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Editorial Comments

It gives us great pleasure to prevent the second Working Paper Series of the Business Research
Group (BRG). This issue of the Working Paper Series have been contributed to by staff and
Research Higher Degree students affiliated with the Business Research Group. The Business
Research Group is a research group within CQUniversity’s Institute for Resource Industry and
Sustainability (IR1S) comprising business academics from the School of Commerce and Law and
the School of Management and Marketing.

At the time of the Call for Papers for the Series papers were called for from any of the ‘business’
disciplines within the expertise of the BRG which include marketing, human resources
management, organisational behaviour, organisational theory, finance, economics, accounting,
information technology, strategy and property. This diverse group of disciplines is indicative of
the scope and breadth of the BRG. It is also replicated by the papers that are presented in this
issue of the Series.

The first paper titled, ‘A process for building successful customer relationships with international
education agents — An Australian universities perspective’ is a paper submitted by a BRG
Research Higher Degree student, Nadia O’Connell and Dr Ho Yin Wong and Dr Kylie Radel
both academic members of the BRG from the discipline of marketing. The paper examines
customer relationship management issues arising between Australian Universities and
international education agents and proposes a step-by-step approach to be followed to develop
customer relationships.

The second paper by Dr Ho Ying Wong and Dr Anthony Perrone (Charles Sturt University),
titled, ‘“The antecedents of Word-of-Mouth behaviour: The service quality perspective’ also
comes from the marketing discipline. This paper presents the results of empirical study that was
undertaken to investigate the nature and magnitude of the determinants of word-of-mouth
behaviour in the context of service performance and post purchase perceptions. The paper
suggests that the perception of high quality service by customers is likely to lead to positive
word-of-mouth (WOM) referrals.

The third paper by Associate Professor Kristy Richardson and Mr Daryl Alcock moves from
marketing to examine the use of an Audience Response System (ARS) as tool for conducting
management learning research. The paper, titled, An Audience Response System: A Tool For
Management Learning Research? reports on the use of an ARS within a conference setting to
facilitate the exchange of ‘knowledge’ within the organisation.

We thank all of the authors who have responded to the Call for Papers by submitting to the
Working Paper Series. Their contribution not only supports the BRG itself but showcases the
expertise and breath of the academic and Research Higher Degree students with the BRG.
Similarly, we thank those academics that gave freely and generously of their time to review the
papers and provide their thoughts for not only how the papers might be improved for further
development but provided positive and supportive comments about the projects as ‘works in
progress’. We hope that you, the reader, find this issue as interesting as we have.

Editors: Associate Professor Kristy Richardson and Dr Ho Yin Wong



Disclaimer: The Business Research Group (BRG) and The Institute for Resource Industries and
Sustainability (IRIS) have made every attempt to ensure the accuracy and validity of the
information contained in this document. However, neither the BRG nor IRIS can accept any
liability for its use or application. The user accepts all risk in the interpretation and use of any
information contained in this document. The views and interpretations expressed in this
document are those of the author(s) and should not be attributed to the organisations associated
with the document. They do not represent an adopted position of BRG or IRIS. Please do not
reproduce without the express permission of the authors.
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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to explore customer relationship management particul ar
to the business setting between Australian universities and international
education agents. In asocially and culturally diverse setting, universities require
effective tools to manage and enhance performance of the education agents
whom they engage to recruit international students. No previous studies have
examined the stages of relationship marketing devel opment and recruitment
performance enhancement between universities and education agentsin the
international education industry. A case study approach was adopted for this
exploratory study, using multiple embedded units of analysis. In-depth,
interviews were conducted with 31 industry experts from eight universities and
16 education agents to examine both sides of the relational dyad. Data were
analysed using both manual qualitative data anaysis techniques and Nvivo. The
findings suggest that there is a seven step process flow to build an effective

customer relationship with international education agents.

Summary statement of contribution

This study provides an empirically based model of a process from which
universities can develop and manage their relationships with their education agents.
This research provides severa extensions to existing relationship devel opment models
(Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Wilson 1995), through
adding two new stages and 2 additional phases to the cumulative model previously
presented by these authors. The seven step process model presented from the findings of
this research fills research gaps within existing literature on customer relationship
management that focuses extensively on business-to-customer relationships and
demonstrates that these existing process models are therefore incompl ete when applied
to aprincipal and agent setting. Moreover, the model provides a practical, step-by-step

approach for marketing managers to follow with an aim to developing and managing



relationships with distribution channel intermediariesin a professional service industry.

Keywords: Relationship marketing, education agents, international education

marketing, stages of relationship development, process flow, case study analysis

Introduction

This paper concentrates on the process and methodol ogy for building successful
customer relationships between universities and education agents. The international
higher education industry is characterised by a highly culturally diverse environment
whereby it is estimated that there are over 10,000 education agents from over 100
countries operating around the world who form an integral distribution channel through
which educational institutes can recruit students (Jobson 2005; ICEF 2010).

Therole of education agentsis to provide students with an array of advice about
studying outside of their home country and in return receive a commission from the
institution for enrolling students. The industry has demonstrated effort in focusing on
the social and relational aspectsin order to build relationships, and is relatively
unsophisticated in the information systems utilised. Further, institutions and education
agents operate in a highly bureaucratic environment which is bound by substantial
legislation (Gillard 2009) which stipul ates a variety of contractual and relational
obligations for education providers with possible sanctions when institutions do not
adhere to the National Code, established under the Education Services for Overseas
Students (ESOS) Act 2000 (DEEWR 2009). There has been significant debate over the
use of education agents which has been highly publicised and the current Australian
government has advised “education providersto pay particular attention to the
education agents they select to represent them” and ensure they “are able to manage
their relationship with their agentsin away that helps to enhance their own international

reputation, as well asthat of Australian education generally” (DEEWR 2009 p.2).



Together, these challenges result in a highly structured process of relationship
management.

Through an exploratory research design using case study analysis, this paper
provides amodel of the stages of relationship development and relationship
management that were found to be prevalent within the Australian university sector.
This model is an extension to a cumulative model developed by (Scanzoni 1979; Levitt
1981; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Wilson 1995). Initialy, this paper provides a brief
review of extant literature that focuses on the process of relationship development. A
brief overview of the research methodology and the main findings from the case studies
pertaining to the stages of relationship development is then presented. Finally, a new
model of relationship management for the international education industry is presented
and discussed. This model contributes to current understanding of the relationship
marketing processes between principal and education agent by further extending
existing models of the stages of relationship development (Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981;
Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Wilson 1995), while providing insight into the social,
technical and cultural environment in which the international education industry

operates.

Relationship marketing contexts

The term relationship marketing was first aluded to by Thomas (1976), and first
specifically used by Berry (1983 see aso Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry 1985;
Turnbull and Wilson 1989; Gronroos 1990; Lilien, Kotler and Moorthy 1992; Morgan
and Hunt 1994; Berry 1995; Sheth and Parvatiyar 1995) and has been regarded as a
fundamental element for business success (Biggemann and Buttle 2005). An

understanding of effective business rel ationships has benefited from the early



conceptual work of Dwyer et a. (1987) who identified a set of factors that characterised
business relationships. Since then, alarge number of empirical and conceptua papers
have examined the concepts of building relationshipsin a business environment (Gupta
1983; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Juttner and Wehrli 1994; Dion, Easterling and
Miller 1995; Conway 1996; Holm, Eriksson and Johanson 1996; Ali and Birley 1998;
Lin 1998; Selnes 1998; M cQuiston 2001; Shi, Shi, Chan and Wang 2009).

Relationship marketing literature provides analysis of various aspects of
relationships. Areas of analysis have included: the identification of factors of central
importance to describe effective relationships (Anderson, Lodish and Weitz 1987,
Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Anderson and Weitz 1990; Berry and Parasuraman 1991;
Moorman, Gerald and Rohit 1992; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Wilson 1995; Conway and
Swift 2000); discussions of how relationships are achieved (Berry and Parasuraman
1991; Berry 1995; Morgan 2000; Lin, Weng and Hsieh 2003; Palmatier, Gopal akrishna
and Houston 2006; Chiu, Lee, Hsieh and Chen 2007; Lacey 2007; Liang and Chen
2009); analysis of the benefits or outcomes of relationships (Bagozzi 1975; Anderson,
Jain and Chintagunta 1993; Wilson and Jantrania 1996; Gwinner, Gremler and Bitner
1998; Ford and McDowell 1999; Sweeney and Webb 2002; Biggemann and Buittle
2005); and the stages of relationship development (Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981; Dwyer,
Schurr and Oh 1987; Heide 1994; Wilson 1995; Blois and Gronroos 2000; Hemphill
2010). However, prominent authorsin the field of relationship marketing have stressed
the importance that research in this area needs to be industry-specific (e.g.Y orke 1990;
Buttle 1996; Clancy 1997). Further, in order to advance theory building, research is
needed to examine “different exchange characteristics and exchange contexts [which]

require different types of relationship marketing” (Moller and Halinen 2000 p.48).



Considering these perspectives, and specifically in relation to this study, to date
there has been limited empirical relationship marketing research of service industries,
especially research of a business setting where an independent agent forms the other
side of thedyad. Further, previous research has predominately been undertaken in the
context of end customers rather than considering the relationships between distribution
channel intermediaries within a business-to-business relationship. It has been stated
(Hemphill 2010) that further empirical backing is required to validate the outcomes
from previous findings to discover if such outcomes are relevant to professional service
industries. To date, no academic research has been conducted regarding relationships
between universities and education agents and there has been only limited research
conducted that examines the independent agency relationships of professional services
(Hemphill 2010) in general. Given that variations in relationships occur in contextual
settings (Karantinou and Hogg 2001) it is particularly important to provide new
perspectives on the ways in which effective relationships are achieved between

universities and education agents.

Relationship development and management in principal and independent
agent relationships

There have been several models put forward to explain the stages of relationship
devel opment, including a combination model first put forward by Scanzoni (1979) and
then further developed by Levitt (1981), Dwyer et a. (1987) and added to by Wilson
(1995) whose cumulative work has produced a six stage model of relationship
development. Firstly, Scanzoni (1979) suggested three stages of involvement in the

relationship process as.

(1) exploration;



(2) expansion; and

(3) commitment.

Scanzoni (1979; Wetzels, de Ruyter. and van Birgelen. 1998 ; Cookson 2001)
suggested that exploration constituted the first stages of contact between the parties
where there was mutual recognition and learning to determine the likelihood the other
party can provide the resources necessary to form a mutually beneficial relationship. In
the expansion stage, the partners further develop joint programs and the relationship is
extended through continued communication and exchange. Finally, at the commitment
stage, the parties devel op the relationship over the longer term through repeated
exchanges and continuing joint programs. Thisinitial understanding of the relationship
devel opment process was then added to by Levitt (1981) and Dwyer et a. (1987)

producing the following five stages in the development of a relationship:

(1) awareness,
(2) exploration;
(3) expansion;
(4) commitment; and

(5) dissolution.

