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ABSTRACT

Adaptation of travel agencies to the standards of the New Economy is leading to a trend towards
restructuring the sector aimed at finding new competitive strategies. The growing importance of intangi-
ble assets in achieving such strategies has motivated this study, which has tried to identify those intangi-
ble factors, present in the provision of the service, that have a direct relationship with the client’s perception
of a differentiation in the service received.

Keywords: Intangibles, Client’s  perception, travel agencies, tourism

Calidad e Intangibles. Relaciones de causalidad en los servicios de
intermediación. Aplicación a las Agencias de Viajes

RESUMEN

La calidad se ha convertido en un factor determinante para el exito de las empresas, en especial las
del sector servicios. En el caso de los servicios de intermediaicón turística, las tecnologías de la informa-
ción y, en concreto: Internet, ha abierto nuevos campos de actuación y vías de comercialización, donde
la competencia es cada vez mayor y donde desapareceran una parte importante de los canales de
intermediación tradicionales. En este artículo intentamos demostrar que algunos factores intangibles
estan directamente relacionados con las valoraciones de calidad realizadas por los clientes en los servi-
cios prestados por las agencias de viajes y, por tanto, son determinantes en su adaptación a los nuevos
modelos de comercialización.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The new trends in tourist markets, the fact that consumers are now more demanding,
technological innovations and recent studies concerning service quality  lead the
companies in the sector a continuous effort to present new approaches. Intermediary
companies in the tourist industry are a clear example of this need for the continuous
development of new products and services focused on providing the client with added
value.

In this context, those intangible aspects related to service become more important
and can be seen as key elements in providing the client with added value (Martín,
1999). Travel agencies play un important role in the world of tourism and the weight
of tourism in our economy justified the study of those  companies in order to give
them new strategies to look at the future. Mundial Tourism Organization long-term
forecasting for 2020 anticipate un important growth of tourist (MTO, 2001a).

The increased complexity of the situation and the necessity to deal with the
subsequent change involves a clear commitment to innovation as the sole way of
finding and achieving competitive and lasting strategic approaches. The pillars
supporting this innovation are ever more intertwined with those elements that really
contribute to its development. These, include information, knowledge, creativity and
learning, being the real reference parameters of what is known as the “knowledge
Society”, supported by the potential of technologies that permit higher levels of
coordination, communication and collaboration.

The development of the Information Society and its evolution towards the
Knowledge-based and Learning Society is leading to new scientific approaches, so-
cial models, systems and technical platforms to transmit and manage the knowledge
of the agents, both in the scientific area and in the productive and social ones.

These situation demands a change in the very definition of the work done in present-
day travel agencies, which must, in some cases, start and in others go into greater
depth with the adaptation process. Travel agencies must focus their efforts on offering
new, more personalised services on line according to the trends that can be seen in the
markets. This study aims to investigate in which direction efforts to improve service
quality in the sector should head, analysing some of the intangible aspects present in
the delivery of the service and their relationship with providing the end client with
greater value.

2. INTANGIBLE FACTORS ANALYSED

Perceived quality of service is a complex and multidimensional concept, and is
made up of various factors, based on different experiences with the agents who provide
the service and on different characteristics related to the delivery of the said service
(Esteban Talaya, Millán, Molina & Martín, 2002).
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In the specific case of travel agencies, there are some previous studies that support,
on theoretical and empirical grounds, the multidimensional nature of the assessment
of the service made by the consumer, like Leblanc (1992), Bigné (1996), Bigné &
Andreu (1999), and Esteban Talaya & Millán (2001) .

Considering the above mentioned researchs, this study will test whether certain
intangible attributes present in service delivery in a travel agency are related to the
perception of differentiation in the service received.

The measurement scale used is based on the quality dimensions verified on the
SERVPERF scale, for measuring service quality, (Cronin & Taylor, 1992). The
SERVPERF scale is a variation of the SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman, Zeithmal &
Berry, 1985).

A previous questionnaire was designed to adapt it to the services offered by travel
agencies.  Group sessions and personal interviews were realized in order to identify
the items (variables of SERVPERF scale) that have a relatively greater weight than
others in the perception of quality delivered in Travel Agencies (Esteban Alberdi,
2003)1. As a result of the previous interviews we obtained the final questionnaire,
deleting certain items and modifing the wording of others, focusing on the intangible
aspects and adding aspects related to the perception of differentiation in the service
received. Finally, the questionnaire consisted of four quality dimensions, these being:
perceived differentiation, reliability, response capacity or empathy and professionalism
of the agent. Each of these dimensions is divided into several items for in-depth
analysis seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Questionnaire Dimensions and Items
DIMENSION 1. Capacity for adaptation

1. The agency has offered the service you were looking for.
2. The agency has enough options to choose from.
3. The agency has been able to adapt to your personal tastes and preferences.

