghue ( 2002, p.1) suggest “there is proof that consumer satisfaction and dissatisfaction should actually be considered two separate constructs, that the emotion is directed at specific characteristics…and could change with continued use as evaluation is a continuous and sustained process”.

Consumer dissatisfaction creates a disconfirmation situation (Churchill & Surprenant, 1982).  Meeting expectations confirms them and expectations not met are disconfirmed.  When expectations are not met customers are less likely to retain their membership, remain loyal or to recommend the organisation (Roberts Research Group, 2002). 

Dissatisfied customers will tell between 10 and 20 other people about their problem.  A customer who has a problem resolved will tell about five people about their situation.  The average business only hears from 4% of customers who are dissatisfied with their service.  Of this number, 60% would stay as customers if their problems were resolved and 95% would stay if the problem was resolved quickly (Fitzsimmons & Fitzsimmons, 2001).

Not meeting customer’s expectations has a particularly damaging effect (Roberts Research Group, 2002). Exceeding customer expectations does not have a significantly greater impact on the retention or recommendation rates of customers.  Retention of customers brings important financial benefits to an organisation from lower costs associated with loyal customers, positive word-of-mouth advertising, and repeat business (Lovelock et al., 2001).

Difficulties arise in measuring the quality and effectiveness of services because they leave no tangible evidence of the transaction.  The provider of the service and the service are inseparable. This leaves the service provider with heterogeneity problems when trying to standardise the service since, despite all efforts to ensure conformity, each provider will offer a different service (Lovelock et al., 2001).

Some organisations are unknown outcome systems. They resist measures of efficiency and productivity since they believe there are too many influencing variables to be able to attribute cause and effect.   The critical dimension for assessing them is effectiveness, through determining the level of customer satisfaction with service quality.  This effectiveness is thus subject to interpretation, discretion, judgment, and individual or group perception since performance is assessed through surrogate measures based on emotional rather than rational argument (Sink & Tuttle, 1989).  

SMEs frequently do not have statistical resources available for objective measures such as profitability and turnover and rely on subjective measures of performance.  Perceptions of performance are used to make global judgements which SME managers find relatively easy to do (Venkatesan & Soutar, 2001).  The research of Dess and Robinson (1984) found a strong correlation between managers’ subjective assessments of performance and their objective counterparts, since what they offered as perceptual judgements closely matched actual performance measures.  

Service quality is defined as the difference between customer perceptions and expectations where quality of service is conformance to customer specifications rather than those of management (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988).  Service quality is a vital success driver because of its relevance to the service providers’ viability.  High external service quality drivers are a prerequisite to achieve internal service (Bruhn & Georgi, 2000). 

Perceived service quality (PSQ) is a customer’s assessment of the overall excellence of the service (Zeithaml, 1987, cited in Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1991)(Lovelock et al., 2001, p.99).  Due in part to its intangible and inseparable nature it cannot be measured.  PSQ and satisfaction are similar but distinct concepts.  The service must be “experienced to feel a degree of satisfaction/dissatisfaction.  PSQ on the other hand is not experience-dependent” .  Advertising, marketing, word-of-mouth or media coverage contribute to PSQ about a service before its use.

Each consumption experience shapes expectations of the next encounter.  Over time, multiple service encounters update PSQ by the latest experience.  Equal or greater levels of satisfaction are not expected to lower performance perceptions but when a dimension is important, there is a narrower zone of indifference and reduced levels of PSQ are more likely.  Because of this alteration, current perceptions may improve or worsen (Lovelock et al., 2001).

The extensive research of Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry (1985) identifies five service quality dimensions: reliability, assurance, empathy, responsiveness, and tangibles. Matched expectation and perception items reflecting these dimensions are measured by a SERVQUAL instrument (Lovelock et al., 2001).  Subsequent researchers adapted their scales and items.

In their Five-Factor model Lin, Chiu, & Hsieh (2001) identify personality traits which relate to SERVQUAL dimensions.  Openness correlates with assurance, conscientiousness is a valid predictor of reliability; extraversion positively relates to responsiveness, and agreeableness significantly correlates with both empathy and assurance.  Employees perform differently on customers’ perception of service quality.  

When the service provider’s performance exactly matches customer expectations there is quality service (Engelland, Workman, & Singh, 2000).  When it does not match, a gap occurs.  Information obtained from The Conceptual Model of Service Quality (Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1988) on four gaps; knowledge, standards, delivery and communication, assists in identifying service shortfall.  Service is the fifth gap that closes once the organisation remedies its service failure.  O'Connor, Trinh, & Shewchuk (2000) suggest that without a clear understanding of consumer expectations, gaps 2-4 cannot be adequately closed. 