The Levitt (1981) and Dwyer et a. (1987) extensions suggested a further stage
of awareness which constitutes recognition that an entity is a potentially suitable
exchange partner and the dissolution stage that is characterised by the potentially
challenging process of disengagement or withdrawal from the exchange relationship.
This model was then further extended by Wilson (1995) who added a pre-phase of
search and selection where organisations actively seek appropriate partners. Wilson's

(1995) model argued that factors that influence arelationship vary depending on the



stage of the relationship development. This model started at the search and selection
phase and stated that in this phase, the buyer may already be purchasing from the seller
and consequently the seller decides to form a deeper relationship to accomplish
particular goals.

While some elements of these and other models (such as the Heide (1994) model
that also developed a set of standard relationship processes, which included relationship
initiation, maintenance, and termination processes) may be applicable to a principa and
independent agent relationship, the maority of studies regarding relationship
devel opment examine the buyer—seller perspectives and there are certain elements of
such relationship devel opment which are not relevant. For example, in astudy by Blois
and Gronroos (2000) the construct “fun to own,” was found through their investigation
of customer relationship life cycles. However, this construct is not relevant to
independent agents as they are providing an intermediary service in the distribution
channel rather than taking ownership of a good.

Empirical research into relationships that involve an independent agent are
limited and it has been noted that much needs to be done to empirically examine how
agency agreements are formed to allow for greater efficiency in managing the process
(Bergen, Dutta and Walker 1992). One study that demonstrated the lack of empirical
research into agency relationship formation is arecent study that used structural
equation modelling to examine agency relationship formation in two services industries;
real estate agents and employment agencies (Hemphill 2010). This study found that the
limited literature on the topic of agency relationship development is polarised around
remedia and or operational aspects of agency structures, without practical analysis

provided on the point of agency relationship formation. The findings suggested that



there is an absence of any substantial, agency specific, relationship development and
management knowledge, prompting a need for further research into this field.

With alack of arelationship devel opment and management model specifically
applicable to independent agency relationship formation and maintenance, the current
study examined composite models developed in other contexts to investigate if further
extensions can be made; specifically when viewed from a principal and agent
perspective in the setting of the relationship between universities and education agents.
As aresult of thisresearch, limitations were found in the previous models devel oped by
Scanzoni (1979), Levitt (1981), Dwyer et a. (1987) and Wilson (1995) on the stages of
relationship development, in that they do not appear to cover every aspect of the process
relevant and specific to university and education agent relationships. This study found
several extensions to the models, creating a new seven stage process model. From the
perspective of universities and education agent relationships, the process required the
addition of two stages and two phases including a pre-relationship, organisational
examination stage, a specific review stage, arenewal phase and a potential relationship
reinvigoration phase. This created a unique model of the stages of relationship
devel opment and management for this particular industry.

Previous models did not specify a specific review or renewal phase of the
relationship and these phases tended to be morphed into the expansion, commitment and
dissolution phases rather than being a specific phase of its own, giving the impression of
an on-going analysis of the other party rather than a set period of review. For example
Scanzoni (1979) discusses the continual process of review and subsequent renewal of
business in a process whereby the relationship evolves from one of probing and testing
each other to one whereby there is continual enlargement of the rewards partners supply

one another. In the commitment phase Dwyer et a. (1987) describes arelationship in



which parties discern the benefits and anticipate continued effective exchange. Wilson's
(1995) extension of this model with a dissolution phase discussed how the dissolution
phase begins with a one party privately evaluates dissatisfaction of the relationship. This
varies from the relationship between universities and education agents in which there
are a specific time, typically annually, when each contracted education agentsis

reviewed and a decision is made whether to renew or cancel the subsequent contract.

Resear ch method overview

A case study research design was adopted to gain arich and in-depth
understanding of the interrelationship between universities and education agents,
focusing on the perspective of universities and validating the data with the other side of
the dyad. Case study analysis was deemed the most appropriate research method for this
research topic for anumber of reasonsincluding, asjustified by Yin (2003), that it is
exploratory research, where there was not enough information available on the research
subject; that the study is of realism, about a contemporary topic; it is a study asking
what and why questions, that seeks to describe area world phenomena; it is a study
situation where the author has little control over events and is the study of relationships

in aset business context.

A multi-case, embedded research design (Yin 2003) was selected. Multiple case
design refers to conducting several case studies and the embedded multiple case design
contains a number of embedded cases that each embedded case includes multiple units
of analysis. It can provide robust and rigorous grounds for triangulation of data at the
data analysis stage (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin 2003). In this study, the multi-embedded

cases consist of 31 university staff members from eight university international

10



marketing departments and from the other side of the dyad sixteen education agents
based within and outside Australiawere interviewed to gain perspectives from both
sides of the relationship. Pilot studies were conducted with one university and one
education agent, then additional interviews were conducted until data saturation was
met Eisenhardt 1989). Each case study was investigated and analysed on an individual
basis, then case results were combined and analysed using cross case analysis.

Data was ana ysed both manually and digitally using Nvivo and following Miles
and Huberman’s (2002) and Yin’s (2003) techniques for qualitative and case study data
analysis. Data was rigorously examined and quality of the research was ensured through
undertaking various tests for external reliability, external validity, dependability,

auditability and construct validity.

Sampling units

Interviews were conducted with atotal of 31 marketing staff from eight
universities, who were chosen by purposeful sampling, based on the percentage of
international students the institution recruited and the willingness and availability of the
institution to participate and the informants for this research were key university staff
from Australian universities who are heavily involved in the recruitment of international
student and work directly with education agents to facilitate student recruitment through
this marketing channel. The university staff were selected from avariety of universities
across the Australian sector representing different styles of university operations, for
example “sandstones’ (considered to be the most exclusive public universitiesin the
Australian industry offering more traditional learning and teaching practices),
“regionals’ (regionally or remotely based universities that utilise a number of

innovative modes of learning and teaching), and “international campuses” (campuses of
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universities that are set up specifically for international student recruitment and service).
Additional universities were selected and interviewed until no new information was
emerging and data saturation was met (Eisenhardt 1989).

In addition to these key university staff, and to examine the other side of the
dyad, a selection of their contracted education agents located in key source countries of
international studentsto Australia based on international student data (Department of
Education and Training International 2011) was aso carried out. Preliminary, one-on-
one interviews were conducted with education agents to gain a setting of opinions from
this side of the dyad. A second round of additional education agents were interviewed,
post data analysis of interviews with universities, to assist in the validation of findings
and again to gain further opinions of the other side of the dyad.

As suggested by Yin (2003), each case was carefully selected due to their
knowledge and direct vocational experience and involvement in working with either
side of the dyad and their selection followed replication rather than sampling logic.
Therefore, results of the research provide both similar (literal replication) and some
contrasting results (theoretical replication). Other secondary sources of evidence were
also found through education agent and university websites, university annual reports,
government reports, conference proceedings, media reports, extant literature, Australian
Vice Chancellors Committee (AV CC) benchmarking data and International

Development Program (IDP) reports.

Data analysis methods

During the data analysis phase, various techniques were used to ensure interna
validity. Methods included; pattern matching, explanation building, addressing rival
explanations, and use of logic models to extract and express the data collected

(Huberman and Miles 2002; Sobh and Perry 2006; Merriam 2009). Pattern matching
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(Huberman and Miles 2002) was one of the major techniques used to analyse the data.
Data was broken down into discrete parts and micro-analysed, compared for similarities
and differences and questions asked about the phenomena as reflected in the data.

Categories were then discovered in the data. The researcher worked with the
data and coded intensively around single categories, in doing so building up adense
texture of relationships around categories being focused on and looked for patternsin
happenings and began to answer questions of why and how, about the phenomenon
under scrutiny. Thiswas done for each case separately, then cross case and cross dyad
analysis was utilised to look for similarities and differences between cases and the dyad,
with patterns coinciding strengthening the internal validity of the case study (Huberman
and Miles 2002). Close attention was paid to ensure that that rival explanations and
possibilities were considered and evidence was convergent and complete (Yin 2003).

A range of replication logic processes was used (Huberman and Miles 2002;
Merriam 2009) to improve validity, reliability and quality of the research including;
triangulation and member checking. Triangulation, through multiple sources of
evidence was utilised in this research to help deal with potential problems of construct
validity, by providing multiple measurements of the same phenomenon. Multiple
sources of evidence were used in this research, with the main source of evidence
coming from interviews and documents. Interviews with university staff and validated
by education agents were the primary source of data collection. It was believed that
interviews with these key informants would provide the richest data source, given that
they exemplify the real-life phenomenon. This group of respondents work directly in
the industry and have first-hand knowledge about the research problems being posed.

To further ensure validity and reliability of the data, the researcher engaged in

data collection till data became saturated (the qualitative isomorph), checking for
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researcher bias, peer examination through discussion and presentation of findings at

industry conferences (O'Connell, Clayton and Wong 2009) and discussion with industry

experts. Procedures were detailed and carried out so that they could be replicated. Rich,

thick descriptions and maximum variation and diversity of responses were sought
though a diverse sample selection including nationality of education agents and

differing university types of operations (Huberman and Miles 2002; Merriam 2009).

Case study analysis and inter pretation

Based on case study analysis, the findings demonstrate a seven-stage model.
These stages are diagrammatically represented in Figure 1. Theitalicstexts are new

findings that have not been identified by the existing literature.

(1) Needsanalysis phase

(2) Awareness/pre-phase search and selection
(3) Exploration/ search and trial

(4) Expansion

(5) Commitment

(6) Review

(7) Dissolution or renew or reinvigorate

14



Figure 1. Process flow of contracting and managing education agents —empirical
findings from this study
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As demonstrated by the figure, the findings showed that the relationship
devel opment process for universities and education agents in Australiaincluded the
addition of a pre-phase where an internal analysis of the needs and objectives of the
organisation are first examined. The model was also extended through adding a specific
review stage, where universities specifically reviewed the performance, relationship and
standard of each of their contracted agents, typically on an annual basis. Two additional
elements were also added to the final stage through the addition renewal and
reinvigoration phases. In the renew phase contracts were again extended for a specific
period. Should it be decided that the contract was not to be renewed then the dissolution
process was implemented. In addition areinvigoration phase was added to the end of
the relationship development process flow, where relationships that had remained
dormant for some time could be actively pursued to reinvigorate the relationship. In
instances where the process flow follows a broken line (for example between the stages
of conducting reference checks and visiting the office of the agent) this indicates
possible actions that could be undertaken, but were not necessarily always compl eted.
An explanation of each phase will now be provided with examples from respondents

interviewed and details of the two additional extensions to the existing models.