DIMENSION 2. Professionalism of the agent and advice received
4. The travel agent knows the destination and has given you good information.
5. The travel agent has been able to resolve your doubts and help you  plan the trip.
6. The documents and material supplied by the agency have helped you  design the trip.

DIMENSION 3. Reliability of the quality of products offered
7. On other trips, quality specifications coincided with those found at the destination.
8. The documentation provided by the agency accurately reflects the quality of the accommodation

and THE services offered.
9. You consider the quality levels offered by the agency to be good.

DIMENSION 4. Perceived differentiation in the service
10. The agency is innovative and up to date with the latest travel trends.
11. The agency offers different products or services to other agencies.
12. The services offered by the agency have been better than you expected.

1. The test prior to drawing up the final questionnaire can be found in the Doctoral Thesis: “La
calidad en los servicios de intermediación turística. Una aplicación empírica a las AAVV de la CM
para el segmento de los viajes de ocio” (Esteban Alberdi, 2003)
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3. RESEARCH GOALS AND HYPOTHESES

The goals of this study were: on first, to analyse the relationship between intangi-
ble aspects present in the delivery of the service and the perception of a differentiation
in the service received by the client, on second, to show to what extent the clients’
quality assessments depended on other related aspects, such as the type of client, the
type of agency, the type of trip planned and  use of  Internet’s and, on third, to construct
and validate a scale to measure the service quality in travel agencies.

Our working hypotheses can be stated as follows:
H1: The assessment of service quality made by the client looking for a leisure trip

depends on a wide variety of factors related to the perception of differentiation in the
service received.

H2: In the perception of differentiation, of the client looking for a leisure trip,
some factors have a greater weight than others.
H3: The assessments made by the clients are related to individual differences and

the type of agency where the purchase was made.

4. METHODOLOGY

The data for this study is part of a much broader research within the framework of
service quality (Esteban Alberdi, 2003). In order to carry out this study we used the
data obtained through surveys carried out in the Autonomous Community of Madrid.
The population from which the sample was taken was defined as: individuals who
had used the services of a travel agency in the Autonomous Community of Madrid in
the three months prior to carrying out the survey, and whose reason for travelling was
leisure.

In order to determine the required sample, the only data available concerning the
use of travel agencies was the Familitur Statistic (IET, 2000). It showed the percentage
of trips made by Spaniards that were organised through travel agencies. These figu-
res show that 15% of the trips made by Spaniards with destination in Spain and 57%
of the trips made abroad were organised through agencies. 67% of all trips were for
leisure purposes.

A sample consisting of 150 individuals was chosen it adequate, following the
criteria of similar studies in this field. The sample was allocated taking into account
the percentages used for each age stratum used by the IET (1999)2 in its studies of the
make-up of the population of Spanish travellers. After the processing and sifting of
the questionnaires, the sample was reduced to 133 valid questionnaires, all completed

2. In our sample we do not take into account underage travellers  (IET also provides data for
underage travellers).
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between September and October 2001. A 7-point Likert scale was used for the
assessment. The sample description appears in Table 2.

Table 2.  Sample Data

Sample Group Individuals who have used the services of a travel agency in the Autonomous
Community of Madrid in the three months prior to carrying out the survey,
and whose reason for travelling was leisure

Method of Contact Self-administered personal survey

Geographical Scope Autonomous Community of Madrid

Sample Size 150 surveys/133 valid

Field Work Second fortnight of September and first fortnight of October 2001

Questionnaire Structured questionnaire with closed questions. The basic questions consist
of a list of 12 items plus introductory and classification questions

Regarding the statistical analyses, we first studied the construct validity of the
questionnaire and considering it convergent and discriminant validity. To study the
convergent validity of the scale, we obtained the linear associations between the
different variables of the same by using Pearson’s correlation coefficient, which allows
the study of the degree of linear association between each pair of variables. We also
carried out an exploratory factor analysis, which served to ratify that the scale displayed
convergent validity.

To check the discriminant validity of the scale, we decided to carry out Pearson’s
chi-square test and check whether the quality assessments were related to the use of
the Internet, the type of purchase made or the type of agency.

The casual model was studied using a covariance structure model. It seems to be
the most appropriate one for studying models with latent variables. This Model, initially
mentioned  by Wright (1934) and lately development by Joreskog (1970), Blalock
(1971) and Bentler and Weeks (1980), intends to offer a general approach to linear
structural equation systems, a kind of causal models with latent variables. We have
applied the Bentler´s develop and the EQS programme based in his model.

After these descriptive analyses of the questionnaire questions, other analyses
were carried out based on drawing up a synthetic index for them as a whole. This was
created using the principal component method and considering:
• The weight of each question in the general opinion of those interviewed in the

study.
• The existence of significant differences between the index values for the different

groups or categories of each one of the classification variables to be compared by
using of variance analysis. This allows a profile of those interviewed to be drawn
up if differences do exist.