O'Connor et al. (2000) believe information about service quality can be realized by examining either; expectations, and/or perceptions, but not the difference between them. In current practice the SERVQUAL perception score alone is used as a measure of service quality (Duffy, 2001).

However, gap analysis does provide focus for improving service delivery by separating out possible areas of misunderstanding in order to address differences between expectation and perception of performance.  Knowing what can go wrong is important in preventing service quality problems.

“Service expectations can be defined as pretrial beliefs about service delivery that serve as a standard or reference against which service performance is judged” (O'Connor et al., 2000, p.7).  Lovelock et al. (2001) do not recommend measuring expectations in a questionnaire rather, they consider these are best determined from focus groups or one-on-one in-depth interviews.

“The Economic Case for BITC” (PA Consulting, 2000) is developed from internal discussions, including agencies, other similar organisations and patrons but expectations are not its focus.

BITC’s mentor brochure offers mentor services that it expects will be of interest to mentees.  Expectations play a crucial role in framing satisfaction evaluations and can be influenced by personal characteristics, by what is communicated externally, such as through promotions or word-of-mouth, and from experience (Lovelock et al., 2001).  

KPMG bi-annually assess the satisfaction of customers who have joined the BITC programme in the previous four months and have received a matched mentor. Their research sample differs from this current survey, which uses BITC’s total database.  The majority of their sample is from four regions that make up only 48% of this survey.  Some of their questions closely approximate the questions of this current survey and provide data for longitudinal comparison.  Findings in their report (Periera-Laird, 2002b), predate this survey by up to 9 months.  They state that most respondents discover BITC through TV advertisements, BIZ Info and to a lesser extent through word of mouth and that satisfaction levels were high but trending down by up to 10% during the period September 1999 to February 2002 (Periera-Laird, 2002a).

The present study

This research simplifies the five dimensions of the Parasuraman, Zeithamal, & Berry (1988)  SERVQUAL model as summarised by Hoffman (1999).  It uses a single perception-only evaluation for each independent variable using a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree to determine mentee perception of service quality (Lovelock et al., 2001).

Further questions for mentees include: area of help most interested to obtain; regional BITC area; times requested the service; times met with a mentor; whether the service helped add value; whether negative outcomes resulted from the mentor service; performance since using a mentor; as a result of BITC’s involvement profitability increased; turnover improved.

The questionnaire went to all 5327 customers on BITC’s database in its 22 agency regions. Respondents are small businesses throughout New Zealand who applied to BITC to join their mentor assistance programme during the period from December 2000 to February 2002.  There were two postings.  Initially mentees were identifiable for an incentive but the second posting was unencoded.  Editing of the database eliminated incomplete addresses but double entries may exist and some contacts not requesting mentor services were included.

Models were designed to measure total perceived service quality of the BITC mentor service, “SERVQUAL”, and total perceived BITC assisted performance, “Outcomes”.  Descriptive statistics, bivariate correlation, factor analysis, principal component analysis, Kaiser’s criterion, Bartlett’s Sphericity, ANOVA significance, and multicollinearity were computed.  All data used tested favourably.

Unsolicited mentee responses were recorded by question and client code where available. Some comment on service delivery is included. 

The results

For the purpose of this research, there were 1202 (25.38%) usable responses. 

A comparison of this survey’s regional representation with national regional figures from the report on SMEs prepared by the Ministry of Commerce (2000) shows the proportion of respondents represents SMEs in New Zealand.

BITC’s effectiveness is assessed through the SERVQUAL and Outcomes models.  These models test significantly against each other and in correlations.  The five dimensions do not show multicollinearity and are used as independent variables.  Results are separated into SERVQUAL gaps to provide focus for service areas.

The knowledge gap shows the difference between mentee expectations and BITC’s perception of mentee expectation.

Mentee expectations as in the BITC brochure and data from KPMG surveys on similar questions to this research provide information on this gap.  Percentage rankings for the type of service mentees sought derive from cross-tabulation with SERVQUAL.  They seek a mentor for advice from experience (48%), and to act as a sounding board (38%). This distinction is of interest from a knowledge gap perspective. 

The standards gap measures the difference between specified quality standards and what BITC believes mentees expect.