Step 1: Needs Analysis

Building on and extending the models developed through examination of the extant
literature (Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Heide 1994;
Wilson 1995), in thisstep of the process, participants advised that prior to seeking to
devel op relationships with education agents, it is essential that the university conducts

itsown needs analysis. Thisanalysis should determine such things as: from which

16



countries do they wish to concentrate or devel op student recruitment; how many agents
can they successfully manage from each market; what is their available budget to visit,
train and service each education agent; what cultural mix of students are they aiming to
recruit; are there countries or regions from which their degrees will be in demand; and
what internal human resources do they have available to service agents. For example, as
noted by the following university participants:

A: ‘Before looking at contracting new agents, the university looks at various things

such as what cohort of students would suit programs they offer, what is the current

cultural mix, statistics of the number of students currently coming to Australia to

study from those countries and what staff we have available to service these agents.’

B: ‘Before seeking to engage with agents our university conducts an analysis on an
annual basis of where we are going, where we see student recruitment coming from,
which of our programs are in demand and which nationalities are interested in
these programs. Once these objectives have been set and we have analysed our
internal resources and staff capabilities we go about a process of prospecting

agents who may be able to assist in reaching these objectives.’

As demonstrated by these participants, prior to engaging with education agents,
universities showed signs of conducting an internal needs analysis and an external
environmental analysis, looking at internal strengths and weaknesses and external
opportunities and threats.

Further, the international education industry in Australia operatesin astrict
legislative environment under the National Code of Conduct and the Education Services
for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act 2001 (Australian Education International 2011).

Under this legidation, universities are responsible for the actions of education agents.

17



Universities are therefore conscious that they need to engage education agents who are
going to represent them professionally and ensure that they are able to provide
education agents with the time and training they need to be able to represent the
university appropriately. As education agents are located in over 100 countries around
the world (I1E 2007)the university needs to ensure they have the required human and
financia resources to dedicate to each education agent they contract. Through a
systematic needs analysis, universities are able to determine with whom they will

devel op relationships and what, where and how they are able to control to manage these
relationships. The university then needsto seeif they have the appropriate human
resources to pursue these particular markets, what cultural and socia considerations
need to be taken into account to pursue these markets and whether their current staff are
appropriate to undertake the task of relationship marketing and management with agents

from these regions or if new staff need to be employed.

Step 2: Awareness/ Pre-phase search and selection

Once the university’ s objectives are set, the university can proactively seek
education agents with whom they wish to work or investigate proposals forwarded from
prospective agents. The findings from this research demonstrated that this step in the
process combined the awareness phase as identified by Levitt (1981) and Dwyer et al.
(1987) with the pre-phase search and selection process identified by Wilson (1995).
This can be done by doing an analysis of their competitor’s websites, to see who they
are working with or through seeking information about reliable agents from
Government bodies such as AEI (Australian Education International), the High
Commission or by asking fellow colleagues. Universities offered the following insights

into this stage of the relationship development process:
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C: ‘If it was a new agent, and we had a look at it, but we saw that none of the big
names [the ‘ sandstones'] were working with them, we would probably say thanks,

but no thanks.’

D: ‘These days institutions list who they work with, so it is any easy way to see who
is working with who and who we could potentially contact to form a relationship

with.’

In this phase universities form relationships or seek to have relationships with
education agents who are reputable potentially using their competitors as a testimonial
for the quality of the agent. Universities check which education agents their
competitors are working with and use this as a source for finding appropriate agents to
engage in arelationship. Another university stated that agents actively seek
recommendations from other universities.

C: ‘I amdrawing on my European experience, the way an agent startsin Europeis
that someone has recommended you, so the people that do all the marketing and
recruitment in Europe are quite close because you travel the circuit together all the
time. So it might be that an agent in the UK contacts a university they work with in
Australia and asks them to recommend a university in New South Wales, so

generally that is how it happens.’

The above comment demonstrates that it is not only the universities who
actively pursue particular education agents, but that agents are aware of thisindirect
testimonial process and also actively undertake investigation as to with which

universities they perceive it would be appropriate to form a rel ationship.
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Step 3: Exploration/ Search and Trial

In line with Scanzoni’s (1979) original concept, the exploration, search and trial step
of the process constituted the initial contact between universities and education agents.
During this phase respondents stated that due diligence was performed, where agents
were accessed and a vetting process was undertaken. Some universities had a standard
check list with criteriathat agents had to meet, such as numbers of students they recruit
per year, what their promotion material was like, and the professional nature of the
agency. Asindicated in Figure 1, in some instances universities would take an
additional step and visit the agent’s premises to gauge how they ran their business.

B: * Agents seek us out and we decide whether we are going to have a relationship

with them and usually thereisa kind of a process where they have to provide us

with some information and some references and some things like that, and after that
we individually (depending on what region we look after) ook after them and that
means providing all the support that they require in terms of training, making sure
they understand our cour ses, making sure they are provided with the relevant
brochures and visiting them as regularly as possible and this obviously varies from

agency to agency.’

Some agents were put on an annual contract; others were put on a probationary
contract which was reviewed after six months, with specific targets that agents would be
required to meet.

E: ‘If we do sign up a new agent it would generally be for six months on a short
term contract, which is pretty much the same, but it has an end date and that is it,

then we choose whether to renegotiate fromthere e.g. 12 months or longer.’
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Another respondent stated the importance of initially vetting agents to ensure
that problems are not experienced later.
F: ‘The strong force is that you have selected them properly and you don’'t have to

end up threatening them with termination later’.

The vetting process of potential education agentsis performed with due
diligence. Universities do not want to be in a position to be working with an education
agent who is acting unlawfully, unethically or reflecting either their university or,
indeed, the country in abad light. Further, as indicated by response F above,
universities alluded to the significant challenges of either managing difficult
relationships or potentially dissolving the relationship in unsatisfactory situations. Asa
result, the vetting process to determineif a university should engage with a particular
education agent has become quite bureaucratic with formalised, step-by-step procedures
to ensure the university has as much information about the prospective agent as possible

before issuing a contract and recruiting students.

Step 4: Expansion

Reflecting the previously defined concept of expansion (Scanzoni 1979) during this
phase, the universities advised that they attempted to build the relationship by beingin
regular contact with the agent. University staff developed deeper rel ationships with
agents through: participating in agent events, conducting joint marketing activities, and
conducting more regular training. During this phase various relationship marketing
techniques were utilised by the universities to devel op the relationship. Techniques
implemented by universities included: engaging through regular contact and
communication; and providing efficient services to agents. It is at this stage where the

relationship phase truly commences and where social, cultural and technical aspects
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need to be taken into consideration and addressed. As another participant noted:
G: ‘Itisall about trust and confidence. My market really values this, knowing the
person and knowing they can get an answer when they need it. Other people who

just walk in won't have much successtill they build a relationship up’.

H: To build a relationship we arein regular contact, doing things with them,

participating in their events, making them feel they are of value.’

During this phase a key staff member was typically assigned to a particular
agent. In many cases agents were grouped into a particular region and a staff member
who had particular expertise in the social and cultural business aspects of that region
was assigned to manage and develop those relationships. The information systems used
by the majority of universitiesinterviewed were fairly basic and efforts appeared to be
concentrated on being in the field forging and building rel ationships rather than having
technically advanced customer relationship management systems to manage and record

actions.

Step 5: Commitment

During the commitment phase, universities stated that they started to create annual
joint marketing plans, provide familiarisation visits for top performing or promising
agents, and provide marketing budgets to agents to conduct recruitment activities.
Reflecting the commitment stage as previously conceptualised in the extant literature
(Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Wilson 1995), the
universities developed stronger relationships over longer terms through developing joint
programs and continuing to enter into exchange contracts. This was an important phase
where various rel ationship marketing techniques were utilised with the aim of building

the relationship and increasing student recruitment through particular education agents.
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G: ‘Asa motivational strategy, we sponsor agents to come to Australiaon a

familiarisation tour — this works very well.’

J: ‘It basically it got to the point where whatever they need, whatever support they
need for their activities, we give it, no questions asked, but if we need anything from
themthey will provide it, no questions asked. We have built up and managed a very
good relationship between us and their partner institutions aswell. Basically itisa

steady flow of students. It isthat sort of a strong relationship.’

Another university mentioned preferential treatment of commission incentives
for their primary and higher producing agent.
K: *“We provide more preferential treatment that really benefits them, we try and use
it asa bit of a marketing tool and kind of remind them, for example, you have almost
reached 10 students. So commission varies depending on being a primary or

secondary agent.’

In this phase the universities appeared to have forged strong relationships with
particular education agents and were implementing specific relationship marketing

strategies to build and maintain these relationships for greater business success.

Step 6: Review

Universities typically reviewed agents on an annual basis. However, some of the
universities conducted reviews each term, bi-annually, or every two years. During the
review period the university would assess what they had provided the agent with and
what were the outcomes. In some instances universities were satisfied if the agent only
recruited a small number of students, but the students were of an excellent calibre, or

where the students were recruited into specific programs for which they wanted to

23



increase numbers, or simply where the agents were perceived as providing good service.
As noted by one participant:
D: ‘Some agents are really good little operators, who give you a small amount of

really good students, so numbers areirrelevant.’

Another point that universities noted as being particularly important was the
conversion rate of applications to enrolments. Universities did not want to waste
valuable resources responding to applications that did not convert into enrolments. One
respondent kept contracting an agent who did not recruit very many students, but was an
excellent source of market intelligence.

G:'There are different measures of productivity include number of applications,
number of conversions, market intelligence they provide, introductions they are able
to give. | have some agents who only recruit a few students, but | keep them on as

they are an excellent source of market intelligence.’

Another university had set review processes in place through conducting an
annual survey.
C: “We also do a survey for all of our agents and they basically let us know what is
working well and what is not working well. We do this once a year at the end of the
year. We wait till all the results comein for the year including our third semester.

From that we send out the agent survey and performance their review.’

During this phase of the relationships the universities tracked how relationships
with each particular agency was progressing and depending on how they felt
relationships were embedded or succeeding they made decisions regarding the future
strategy to pursue with that particular agent. Universities stated they used various

technol ogies to determine business success including conversion statistics. However, in
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addition to actual recruitment statistics, how each agent had performed other aspects of
the relationship were also taken into account such as the depth of the relationship and
other value that was obtained through having the relationship as demonstrated by the
previous example.

Universities tended to undertake this review process on an annual basis, when
contracts were up for renewal. Asthis process was a set annual procedure it was felt that
the existing model (Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981; Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Wilson

1995), needed to be amended to demonstrate this specific process.