A summary of our data analyses and the statistical packages used appear in Table 3.
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Table 3. Data Analyses and Statistical Packages used

 Data Analysis Frequency analysis, chi-square test, exploratory factor analysis and
covariance structure analysis

 Statistical Packages SPSS and EQS

5. FACTORS RELATED TO THE PERCEPTION OF DIFFERENTIATION

After carrying out the correlation analysis, we saw that all the variables were
highly and significantly related to the perception of differentiation, with the exception
of variable 7. Table 4 shows the correlations between the different components of the
scale.

Table 4: Correlation Matrix

 V1 V2 V3 V4 V5 V6 V7 V8 V9 V10 V11 V12 
V1 
Sig 

1.000 
 

           

V2 
Sig 

0.656 
.000 

1.000           

V3 
Sig 

0.917 
.000 

0.666 
.000 

1.000          

V4 
Sig 

0.764 
.000 

0.695 
.000 

0.784 
.000 

1.000         

V5 
Sig. 

0.732 
.000 

0.703 
.000 

0.763 
.000 

0.929 
.000 

1.000        

V6 
Sig. 

0.599 
.000 

0.593 
.000 

0.649 
.000 

0.736 
.000 

0.740 
.000 1.000       

V7 
Sig. 

0.317 
.000 

0.320 
.000 

0.358 
.000 

0.374 
.000 

0.386 
.000 

0.345 
.000 

1.000      

V8 
Sig. 

0.607 
.000 

0.467 
.000 

0.693 
.000 

0.576 
.000 

0.528 
.000 

0.487 
.000 

0.296 
.001 1.000     

V9 
Sig. 

0.684 
.000 

0.551 
.000 

0.698 
.000 

0.640 
.000 

0.610 
.000 

0.533 
.000 

0.415 
.000 

0.562 
.000 

1.000    

V10 
Sig. 

0.596 
.000 

0.649 
.000 

0.659 
.000 

0.703 
.000 

0.726 
.000 

0.619 
.000 

0.342 
.000 

0.491 
.000 

0.533 
.000 1.000   

V11 
Sig. 

0.578 
.000 

0.574 
.000 

0.651 
.000 

0.722 
.000 

0.701 
.000 

0.610 
.000 

0.251 
.004 

0.536 
.000 

0.485 
.000 

0.781 
.000 

1.000  

V12 
Sig. 

0.690 
.000 

0.616 
.000 

0.757 
.000 

0.761 
.000 

0.758 
.000 

0.609 
.000 

0.351 
.000 

0.619 
.000 

0.595 
.000 

0.729 
.000 

0.745 
.000 

1.000 

 

We confirmed our first hypothesis: quality assessments depend on multiple factors
related to the perception of differentiation. Specifically, in our study of the response
capacity, the professionalism of the agent and their reliability are factors that are
directly related to the perception of differentiation of the client who comes looking
for a leisure trip.

To further analyze the results obtained, we decided to carry out a causal analysis
using a covariance structure model for studying relationships in models that accept
latent variables. We used the EQS program and obtained statistically significant
relationships for all the individual coefficients.
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The goodness of fit tests were also significant, obtaining: Comparative fit index
(CFI) of 0.980; Bentler-Bonett normed of 0.949; Bentler-Bonett non-normed of 0.973;
Bollen (IFI) of 0.980; Lisrel GFI of 0.910; Root Mean-Square Residual (RMR) of
0.043; Standardized RMR of 0.046; Root Mean-Squared Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) of 0.068 . Only six iterations were needed for the convergence of the
model, all coefficients were significant  and Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.947. The model
obtained is that shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1

In our case, the dependent factor is the differentiation perceived in the service
(F4). The independent factors are factors 1, 2 and 3. Factor 1 corresponds to the
adaptation of the service provided to the client’s needs, Factor 2 is the professionalism
of the agent and Factor 3 is the reliability in relation to the quality of the products
offered.

We can see in Figure 1 that the highest coefficient is that relating factor 2 to factor
4 (0.877). We can, therefore, state that the advice and help offered by the agent (F2)
is specially relevant for service delivery in travel agencies and clearly contributes
towards increasing the degree of differentiation of the service received that is perceived
by the client in the leisure travel segment (F4).