	Table 1                                        Pearson Correlation
SERVQUAL * Outcomes * Meets Mentor * Times Requested

	Response

Numbers
	Times

Meets Mentor
	Mean

SERVQUAL

Score (0-25)
	Mean

Outcomes

Score (0-6)
	Response

Numbers
	Times Service

Requested
	Mean

SERVQUAL

Score (0-25)

	114

561

453

56

9

9
	0 response

1

2-5

6-9

10-15

>16
	15.3

18.3

20.3

20.9

18.3
	3.0

3.4

4.1

4.6

4.9
	24

708

253

104

80

33
	0 response

1

2

3

>3

Never
	15.9

16.1

15.6

17.0

	1202
	
	
	
	1202
	
	


Correlations in Table 1 compare the number of times a mentee met a mentor with their perception of SERVQUAL and Outcomes.  Rising mean scores for SERVQUAL and Outcomes show perceived increases in satisfaction with service and performance with increased meetings with the mentor.  Similarly, but not to the same extent, mean scores are higher than average (12.5) for perceptions of SERVQUAL with increased numbers of times the service was requested. 

Most mentees only once met a mentor (561) or requested one (708) and produced the lowest mean SERVQUAL scores (15.3 and 15.9 respectively).  As suggested in qualitative data this could indicate some dissatisfaction with a particular mentor, lack of a mentor match, lack of follow up, time clashes, inability to communicate with BITC to obtain another mentor, perception that payment would be required, or a disconfirmation situation resulting in customers not wishing to return to the service (Churchill & Surprenant, 1982). 

There is a significant jump in mean satisfaction levels (15.3 to 18.3) when the mentor and mentee met between 2-5 times.  These mentees may have had their expectations confirmed or exceeded and are likely to remain loyal to the organisation (Roberts Research Group, 2002).  Their perceptions of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with service provision are updated by the current experience (Lovelock et al (2001).

The delivery gap measures service performance that is not in keeping with quality specifications. 

	TABLE 2                           INVESTIGATION OF NON (“0”) RESPONSES

	Question
	Topic
	0 Response
	Question
	Topic
	0 Response 

	1
	Area of Help 
	36
	5.4
	Mentor Empathy
	120

	2
	Region
	33
	5.5
	Tangibles
	149

	3
	Request Service

   “Never”
	24

33
	5.6
	BITC Helped Add Value
	150

	4
	Meet with Mentor
	114
	5.7
	Negative Outcomes
	158

	5.1
	Mentor Dependable
	129
	6
	Performance since BITC
	171

	5.2
	Mentor Reliable
	115
	7.1
	Profitability, result of BITC
	204

	5.3
	Mentor Professional
	119
	7.2
	Turnover, result of BITC
	194


It is apparent from Table 2 that some respondents may have requested the mentor service but did not meet with a mentor.  Their attempts to contact BITC come within the Times Requested categories expressing levels of satisfaction/dissatisfaction (Lovelock et al., 2001).  Any entry is recognised as a response.  Some are identifiable by their BITC code.  If they receive immediate follow up assistance, they are likely to promote BITC in the future through word-of-mouth.  This would benefit BITC for referral purposes and to develop a positive image.  These reasons would be more important than the ongoing relationship reasons so vital for profit seeking service organisations.  

Mentees see a very high (.8) correlation between BITC’s involvement and increases in profitability and turnover.  They subjectively take contingencies into account when identifying BITC’s involvement with these efficiency measures (Sink & Tuttle, 1989). Responses are not identical showing mentees distinguish between them.

SERVQUAL is responsible for contributing 36% of the variance in Outcomes.  This is a high proportion of perceived influence on outputs.  Outcomes contribute 39% to the variance in SERVQUAL.  There is a strong reciprocal correlation.  Results or outcomes are mentee expectations of quantitative value as identified by PA Consulting.  For the mentee, high satisfaction with performance results that can be attributed to BITC assistance results in high-perceived satisfaction with service quality.     

The communication gap measures service performance that is not in keeping with BITC’s marketing communications.

Mentees selected their prime expectation from the areas of help offered by BITC in its mentor brochure. When mentees had an expectation of specialist information and had many meetings with a mentor their SERVQUAL perception was lower than if they were looking for other areas of assistance.  It is possible there could be some confusion regarding the expectation of specialist help. 

The negative effects of multiple meetings could arise from reasons such as decreasing confidence in achieving the original expectation of specialist help (O'Connor et al., 2000),  diminishing satisfaction resulting from increased service encounters (Danaher & Mattson, 1997) or a narrower zone of indifference for the dimension (Lovelock et al., 2001). 