Step 7: Dissolution, renew or reinvigoration

In contrast to previous studies (Scanzoni 1979; Levitt 1981; Dwyer, Schurr and
Oh 1987; Wilson 1995), the final stage of the process resulting from the findings of this
research consisted of three choices that universities could make: to dissolve or cancel

the contract, or to renew the contract, or to reinvigorate the relationship.

Dissolution or cancellation of the contract

In some instances if the agent was not performing, their contract was cancelled. This
was typically done with some consultation to allow the agent time to perform. If agents
had been found to be involved in unethical or unlawful dealings, agents were typically
terminated immediately.

L: ‘Generally agents are all monitored through our data base. We have a start date

and a review date for the end date of their contract. If they are performing then no

problems, go ahead with the renewal. If they are not performing we determine the
factors or reasons. If they need to be terminated then we terminate them straight
away. Say for example if they have not been performing over the last couple of years
and you have given them a lot of notice then you need to be quite hard and say you
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either do this or the contract will be cancelled. | think all the processes needs to be

done before you can terminate. But that is how we manage the contract.’

G: ‘Have a review of performance at the end of the year and then givethema 6

month probation at which time the contract could be cancelled.’

F: ‘Depend on nature, if bad terminate straight away, but don’t think we have ever
had to do this. If just an error e.g. not following procedure they need increased
training or increased contact so they know the procedure. It is difficult for agents;
they are dealing with 40 institutions that do things differently. Mainly we take it up

with an agent to ensure it doesn’t happen again.’

Contract renewal

Agents who were performing well would have contracts renewed and perhaps
targets set or joint marketing plans prepared. In this phase further strategies were
devel oped based on the existing relationship with an agent.

H: “We look at numbers annually and don’t renew if they aren’t producing. We

work with the ones who are working for us.’

C: "We assess our agents on an annual basis. If they are performing then we renew

their contract’

Reinvigoration of the relationship

In some cases the university would decide to reinvigorate rel ationships with
particular agents that, for example, they had not provided much attention to in the past,
or perhaps where an agent that had previously performed well, but had dropped off

since a particular staff member had left.
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D: ‘Thereis an agent who has been around for a long time in Sngapore and only
works with Victorian universities. She had a relationship with one of our marketing
staff here for quite a few years and they were good friends. That staff member
retired and a new marketer came in who only did minimal work and damaged that
relationship. Last week | was coming through Sngapore, | stopped over for the

night and actually had dinner with her. So | amtrying to rebuild that relationship.’

A: *Some relationships seem to either plateau or reduce the numbers of students
that they send. In our annual review we look at these agents and determine if we
think such agents have potential. If we think it is worth the effort we seeif the
relationship can be revived through such thing as providing greater attention or

implementing joint promotional strategies together.’

In this case the university had a staff member who, through cultural and social
connections, had forged a strong and productive relationship with a particular agent
based in Singapore. However, when this staff member |eft the university the subsequent
employee was new to the industry, did not have an understanding of cultural intricacies
of relationship management of other countries, did not socialy get to know the
particular agent, did not dedicate time and effort to build the relationship and as result
the agent stopped recruiting students for that university. This demonstrates the
importance of ensuring that social and cultural perspectives are thoroughly considered
when undertaking cross cultural relationship management and marketing. It aso
demonstrates that once these social and cultural aspects can be acknowledged and
catered for, that relationships between organisations can be renewed, providing the right

person and required effort isimplemented.
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Summary of process flow

Overdl, universities followed asimilar process of contracting their agents with
some variations shown in the management style, particular to each university. A
process flow of the stages of relationship development and management is depicted in
Figure 1. All education agents interviewed agreed with the process flow as typical of
what occurs in the industry.

Some universities appeared to be better organised in how they managed their
agents, with dedicated staff for particular country regions and computer monitoring
systems that agents could log in and track their student applications. There was
however, ageneral lack of sophisticated customer relationship management (CRM)
information systems to assist in the management and monitoring of agents, with the
majority of universities not having a CRM. Rather, many universities smply used excel
spread sheets to record the agents contact details and addresses. Other particular details
of the relationships were often kept only in memories of key university employees who
managed that region. This demonstrates a significant risk point for universities as
shown where akey staff member left the situation and the relationship broke down as a
result.

Two universities had implemented CRM systems to track discussions,
visitations, feedback, promotional material supplied, email correspondence and joint
promotional activities. One respondent stated that these were useful in the instance of
staff turnover as the new employee could backtrack through the history of particular
relationships and be able to more easily forge or continue the relationship having

records and a deeper understanding of previous dealings.
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Process flow of contracting and managing education agents

The process flow of contracting and managing education agents presented in
Figure 1 isanew process flow constructed from the results of this research, adding to
the works of other models including those developed by Scanzoni (1979), Levitt (1981),
Dwyer et a. (1987) and Wilson (1995) Heide (1994). Two extra stages and two extra
phases have been added as aresult of the findings of this research.

The two additiona stages from the previous models include a* needs analysis
phase” and a“review phase” and are important additions to previous models. In the
needs analysi s phase the university sets out their organisational objectivesincluding
such things as the number of agents they can manage, available budget, cultural cohorts
they wish to pursue, human resources available, and the targeted number of
international students they wish to recruit. This needs analysis provides the foundation
and direction upon which student recruitment through agents can be pursued. The
review phaseis aset function that universities undertake towards the end of their
contract with their agents, whereby they review the agent’ s performance and decide
their next course of action for that particular relationship.

The other two additional phases to this model occurs at the end of the process
flow and looks at the option of renewing contracts or the possibility of reinvigorating
the relationship. While other models (e.g. Wilson, 1995; Heide 1994) end in termination
of the relationship, the relationship between universities and education agents undergo a
definite evaluation phase where a decision is made to either renew or terminate the
contract and relationship typically undertaken just before contracts with their education
agents expire. In addition there are often possibilities of reinvigoration of arelationship
even after it has terminated or perhaps where the service has slowed down. For

example, when new staff are employed who may speak the language for the country
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where the agent islocated and are able to go back to the agency and re-establish a
relationship or asin the case described above where a staff retired and the relationship
was lost, only to be reinvigorated by a new manager. This process flow not only isa
contribution to knowledge through extending current models, it also provides
practitioners with a process flow that can be implemented to contract and manage

education agents.

Managerial implications

There are considerabl e practical implications from the study. The study used case
research to demonstrate the devel opment of university and education agent relationships
in aservice industry, business-to-business context. Figure 1 provides a straightforward
process flow to enable marketing managers to understand what is happening and use the
model in apractical sense. The meaning of each step has been clearly explained so that
marketing managers can understand them and use them to guide future customer
relationship marketing activities. Of particular interest from the findings of this study,

isthat the process model suggests the need:

(1) totakealong term view to develop a productive relationship with an agent;
(2) tofollow each step in order to build an effective relationship with an agent;
(3) to start the process with a needs analysis; and

(4) oncearelationshipisin place, alternatives to termination can be contract

renewal or relationship reinvigoration.

In other words, the model renders marketing managers a practical tool, rooted in
real university cases. Not only does the process model enable marketing managers to
follow the steps to manage rel ationships with agents, but also fully understand the
issues under each step.
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Conclusion

In summary, a process model of building and managing customer relationships
in the business-to-business context of a service industry has taken shape. Important to
the development of the model are the seven steps of needs analysis, awareness or pre-
phase search and selection, exploration, search and trial, expansion, commitment,
review and then either dissolution, renewal or reinvigoration. Two steps and two
phases are new: the first step needs analysis and the sixth step of a set review; and two
additional phases of renew or the possibility of relationship reinvigoration as an
addition to step seven. . Thisisatheoretical contribution to the customer relationship
marketing literature. The addition of these elementsto the existing literature provides a
more comprehensive process model that can explain the nature of customer
relationships within professional services industries and a practical guideline for
marketing managers to follow.

At this stage the model has internal validity using the criteria of qualitative
research. However, there are two limitations and opportunities for future research. The
two main limitations to this research preventing generalisation to a broader context
include firstly, that this research examines Australian based universities. The study
does not investigate university behavioursin competing nations. Secondly, the study
concentrates on recruitment of international students to universities. Interviews were not
conducted in other educational sectors such as at English language schools, vocational
education centres or at high schools and findings may not apply to these sectors. Further
research could be undertaken in different countries and in different sectors to overcome
these limitations. In addition the presented process flow of contracting and managing
agents could be utilised to examine the process model in other service sectorsto test its

applicability in these alternative circumstances.
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The antecedents of Word-of-Mouth behaviour: The service quality per spective

Abstract

Purpose — The aim of the study is to undertake an empirical study to investigate the
nature and magnitude of the determinants of the word-of-mouth behaviour from the
point of view of service performance and post purchase perceptions.
Design/methodology/approach — A quantitative study was undertaken. A theoretical
model linking service quality issues and word-of-mouth behaviour was developed and
tested using structural equation model modelling of 280 surveyed participants at various
day spalocations.

Findings — All mgjor fit indices from structural equation modelling method show
satisfactory results for both the measurement models and the structura model. The
results confirm significant relationships amongst the constructs in the model. While the
quality of the product, customer service and facility atmosphere lead to customer
satisfaction, it is facility atmosphere and customer satisfaction that drive Word-of-

mouth behaviour.

Resear ch limitations/implications —The results of this study provide insight to aid
owners and marketing professionals in the service industry in fully understanding that
the enhancement of the delivery of high quality service, an accommodating
environment and instilling feelings of satisfaction with their customers will more likely
lead to positive word-of-mouth (WOM) referrals. The most obvious limitation is that

the survey was conducted in one country only at this stage, pending more applications.

Originality/value — The mgjor value of this study is the establishment of the role of
service quality in word-of-mouth behaviour. This research provides empirical results of
the impacts of service performance and post purchase perceptions on word-of-mouth

behaviour.
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Introduction

There have been studies that have shown WOM is often a strong indicator of
influencing consumer judgement of the services provided by an organisation. Thisis so
as service quality has become an increasingly indispensable aspect for service providers
in managing a successful business operation in today’ s competitive service market
(Blose, Tankerdey & Flynn 2005 and Schneider, Holcombe & White 1997).

According to Chiarelli (2006, p.42), ‘ word-of-mouth is now the number one most-
trusted source of product information on a global scale, with advertising a distant
second. Seventy percent of consumers across the globe trust friends, family, or other
people first when searching for information or ideas on products to buy. In the USA
eighty percent of consumers cite word-of-mouth as the most trustworthy source’. The
Nielsen Company (2009) found similar results in countries such as Vietnam (81%),
Italy (80%), Chinaand France (both 77 %) and Finland (50%).