The coefficient between Factor 1 and Factor 4 (0.814) is also very significant. The
capacity of the agency to respond to the tastes and needs of the client is related to the
perception of differentiation. Agencies should be really interested in getting to know
their clients in order to offer the product best suited to each of them. At the same
time, the coefficient relating reliability in relation to the product with the perception
of differentiation is also significant (0.818). Finally, the model shows the fact that the
capacity for adaptation to the client’s needs, the professionalism of the agent and
reliability are interrelated.
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5. OVERALL SATISFACTION INDEX

The overall satisfaction index is related the principal components method. It is
appropriate for the goal sought and has the advantage of not requiring a priori
conditions regarding normality, independence, and homoscedasticity as in other
statistical techniques like factor analysis, canonical correlation and variance analysis,
among others.

After applying principal component method, we observed that the first component
had an eigenvalue of 7.774, making up for 64.785% of the total variance, with the
second component falling to an eigenvalue of 0.884, making up for 7.369% of the
total variability. Thus, only considering the first component, we explained more than
half of the total variance. This represents a relevant satisfaction index with the service
of the travel agencies (ISAV). As we know, the first component has all the coordinates
with same sign and is interpreted as a weighted average of all the items or as an
overall size factor .

Table 5 shows the correlations between the stated variable and the first component
and also the coefficients for calculating standard ISAV scores. In the second column
of this table we can see that all the correlations are statistically significant, and that
almost all of them show high values, except for question 7 (“On other trips, quality
specifications coincided with those found at the destination”), which was under 0.5.
If we look at the last column, we can see that the coefficients are above 0.1 in all
cases, except for the questions in the third group referring to reliability relating to the
quality of the products. This shows that the group mentioned has a lower relative
weight in configuring the overall opinion on the subject.

TABLE 5. Importance of the questions in the ISAV

Question Correlations Coefficients

1 .858 .110
2 .785 .101
3 .898 .116

4 .915 .118
5 .903 .116
6 .787 .101

7 .455 .059
8 .705 .091
9 .757 .097

10 .821 .106
11 .804 .103
12 .863 .111
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These results lead us to confirm our second hypothesis: “Certain aspects have a
relatively greater weight than others in the perception of differentiation of the client”.
We can conclude that those aspects related to the capacity to adapt to the needs of the
client and the professionalism of the agent have a relatively greater weight in the
perception of differentiation of the service when compared with the other aspects
studied.

6. INCIDENCE OF THE CLASSIFICATION VARIABLES.

Standard ISAV scores were calculated using the coefficients in Table 5. These
scores allowed us, considering them as a dependent variable, to study the existence
of statistically significant differences between the different categories -groups-
contained in each of the classification variables -factors- under consideration.

This was done using consecutive variance analyses for a factor. However, contrary
to the principal components method, this analysis demands compliance with the starting
statistical hypotheses. The assumption of normality, homoscedasticity and
independence have to be fulfilled. Infringement of one or more of these, means that
the interpretation of the F statistic -or t in the case of a factor with two groups- is
seriously limited.

In our case, the assumptions were contrasted using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
for one sample for the study of normality, Levene’s test to check equality of variance,
and the residual graphs for independence. Significant results were obtained in all
cases, meaning that all assumptions were accepted or statistically met .

Once our assumptions had been confirmed, variance analyses were carried out,
one for each of the factors. The last two columns of Table 6 show the values of the F
statistic and its significance. Once more we can see that, when the significances are
clearly greater than 0.05, as in sex, Internet and number of trips, we cannot reject the
equal average assumption for each of the groups or levels. This implies that there are
no significant differences between the different groups that make up each of these
three classification variables. Age and type of purchase are close to the limit, meaning
that the mentioned classification variables may show certain differences. More
specifically, age, using the Bonferroni test, shows differences between the first two
age groups and the third. At the other extreme we have the type of travel agency,
where the null hypothesis is clearly rejected, meaning that the type of travel agency
chosen plays a relevant role in configuring the overall opinion.

According to these results, we cannot fully confirm our third hypothesis, as we
have not found significant differences between the different types of clients. However,
we did find them for the type of agency the person interviewed had visited, with the
specialised agencies obtaining higher scores in all aspects when compared with other
types of agency.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

Throughout this study we have tried to construct and validate a scale to measure
the service quality in travel agencies for the leisure travel sector and relate the quality
dimensions studied to the perception of differentiation by the client.

As a result of the analyses of the relationships between the dimensions of the
scale, we finally propose a model made up of four interrelated factors. In our model,
the perception of differentiation of the service received in a travel agency is related to
the capacity to adapt to the specific needs and tastes of the client, professionalism
when giving advice and reliability.

Drawing up the overall ISAV index allows us to see which aspects have a greater
relative weight in the perception of differentiation by the client. We can also use it to
confirm that most of the classification variables, except for the type of agency, do not
affect overall satisfaction.

The search for competitive strategic approaches has always been a constant
organisational task, in large part represented by its capacity to adapt to the overall
and specific trends of its context. Future lines of study might include the identification
of other criteria that are relevant to other segments of the market and to our segment,
by applying qualitative techniques that could provide complementary information.
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