Qualitative data identifies a mentee perceiving the need to pay for the next mentor visit. James (1999) suggests clarifying the relationship and outlining expectations.  BITC has guidelines for this situation but a communication gap may have arisen.  If only a few respondents hold this perception then it may be simply a function of idiosyncratic personality attributes (such as not/miss-reading the brochure) and not worth spending resources on closing the gap.

 The service gap measures the difference between mentee expectations and perceptions of service quality.

Regional positive responses on each dimension correlate with SERVQUAL to provide a percentage positive score that equates to the “yes” response applied in KPMG’s survey.  This data provides insight across region over time.

The service dimension Understand, relating to empathy, in Table 3 is the best predictor of assistance with performance Outcomes yet it ranks fourth for SERVQUAL.  This dimension was not previously assessed

	TABLE 3              REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF SERVQUAL DIMENSIONS

	
	Outcomes                    (R Sq .359)
	Q7 Performance since BITC(R Sq 154)

	Dimension
	Correlation
	Significance * p<.05
	Correlation
	Significance        * p<.05

	Dependable
	.544
	.000*    (Beta rank 2)
	.361
	.020*          (Beta rank 1)

	Available
	.491
	.551
	.346
	.099

	Professional
	.540
	.105
	.350
	.353

	Understand
	.557
	.000*    (Beta rank 1)
	.339
	.358

	Tangible
	.515
	.000*    (Beta rank 3)
	.343
	.009*          (Beta rank 2)


.

Dependability is erratic since it is responsible for 80% of the variance in SERVQUAL despite its second rank for assisting with Outcomes and first when correlated with performance since using a BITC mentor.  Tangibles rank second with Outcomes yet respondents generally felt lower levels of satisfaction with BITC providing easy access to services (45%).  A significant positive correlation between these two dimensions and Outcomes indicates that if mentees subjectively ascertain BITC’s mentor services as dependable and accurate and BITC offers easy access to services, mentees will perceive BITC to assist positively with their performance.  

A perception of performance since using BITC was not questioned in the survey with regard to judgement of causation.  However, Dependability and Tangibles show significant correlation with performance since using BITC.  

Negative outcome/s resulted from the mentor service is responsible for variation in the Outcomes score.  Its reverse score positive score, 35%, is close to but does not coincide with 33% positive score for helped add value to the business. 

Respondents’ global perceptual judgements consider BITC’s contribution towards profitability (27%) and turnover (31%) relatively high despite the impact of environmental factors.
SERVQUAL dimensions account for 35.9% of the variance in Outcomes and both Outcomes and Performance make a unique contribution to each other.  

Satisfaction with the quality of mentor service strongly correlates with perceptions of BITC assisting with improvements in performance outcomes.  Mentees acknowledge that mentors provide quality service and attribute some improvement in their organisation’s performance to their assistance. 

Conclusions

This research covers all BITC’s customers in New Zealand.  It differs in design from their ongoing customer feedback survey and highlights gaps in customer service. 

Mentees benefit from ongoing mentor support and mentors can expect to provide up to four visits.  It is important to determine why the service does not continue beyond one visit for so many mentees.  

BITC’s feedback questions show strong similarities to three SERVQUAL questions thus providing longitudinal comparison.  Their surveys do not assess the dimension Understand, yet in this research, it shows the highest significance in assisting mentees achieve performance outcomes.  Mentors should understand the needs of the mentees, be empathetic towards them and proactively communicate with them.  

Mentee perceptions of service quality closely link to their perceptions of assistance with performance outcomes.  Mentors and mentees should determine what services would help their organisations succeed and mentors advise them how to get this assistance.  

The dependability of mentor services is highly significant for assisting mentees with outcomes, improving profitability and turnover and adding value to the business.  This indicates a need to standardise procedures as inconsistencies reflect negatively upon the entire mentor service.  

BITC’s mentor brochure offers access to services, Tangibles, which is ranked lowest in this survey, and not normally assessed.  Mentees are keen to receive advice from the mentor’s experience.  Positive assistance in this area leads to high perceptions of service quality.  External communications should clarify expectations for mentees. The term “specialist information” may be misinterpreted.  Both parties should understand the expectations and limitations of the mentee/mentor relationship. 

Researchers anticipate BITC’s mentee expectations.  Future research could ascertain specific expectations associated with the mentee/mentor relationship.  As well, research into what mentees perceive negative outcomes to be could result in finding those attributes mentees consider important to provide end values to satisfy their needs.

This research provides a structure for analysis of past data and future research through applying the concepts of the SERVQUAL model and gap analysis to mentor service provision. Understanding the process and recognising gaps makes it easier to identify potential weaknesses in service delivery.
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