WOM can be defined as the process in which clients tell others, external to the
transaction, of their (dis)pleasure with a product or service provider (Swanson & Kelly
2001). Further, the delivery of service performance results are exhibited by consumers
demanding more from their relationships as well as a degree of rationalism, which are
perceived to exist between those relationships (Bove & Johnson 2001 and Ward &
Smith 1998) with service providers as seen through WOM behaviour (Zeithaml 2000;
Rust, Zahorik & Keningham 1995; Rust & Zahorik 1993; Nelson, Rust, Zahorik, Rose,
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Batalden & Siemanski 1992 and Koska 1990). WOM is thereby a powerful mechanism
asaform of promotion that is generally accepted in the transmittal of information
communicated to others (Dye 2000 and Buttle 1998). WOM communication will then
play a specifically essentia role for service providers, as intangibility makes the pre-
purchase assessment of services unfeasible (Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry 1985;
Zeithaml, 1981 and Berry 1980).

WOM can perform a predominantly meaningful function for those service providers
who have significant credibility and visibility within acommunity, such as services
rendered by those professional or financial organizations (Sweeney, Soutar, & Mazzarol
2008), in particular those services provided by the day spaindustry asindicated in this
study. Thisis more so the case where people, who partake in intimate, relaxing and
therapeutic experiencesin a day spa setting, initiate communication processes in which
they will share parts of their private experiences with various socia partners (Dobele,
Lindgreen, Beverland, Vanhamme & van Wijk 2007). While the importance of WOM
cannot be emphasi sed enough, research gaps remain in the issues that affect WOM

behaviour from the service quality perspective.

Literature Review on WOM Behaviour

Consumers may prefer personal information sources when they are going to buy from or
use a service provider due to the confidence they have in those sources (Murray 1991).
Many consumers may be influenced more by WOM communications than they are, for
example, by printed formats (Herr, Kardes & Kim 1991). Research, however in the
WOM context has been generally regarded as opinion |eadership research, or the
process that an ‘opinion leader’ informally influences the actions or attitudes of others
(Dobele 2006 and Schiffman, Bednall, Watson, & Kanuk 1997, p. 472). Opinion leaders
could spread information concerning a service provider and their products quickly over
a populous starting within their own circles. Information may then continue to spread to
other circles and so on, as effective opinion leaders can easily create instant positive
WOM for an organisation in thisway (Walker 1995).
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AsWOM marketing by researcher’ s increases, the resulting effect has been the attention
service providers have been placing on its validity within the community and their
decreasing reliability in more traditional marketing techniques (Laemer 2004; Gladwell
2000; Silverman 2001a, 2001b; Hendricks 1998; Silverman 1997; Rust, Zahorik &
Keiningham 1995; Wilson, A. 1994 and Wilson, J.R. 1994). Word-of-mouth marketing
may therefore affect the implementation of new product categories because of consumer
beliefs and preferences and the choice of products, which may decide the success or
failure of those service providers products (East, Hammond & Lomax 2008). A study
by Dobele, Lindgreen, Beverland, Vanhamme & van Wijk, 2007, on viral messaging,
even suggested organisations that use viral marketing messages may tap into

consumer’ s emotions thereby linking the service provider and or its products to their

recipient base as away of spreading their viral message.

The impact of WOM on consumers has been of significant interest to researchers as it
relates to consumers’ actions, preferences and choices (Katz & Lazarsfeld 1955).
Studies have found that WOM communication has often exerted strong influence on
consumer behavioural judgements on an organisation (Herr, Kardes & Kim 1991).
Researchers have identified that the quality of the experience, staff friendliness,
expertise and source credibility (Dobele & Lindgreen, 2010) have also played a
significant role with others reporting that the frequency of socia sharing isregarded as
apositive function (Derbaix & Vanhamme, 2003). Therefore service providers are
placing more and more importance on WOM strategies.

Table 1 provides a sample of those researchers who have focused on the effects of

WOM communication representations.

Table 1: Research on WOM communication

Resear cher (s) Resear ch Focus

Dobele & Lingreen (2010) Study conducted to understand consumer value in health care,
focusing on one context — word-of-mouth referrals by new mothers.

DeBruyn & Lilien (2008) Developed amodel to study the influence of unsolicited electronic
referrals with-in a multi-stage decision making framework.

Dobele (2006) Studied what are the different types of positively referring clients of

professional services firms and how do these types relate to the
believability of the referral.

Bell & Song (2004); Garber, Studied the effects of WOM from the geographical evolution of sales
Goldenberg, Libai, & Muller data.
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(2003); Foster & Rosenzweig
(1995)

Godes & Mayzlin (2004)

Demonstrated a positive relationship between online WOM and its
dispersion across communities and ratings for TV shows.

Derbaix & Vanhamme (2003)

Conducted research using the critical incident technique on the
emotion of surprise and its influence on word-of-mouth (WOM).

Van den Bulte & Lilien
(2003); Van den Bulte &
Lilien (2001); Coleman, Katz
& Menzel (1966)

WOM played a significant rolein the diffusion of tetracycline, and
determined that a more-sophisticated decomposition of the
physicians' adoption decision did, in fact, yield evidence for the role
of interpersonal influence.

Biyalogorsky, Gerstner &
Libai (2001)

The authors investigated the optimality of customer referral programs
and show that the firm should offer rewards to customers only if they
are somewhat demanding but not too demanding.

Mayzlin (2001)

The author demonstrated that the creation of anonymous online WOM
may be a profitable strategy even when consumers are aware of the
possibility that the firmis creating it.

Feick & Price (1987)

Suggested that there exist ‘ market mavens' whose influence extends
across categories.

Bloch & Richins (1983);
Jacoby & Hoyer (1981); King
& Summers (1970); Katz &
Lazarsfeld (1955)

Studied the important role played by category-level opinion leadersin
the diffusion of information.

Engel, Blackwell & Kegerreis
(1969); Arndt (1967);
Coleman, Katz & Menzel
(1966)

WOM as akey driver of service provider sales.

Through the review of the literature, it is revealed that WOM may have the biggest

impact on afirm’s sales because of the interpersonal relationships with acquai ntances,

friends and relatives. While there is argument that WOM is an important form of

communication regarding customer service quality, few researchers offer insightful

perspective for service providers. Opinion leaders provide information therefore

interpersonal relationships with the consumer affects sales therefore marketers and

service providers should market to opinion leaders. However, little guidance is offered

in terms of how to actually implement this marketing strategy. In addition, there has

been little research looking at WOM communication from an organisations perspective

(Wangenheim & Bayon 2004). Research, in part, has focused on developing an

understanding of the underlying phenomenon itself (Godes & Mayzlin 2004). Research

into WOM communication has mainly occurred to establish its frequency, effect,

product evaluation and socia impact on relationship behavioura patterns (Alvarado
2000). Thus, thereis a need to examine the antecedents of WOM to fill the research

gap.
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The service setting is a complex array of environmental cues which can potentially
influence and affect the behavioural processes of the consumer. In the marketing
literature there have been a number of theoretical focuses proposed in an attempt to
assimilate environmental attributes and consumer responses into the overall framework.
The delivery of performance resultsis exhibited by consumers demanding more from
their relationships with service providers as seen through WOM behaviour (Zeithaml
2000; Rust, Zahorik & Keningham 1995; Rust & Zahorik 1993; Nelson, Rust, Zahorik,
Rose, Batalden & Siemanski 1992 and Koska 1990). This research examines the
relationships between various service aspects and their impacts on WOM.

Conceptual M odel

As ameans of measuring how the service environment relates to subsequent customer
perceptions and behaviours, the conceptual model classifies these constructs into three
tiers: service performance, post purchase perceptions and future customer behaviour. It
is conceptualised that service performanceis classified as performances conducted by
the service provider that measures customer service quality; leading to post purchase
perceptions, which are the basis for customer’ s relationship formulation with the service
provider. The post purchase perceptionsin turn affects future customer behaviour,
which is the outcome of how customers behave in a certain way following their
engagement with the service provider. Service performance consists of product
delivery, customer service, and facility atmosphere; post purchase perceptions comprise
customer satisfaction; and future customer behaviour comprises WOM.

WOM isthe process in which clientstell others, external to the transaction, of their
(dis)pleasure with a product or service provider (Swanson & Kelly 2001). It indicates a
customer’ s future referral intention. WOM is measured by five items.

Product Delivery (PROD) is the delivery of those tangible products in which the
product isto be delivered such as: glasses, plates, and the quality and selection of those
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products. It directly evaluates the quality of a product delivered by an organisation. In a
day spasetting, it is the finished product or outcome dimension such as massages,

treatments, towels and bathing areas. Eleven items were used in this study.

Customer service (CSER) is defined as the manner in which the customer receives the
service product. That isthe manner in which the coffee and other products were

provided, which is commonly called ‘ customer service' (adapted from Gronroos 1990,
1984, 1982). Customer service quality reflects how well the organisation provides for

consumers through the buyer-seller interaction. It is measured by ten items.

Facility atmosphere (ATOM) refers to the ambient atmospheric conditions of the
physical surroundings of the service setting, in which the delivery of a product takes
place. Facility atmosphere includes background characteristics of the environment such
as. lights, temperature, and noise (Bitner 1992 and Baker 1987). It relates and measures
the overall amenities of a service provider. From a performance perspective, facility
atmosphere includes those physical evidences organisations efficiently utilise to
represent facets of their product delivery where customers experience the entire physical

environment. Five items were used in this study to measure the construct.

Customer Satisfaction (CUSATR)—Customer satisfactions are feelings and judgements
of customers towards a product after it has been used or consumed (Jamal & Naser
2003). It relatesto the overall satisfaction a consumer has with a service provider.
Customer satisfaction was perceived as being eval uative and an emotion based response
to aservice encounter. Customer satisfaction reflects the degree to which a consumer
believes the possession and/or use of a product evoked positive feelings. Six items were
used to measure the construct.

Hypotheses Development

Effect of customer perceptions of the quality of the product on customer
satisfaction.

Customers’ positive perceptions can positively affect customer satisfaction. Customers
often change suppliers due to the perceived indifference of employees (Keiser 1988) as

well as being influenced by the outcome of the finished product to satisfy and meet their
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required needs (Schiffman, Bednall, Watson & Kanuk, 1997). In today’ s marketplace,
more businesses are increasing profits by actually saving customers’' time by satisfying
their wants and needs. Firms do this by training a new breed of customer-service
representatives, people with the skills to get to the root cause of consumer problems and
who are closely linked to the provider of the product to arrange to get the problem fixed
(Womack 2006) thereby increasing customer satisfaction levels towards that service
provider. Fujitsu Services of Europe, arelative newcomer to the help-desk industry,
started by asking what the consumer really wants, as a means of increasing customer

satisfaction, by creating a positive experience for customers (Womack 2006). Thus,

H1: customer perceptions of the quality of the service are positively related to

customer satisfaction.
Effect of customer perceptions of the customer service on customer satisfaction.

Empirical results show that customer service can affect the perceptions of that service
provider’s quality (for example, Dann & Dann 2004; Schiffman, Bednall, Watson, &
Kanuk, 1997; Gronroos 1990; Shavitt 1989; Lehtinen & Storbacka 1986; Parasuraman,
Zeithaml & Berry 1985 and Gronroos 1984), which directly effects the level of
satisfaction customers have towards that provider. The influence service providers can
have on satisfying their customers by how they receive and experience the services or
products delivered is thereby regarded as the functional service quality of an
organisation (Gronroos 1990).

Customers will assess what it is they need to obtain from an organisation, such as
customer service, in choosing the product they desire or assortment options and look for
socia interaction from staff resulting in their needs being satisfied through this
functional process (Noble, Griffith & Adjei 2006). Consumers who patronise a service
provider, at times making a purchase, are actually forging a satisfied relationship with
that organisation (Thompson & Arsel 2004 and McCracken 1986). It showsthe
importance of the service staff in service encounter. Service providers can further
enhance and improve relationships by hiring staff that have previous skills and training
in customer service (Ng, David & Dagger 2011). Staff performing their duties

professionally can expect to enhance the customer satisfaction. Thus,
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H2: customer perceptions of the customer service are positively related to

customer satisfaction.

Effect of customer perceptions of the atmosphere on customer satisfaction.

Physical settings are considered ‘ physical evidences' that service providers can
effectively use to portray the specific e ements of their product delivery that they are
conveying to the consumer, and consequently satisfying those consumers experiences
asthey relate to the physical setting inits entirety (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991). Kotler
(1973) suggests the importance of atmospherics and the influencing effect it has on
consumer behaviour. The term atmospherics can influence consumer behaviour, will
thereby evoke a satisfying effect on those consumers. The physical surroundings are
significantly important in service settings because customers are affected by their
surroundings (Bitner 1992) resulting in a satisfied or dis-satisfied experience.
Atmospherics show that it is not only the people dimension that can impact the
customer satisfaction level, but also the physical environment than can be controlled by
the marketers. With proper management of the atmospherics such as the decor and

smell, customer satisfaction level can be enhanced. Thus,

H3: customer perceptions of the atmosphere are positively related to customer

satisfaction.
Effect of customer perceptions of the customer satisfaction on wor d-of-mouth.

Overall customer satisfaction has an influencing effect on future customer behaviour
through WOM communication and the retention of those consumers (Nguyen &
LeBlanc 1998). Customer satisfaction reflects the degree to which a consumer believes
the possession and/or use of a service evokes positive feelings and awillingnessto
communicate those feelings to others (Anderson & Fornell 1994; Bitner & Hubbert,
1994; Bolton & Drew 1994; Rust & Oliver 1994; Anderson & Sullivan 1993; Cronin &
Taylor 1992; Fornell 1992; Oliver & Swan 1989; Oliver 1981, 1980, 1977 and Olson &
Dover 1979). Perceived service quality, as cognitive judgement behaviour, allows the
consumer to gain knowledge regarding an organisation through other means such as
WOM communication, in addition to the usual experienced interaction a customer



would have with that organisation (Liljander & Strandvik 1994). Consumers are opt to
react and behave in a certain way such as referring a service provider to their friends
based upon the positive service setting created by providers. Thus,

H4: customer perceptions of the customer satisfaction are positively related to

wor d-of-mouth behaviour .
Effect of customer perceptions of the atmosphere on wor d-of-mouth behaviour.

The ability of the physical environment of a service setting to influence behaviour (Wall
& Berry 2007) and to create an image has been particularly apparent for service
providersin attracting new customers through WOM referrals such as hotels,
restaurants, professiona offices, banks and retail stores. The environment of aretail
store, for example, can serve as an important differential or competitive advantage in
attracting particular segments of shoppers through future behavioural response
producing stimulus (Turley & Chebat 2002). The physical environment can offer
aternative cues, which consumers may share in asocial setting to recommend a service
provider and to further evaluate the quality of service provided (Bitner 1992, 1990 and
Berry 1983). The physical environment can provide abasis for customersto express

their approval or disapproval. Thus,

H5: customer perceptions of the atmosphereis positively related to word-of-

mouth behaviour.

Resear ch M ethodology

With an aim to increasing the sample size and the representativeness, the day spa
industry association was contacted to help facilitate the study. Three spas agreed to
participate in the study. Surveys were conducted in the three spasin a period of one and
a half months. A total of 318 usable questionnaires were received. After deleting the

outliers, there were 280 cases usable for further analysis.

Table 1 presents the results of the Bartlett’s test of sphericity and KMO measure of

sampling adequacy. All constructs achieved a significant p-value, less than 0.001 for
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Bartlett’s test of sphericity and more than 0.65 values for the KMO measure of

sampling adequacy, satisfying De Vaus (2001) proposed cutoff. The results of the

tests suggest that the items are suitable for factor analysis.

Table 2: Test of Sphericity and Measure of Sampling Adequacy

Constructs

KMO Measure of

Sampling Adequacy

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity

Quality Delivery 0.80 Chi-Square = 1642.0
(PROD) df = 55, sig. < 0.001
Customer Services 0.92 Chi-Square = 2524.1
(CSER) df =45, sig. <0.001
Facilities Atmosphere 0.71 Chi-Square = 454.2
(ATOM) df = 10, sig. < 0.001
Customer Satisfaction 0.85 Chi-Square = 982.1
(CUSAT) df = 15, sig. < 0.001
Word of Mouth (WOM) | 0.67 Chi-Square = 972.0

df = 10, sig. < 0.001

Reliability of the items was tested by Cronbach Alphatest. Items with low item-total

correction were taken out of the analysis. All Alphas are above 0.7 which indicates

satisfactory internal consistency reliability (Francis, 2001; Robinson, Shaver, &

Wrightsman, 1991). Table 2 shows the reliability results of al the constructs.

Table 3: Resultsof a Cronbach’s Alpha’ sreliability test

Dimension

Initial # |Initial |ltems

Revised |Revised
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of items |Alpha |Deleted # Alpha

of ltems

Quality Delivery 8 (after reliabilty and

(PROD) 11 0.72 [CFA) 3 0.84

Customer Services (CSER) |19 0.93 |5 (after CFA) 5 0.92

Facility Atmosphere

(ATOM) 5 0.78 |2 (after CFA) 3 0.71

Customer Satisfaction

(CUSAT) 6 0.88 |3 (after CFA) 3 0.83

Word of Mouth

(WOM) 5 0.83 |3 (after CFA) 2 0.94

Refer to Appendix A for al the items

Convergent validity

Convergent validity was tested using the criterion that the loadings of all items
hypothesised to measure a latent variable must be statistically significant (Anderson &
Gerbing, 1988; Dunn, Seaker, & Waller, 1994; Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black,
1998). The critical ratios (c.r.) of al the items were found significant at the 0.05 level
(c.r.>1.96 = p < 0.05), showing strong convergent validity of the measurement model.

Discriminant Analysis

Discriminant validity was tested by two methods. The first method was to measure the
average variance extracted (AVE) in confirmatory factor analysis. If the average
variance extracted (AVE) is greater than the squared correlation between pairs of
factors, discriminant validity exists (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Results of the tests were

found satisfactory. All AVEs showed higher values than the squared correlations. The
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upper diagona of Table 3 shows the results of the squared correlation among the

constructs. The results suggested that discriminant validity was supported.

Table4: Discriminant Valid Test Using AVE and Correlation Methods

Constructs | AVE | PROD | CSER | ATOM | CUSAT | WOM
PROD 64 | --- 17 12 44 .09
CSER .70 --- .16 44 24
ATOM .50 - 41 32
CUSAT .61 --- 41
WOM .84 -

The second method used to test discriminant validity is the examination of all constructs
in pair in exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Discriminant validity exists if there are
only two components extracted from each analysis (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). EFA
using principa components with varimax rotation was conducted. For al of the ten
pairs of constructs in this study, there were always two components extracted for each
pair of concepts. Thus, the results indicate discriminant validity.

M easurement and Structural Model Analysis

This study adopted a two-step approach in analyzing the theoretica model as suggested
by Anderson and Gerbing (1988). That is a measurement model analysis was
conducted before a full structural model. Hair et al. (1998) propose a guideline for
establishing acceptable fit using five typical fit indices to evaluate the theoretical model;
namely y2, AGFI, CFl, RMSEA, and SRMR. In consideration of the limitation of the y?
value with big sample size, normed y? with a cutoff less than three instead of y> should

be used (Carmines & Mclver, 1981; Kline, 1998). All five absolute and incremental fit

indices measures performed very well for the measurement models: x* / DF = 1.54,
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AGFI = .92, CFl = .98, RMSEA = .04, and SRMR = .04. Thus, the items were found to

measure their proposed latent constructs.

Evaluation of the Full Structure M odel

Based on the protocol suggested by Cheng (2001) and Anderson and Gerbing (1988),

evauation of the full model starts with assessment of the model fit. The full conceptual

model was analysed by structural equation modeling method based on the indices of

AGFI, RMSEA, CFI, Normed chi-square and SRMR. The results of all these indices

are satisfactory, indicating an acceptance of the full model.

The results of al the fit indices for the structural model are also satisfactory: ¥? / DF =

1.60, AGFI = .91, CFl = .98, RMSEA = .05, and SRMR = .04. The fit indices suggest

an acceptance of the full model. Table 4 below summarises the values for all fit indices.

Table5: Fit Measuresfor the Full Structural Moded

residual (SRMR)

Fit indices Statistics Benchmark | Acceptable
or not

Absolute fit measures

Chi-square 153.15 (96 df, p<0.01) | p>0.05 N/A

AGFI 0.91 >0.90 Yes

RMSEA 0.05 <0.08 Yes

Incremental fit measures

CFl 0.98 >0.90 Yes

Measures taking into consideration of big sample

Size

Normed chi-square 1.60 <3 Yes

Standardised root mean square | 0.06 <0.08 Yes

Note: All five paths in the model achieved significant results statistically; al with p-

values associated with the parameter coefficients less than 0.05
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A graphica illustration of the fitted word-of-mouth model with correlations, the

standardised regression coefficients, and the R-squared values is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: A fitted structural equation model of WOM
All five hypotheses in the structural model achieved statistical significant results; all

with p-values less than 0.05. The paths demonstrate positive relationships between the
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constructs. The standardised coefficients of the five paths range from 0.14 to 0.55. The
three most significant paths are H3 (facilities determining customer satisfaction); H4
(customer satisfaction determining word of mouth); and H5 (facility atmosphere
determining word of mouth); with standardised coefficients of 0.55, 0.45 and 0.31,
respectively. These results firstly indicate the importance of customer satisfaction,
which can increase the word of mouth activities by 0.45 standardised points for every
standardised point increase in customer satisfaction. Secondly, facility is an important
determinant of customer satisfaction such that an increase of one standardised point of
facility will lead to 0.55 standardised points of higher customer satisfaction. Finally,
facility is a critical influence to word of mouth activities. Every single standardised
point of increase in facility can lead to an increase of word of mouth by 0.31

standardised points.

The results of hypothesis testing in terms of the standardised coefficients, critical ratio
(C.R.) and significant level (p-value) for the relationships between the three tiers of

constructs are summarised in Table 5.

Table 6: Results of hypothesestesting

Model Hypotheses Results

H1: Customer perceptions of the quality of Coefficient 0.14

the service are positively related to customer

satisfaction C.R. 2.40 (p=0.017)
Significant? Significant

H2: Customer perceptions of the customer Coefficient 0.26

service are positively related to customer C.R. 2.93 (p=0.003)

satisfaction Significant? Significant
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H3: Customer perceptions of the atmosphere | Coefficient 0.55

are positively related to customer satisfaction | C.R. 5.21 (p<0.001)
Significant? Significant

H4: Customer perceptions of the customer Coefficient 0.45

satisfaction are positively related to word-of- | C.R. 4.32 (p<0.001)

mouth behaviour Significant? Significant

H5: Customer perceptions of the atmosphere | Coefficient 0.31

are positively related to word-of-mouth C.R. 2.85 (p=0.004)

behaviour Significant? Significant

Conclusion

WOM plays an important rolein marketing. The impacts of WOM have been well
researched, but the antecedents of WOM have been somewhat overlooked. The current
study has developed a theoretical model that places service quality as the pivot of a
model of WOM. The theoretical model has been tested using structural equation
modelling on a sample of 280 respondents from three spas. The results reveal that the
theoretical model has overall validity and that all five key pathsin the model are
statistically significant. The model thus offers a good explanation of WOM. Of specid
significance the findings confirm that WOM is affected by customer satisfaction and
facility atmosphere. In addition, service performance can drive customer satisfaction.
In terms of manageria implications, organisations in the service industry are
encouraged to pay extra attention on managing service performance because it can
directly and indirectly influence WOM; especially important is the facility atmosphere
that can affect customer satisfaction and WOM directly.

This study possesses a couple of limitations. First, the samples are gathered from only
three spas in Australia. Second, all three spas are located in the Victoria state. Future
research could apply this model to other service industries and countries to test the
validity of the model. It would also be useful to compare the model from other
theoretical perspectives that could explain the WOM behaviour. Additional research
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might also examine the moderation effect of the macro marketing environment such as

economic situation.
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Appendix A: Variables used to assess the five constructs

Service Quality (PROD)

1. Thequality of massages were excellent (v1)
2. The selection of other treatments were excellent (v2)
3. Thequality of other treatments were excellent (v3)

Customer Services (CSER)

| received awelcome when | arrived (v4)

Staff appeared neat and tidy (v5)

Staff were polite (v6)

Staff performed their duties professionally (v7)

A wDdPE

5. | was served in an acceptable time (v8)

Facility Atmosphere (ATOM)

1. | likethe decor (v9)
2. The Day Spa has anice atmosphere (v10)
3. The Day Spahad apleasant smell (v11)

Customer Satisfaction (CUSAT)

1. Services| received were adequate (v12)

2. | felt comfortable with the physical surroundings of the facility (v13)
3. Ovedll, | was satisfied with the product(s) and services(s) (v14)

Word-of-Mouth Behaviour (WOM)

1. | WILL REFER THIS Day Spato other people (v15)

2. If asked to recommend a day Spa facility to other people, | would tell them

about this Day Spa (v16)
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An Audience Response System: A Tool For Management L earning
Research?’

Abstract

This paper examines the use of an audience response system (ARS) as an appropriate
tool for use in management learning and the researching of management learning. The
ARS was used at the organization’s Annual Conference and the data collected by the
ARS enabled the instant sharing of the participants views respect to some operational
issues that had arisen through the course of the year leading up to the Annual
Conference. The paper is an important contribution to the theory of management
learning and supports the premise that an ARS is an appropriate research tool to
investigate an organizational knowledge problem.

Keywords:  audience response system, organizational research methods, data
collection techniques, data collection technology, knowledge sharing,
management learning

I ntroduction

Cavana, Delahaye and Sekaran (2001, 5-6) define business research as a “systematic
and organized effort to investigate a specific problem or opportunity encountered in the
work setting that needs a solution”. They add that “the importance of business research
to organizationa managers is the provison of needed information that guides ...
informed decisions to deal successfully with organizational issues’. Informed decision
making necessarily rests on the quality of the organization’s “knowledge’. It is
accepted that knowledge is “the source of sustainable competitive advantage and
economic growth” (Spender 2008; Drucker 1998). Whilst this may be Spender, (2008,
159) acknowledges that unlike assets such as tangible financial and physical assets,
knowledge “is intangible, a part or aspect of the organization's intellectual capital,
intimately tied up with its human constituents, what people individually and collectively
know and do.” This necessarily requires then a process by which what an
organization’s people individually and collectively know can be collected. In other
words, as Spender (2008, 165) proposes.
... we might say that knowledge management begins precisely and only with the
uncertainties and knowledge-failures that arrest rationa decision-making and
force us outside rationality’s box. ... knowledge management is really about
managing knowledge-absences rather than knowledge-assets.

The question then becomes how knowledge-absences may be detected, understood and
resolved so that the knowledge can then be managed. Fortunately for the researchers
the knowledge-absence upon which the research would be based had been detected by
the organization. The organization's issue was how to engage in organization
knowledge moving and sharing (Spender, 2008) to “convert” the absence by

" Associate Professor Kristy Richardson, Business Research Group, School of Commerce and
Law, Faculty of Arts Business Informatics and Education, CQUniversity and Mr Daryl
Alcock, School of Management and Marketing, Faculty of Arts Business Informatics and
Education, CQUniversity.
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encouraging management learning between managers within the organization (Char and
Holt, 2008) but in a participatory not didactic way (Graham, Tripp, Seawright and
Joeckel, 2007). The tool proposed by the researchers was the use of an audience
response system (ARS). The use of ARS in educational settings (secondary and
tertiary) has been the subject of a significant amount of research. The literature
demonstrates that the use of an ARS can provide benefits to both students and educators
by facilitating interaction between students and the material being presented (Burton,
2005; Hoffman & Goodwin, 2006; Kay & LeSage 2009). The transferability of these
educational and participatory benefits in an organizational context is less well defined
or reported. Notwithstanding that the education and participatory benefits in an
organizational context is less well defined or reported the research project described in
this paper demonstrates how the ARS can be utilized as a research tool to provide a
solution a knowledge problem within an organization.

This paper is presented in four parts. The first part examines the literature of the use of
ARS in educational research and how a response system may similarly be used in an
organizational context. The second part examines the organization’s problem and how
the research project was designed to incorporate the ARS. Part three presents the data
collected from the research project. The paper concludes with a discussion of the issues
arising from the research.

Audience Response Systems (ARS)

As McCarter and Caza (2009, 122-123) explain:

An audience response system (ARS) is an eectronic device designed to allow
immediate interaction between an individual presenter and a large audience. An
ARS typicdly has two parts. The first component is a remote control (or
‘clicker’) that audience members use to respond to questions. The second
component is an electronic receiver (or ‘hub’) that records, and optionaly,
displays individuals responses. ... Each individual response is recorded by the
hub and can be displayed via projector or exported as a data file for use in other
software.

When used in the educational context Burton (2005, 2) suggests that an ARS:
... dlows students who attend the lectures to respond to questions or statements
posed on a powerpoint slide by pressing a button on akeypad. The gquestions may
consist of multiple choice questions, true or false questions and yes or no
questions. .... Once the audience response system has received al the responses,
it can generate apie or bar graph to display the results.

In their examination of the learning and teaching literature, Kay and Le Sage (2009a)
suggest that the ARS, as atool, contributes to the learning experienced by studentsin a
number of ways; for example, students attendance in class increased, students were
more engaged and they participated more with their peers in class to solve problems.
These advantages of using an ARS are not limited to a particular discipline or
disciplines with Burton (2005) confirming that ARSs have been used in diverse
educational disciplines such as law, medicine, engineering, science, mathematics,
economics and psychology. Given the established benefits in an educationa setting, it
IS pertinent to ask whether use of an ARS is transferable to other settings; particularly in
organizational settings.
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While the literature reporting on the use of an ARS in an organizational setting is not
extensive, the transfer of an ARS from an educational setting to an organizational
setting is not unheard of. For example, McCarter and Caza (2009) found marketing
organizations employed ARS to receive feedback from potential customers at
tradeshows, and other organizations using ARS technology in strategic planning,
brainstorming, monitoring training effectiveness and ice-breaking processes. Kay and
LeSage's (2009b) examination of the literature identifies only five papers investigating
professionals use of an ARS. Therefore, the project, particularly the researchers
proposal to the organization that the ARS could be used to assist with the organization’s
problem is unique and makes a contribution to the incomplete literature base.

The Organization’s Problem

The organization involved in the research project is a large privately owned company
comprising a number of smaller subsidiary companies which form the collective group
of companies (The Group). The organization isinvolved in awide range of activitiesin
the construction industry. As part of their organizational processes The Group’s senior
management has a commitment to the timely and effective exchange of knowledge and
information between their subsidiary companies and to continuing education and
training for al supervisors and managers. Of particular importance is the Annual
Conference which is held for company managers. Historically The Group employed
the traditional lecture style of information exchange, whereby a presenter (a company
manager) stood at a lectern and delivered information.  Different managers were
allocated a session in which they provide conference participants with information
concerning their particular company within The Group.

However, Group Management was concerned that managers were not actively
participating in the meeting process so not necessarily hearing any message. In other
words there was concern that there was a lack of effective knowledge sharing between
managers (Lee 2010). For the 2009 Annual Conference the organization approached
the researchers with respect to having an interactive session where participation was
built into the knowledge sharing process. The introduction and use of an ARS was
proposed as the tool that could be used to get the managers actively participating in
knowledge sharing during the meeting and also to show the potential of the ARS for use
for data collection in management learning research.

The Resear ch Project

As Lee, Gillespie, Mann and Wearing (2010, 475) correctly point out, “knowledge

sharing in a team is not automatic, and the team’s leader has the potential to strongly

influence the extent of knowledge sharing.” They therefore suggest that:
By practicing the knowledge builder role, leaders create opportunities and
processes that stimulate and encourage knowledge sharing amongst team
members. For example, by offering new ideas, challenging technical solutions
and stimulating new approaches to work, leaders instigate team discussions and
review which, by their very nature, lead to team knowledge sharing. They are
setting the example and signaling that the open sharing of ideas and information is
important and valuable for the team. As a result of this role modeling, team
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members are likely to reciprocate and share their expertise and knowledge with
the team.

From this background and in the context of the organization’s knowledge problem the
use of an ARS, as McCarter and Caza argue (2009, 128) offered “many advantages, in
terms of validity, ssimplicity, non-invasiveness, and the ability to give back to research
participants.” Further, McCarter and Caza (2009, 127) argue that the use of an ARS for
academic research purposes “has the potential to overcome three of the most common
and important data collection problems facing researchers. the cost-response problem,
the large sample-size problem, and the data entry problem.”

So far as related to the research project the relevant benefits McCarter and Caza (2009)
identify with respect to the use of an ARS as a data collection tool included the ease
with which the data was collected, the ability to enter into an organization to collect
data within a regular business setting, the ability to collect data from large samples
quickly, efficiently and accurately and the ARS can be used as a means for investigating
behavioral contexts that typically are a challenge to researchers; e.g. large group, rare
behavior, field experiments.

However, one obvious limitation of the data collected by an ARS is that it is only
quantitative and as such the data, by itself, does not enable analysis of the full nature or
context of the engagement of the participants (Myers 2009). Therefore a qualitative
data collection method may also need to be considered alongside the ARS data in order
to interpret the results, given the element of human participation. Myers (2009: 9)
cautions that “both quantitative and qualitative research approaches are useful and
needed in researching business organizations.” For this particular research project
qualitative data collection was unnecessary as the research project was not reliant on the
data quality itself but rather the collection process (i.e. knowledge-absence assessment)
and the subsequent ability of the ARS to share the knowledge as a way to encourage
management learning. The research comprised having two sessions of the Annual
Conference devoted to being “interactive” and that the ARS would be used to collect
the data to encourage knowledge sharing. That two sessions of the Annual Conference
were directed at being interactive was recognition by Group Management that one
manager in particular was a “knowledge builder”. As Lee, Gillespie, Mann and
Wearing (2010) argue a “knowledge builder” is necessary to lead and encourage
knowledge sharing.

The two sessions in which the ARS was used related to the operational processes that
Group management wanted all subsidiary managers to adopt so as to ensure that the
process involving the pricing of variations to building contracts worked more efficiently
and effectively.  There was a lack of enthusiasm for the pricing of variations within
The Group. Therefore, the rationale for the session was to aert the managers to
consequences (legal and financia) for The Group when variations are not completed
effectively and in atimely manner. Both sessions were delivered by the same Group
Manager (the acknowledged “knowledge builder”) who had been trained in the use of
the ARS and involved in the development of the sessions' material prior to the
Conference taking place.

The material presented to the participants comprised eight actua disputes that the
Group had been involved in. The disputes were presented as separate scenarios with
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four multiple choice answers. Participants were required to select their choice (A, B, C
or D) using the ARS. Out of the four potential answers there was a correct answer
reflecting organizational policy and procedure. After participants had nominated their
answer the presenting manager followed up with an explanation of the correct answer
and the consequences that flowed for The Group and discussion ensued about the case
scenario.  Interestingly, in some scenarios provided there was a knowledge-absence
identified as the answers chosen did not reflect the correct answer. Importantly, the
ARS provided anonymity to the participants as both answer and clicker could not be
attributed to a particular participant.  Any disconnect between the selected answers
collated by the ARS could only be used by the presenter to generate discussion.

Each session was limited to 40 minutes and 4 to 4.5 minutes was assigned to each case
scenario. This provided some flexibility at either end of each session to allow for an
introduction, the use of the ARS and the presenting manager’s concluding remarks. The
limited time available meant that the research activity was to be secondary to the
primary objective of the session. In addition, Group Management requested that the
sessions not be constrained by the research process. These limitations on the research
process were overcome by use of the ARS. The ARS as a data gathering tool collected
data not only for the organization’s knowledge sharing goals for the session but aso
collected the data unobtrusively.  The benefits of using the ARS to meet such
objectives can be demonstrated by the data collected during the two sel ected sessions.

The Data Collected

Whilst the scenarios used in the two sessions of the conference were the same, the
composition of The Group’s employees in each session was different. The two groups
comprised different companies, divisions and sections from within The Group. The
participants therefore had varying degrees of involvement in the variation processes of
The Group. Some companies and their managers had direct and constant involvement
in the variation process whilst others had less direct and less frequent involvement in
the variation process. The size of each group was different. In the first session there
were 16 male participants and in the second session the group was larger with 43 male
and 3 female participants. The size and composition of the groups was ordained by
Group management. The data collected by the ARS indicates that there was a high
level of participation. Participation in this context is defined by participant response
rate: in other words, the “clicks’ to answers made by participants as recorded by the
ARS.

The data shows that in the first session 6- of the 8- scenarios recorded responses from
al participants. In the second and larger session 4- of the 8- scenarios recorded
responses from all participants. None of the scenarios recorded response rates of less
than 90%. These response rates reinforce the benefit of using an ARS to collect data
for research purposes. The question of whether an ARS is atool by which to facilitate
participation in knowledge sharing and in an organizational context must also be
answered in the affirmative. Although the data collected with respect to the response
rates is quantitative it nevertheless aso confirms that the role of the “knowledge
builder” isintegral in initiating and role modeling the knowledge sharing process (Lee,
Gillespie, Mann and Wearing, 2010). Table 1 evidences the high level of participation
to each case scenario in each session which demonstrates the benefits of using the ARS
as a data collection tool.



Table 1. Response Rates against Session/Scenario

Scenario | Participation —Session 1 | Participation —Session2 |
Response | Percentage | Response Percentage

1 16/16 100% 42/44 95.45%

2 16/16 100% 40/44 90.90%

3 16/16 100% 44/44 100%

4 15/16 93.75% 44/44 100%

5 15/16 93.75% 40/44 90.90%

6 16/16 100% 44/44 100%

7 16/16 100% 44/44 100%

8 16/16 100% 40/44 90.90%

ARS As A Data Collection Tool

Whilst the data collected by the ARS was not conducive to investigating participant
behavior, observational tools could be put in place to add to and support the quantitative
data obtained. In sum, the benefits identified by McCarter and Caza (2009) above lend
support to the argument that the ARS is an appropriate data collection tool for
organizational research purposes.

In the context of this particular piece of research however, there are some specific
limitations. One limitation is that the research only presents data collected from one
organization and only two groups with that single organization. Another is that the
boundaries of the research were constrained by the organization requiring that the
research be conducted in an unobtrusive way. This meant that direct feedback from
participants as to their experience of the ARS was not possible. As Myer (2009: 150)
highlights, “the domain of analysis can be somewhat limited and the topics narrow. ...
Another limitation is the tendency to be purely descriptive and to make little
contribution to theory.”

Whilst these limitations are accepted the research needs to be considered in context.
Whilst the topic is narrowly defined the implications for further research in
organizations is not narrow at all. There is significant scope to assess the efficient and
effective use of an ARS in other organizations and their contexts. Further, whilst the
data collected from this project is purely descriptive the ability of a particular research
question to be answered is not limited by the use of the ARS. The research project
shows that the quality and nature of the questions posed to participants can be tailored
to particular organizational and research problems. In this particular organizationa
context and setting the ARS was being used as a tool to understand where there may
have been specific knowledge-absences rather than searching for participant responses
to a particular research question.

Further, as Coghlan (2003) argues there is much to be said for participatory or action
research in the context of its ability to contribute to organizational knowledge. Coghlan
suggests that within the realm of action research there is either mechanistic or
organistic-oriented research (453). He suggests that organistic-oriented research is
client-centered and therefore “internal” whilst mechanistic-oriented research could be
regarded as consultant-oriented and therefore “external”. As he suggests ‘in an
organistic-oriented situation, the participants themselves engage in an action inquiry
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process in which inquiry into their own assumptions and way of thinking and acting is
central to the research process’ In that way he concludes that ‘organistic-oriented
action research take the primary focus away from practica outcomes and more on to
what is being learned, and how the process of inquiry challenges values and ways of
working and enacts a transformation of being.” Thiswas the intention of using the ARS
to facilitate the sharing of management knowledge. Therefore contrary to Myer’s view
above it is argued that this research, despite producing quantitative data only, does
contribute to management learning theory. The concession by McCarter and Caza
(2009) that there has been little consideration of an ARS being used in an academic
research context places this research firmly within the theory of academic research into
and in particular the debate over organizational research methods. Arguably, an ARS
can be used because of the data it can collect to make the link between academic
research and organizational research to answer a research question. This project should
then be regarded exactly for what it is; a “baby-step” towards showing the potential for
ARS as aresearch tool to better understand and engage with organizational issues.

Consequently, and arguably of utmost importance is that the research was of benefit to
the organization involved. The project, through use of the ARS, provided the
organization with an alternative approach to the conduct of their conference proceedings
and aso to locate knowledge-absence and then share knowledge. Anecdotal feedback
suggests that the session was well received and beneficia: other projects using the ARS
are being considered. The collaboration demonstrates that academics can contribute to
a problem faced by an organization and research can be conducted in such away as to
be beneficial (to all parties). In this way the research, and the data collected by the
ARS, is both rigorous and relevant. Or put another way, as Myers (2009) suggests “it
allows scholarship and practice to come together.” In this way, the research as falling
within the discipline of management and organizational (MOL) scholarship is
“impactful” (Antonacopoulou 2009). The knowledge generated by this research is
“actionable — that is implementable by the user whom it is intended to engage, such as
academics, business practitioners and policy makers’ (Antonacopoulou 2009).

Conclusion

The ARS technology is designed with interaction and participation in mind. The two
components allow participants in a particular process to record their responses to issues
and questions put to them. The ARS has been used to this effect for educationa
purposes. The transfer of the ARS into organizational settings is less well recognized.
The organization at the centre of this research project wanted a way to engage
participants in the meeting process during the course of its manager’s conference as it
was concerned that participants were not sharing the knowledge and management
learning intended. The ARS provided both the researchers and the organization
involved with the opportunity to examine whether an ARS was a tool by which both
purposes could be served. Whilst the data presented is limited to the particular
organization and the specific sessions in which the ARS was used, the data presented
demonstrates how an ARS may be used as a data collection tool for organizational but
also more particularly, management learning research. Ultimately this research
supports the premise that an ARS can facilitate the resolution of an organizationd
problem and be a robust tool to by which conduct organizational research.
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