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he purpose of this paper is to illus-

trate an application of the Walk-

Through Audit (WTA) to a law firm
in Hong Kong. The WTA is a structured ap-
proach to performance assessment that is
conducted by an organization’s service
manager to ascertain customer perceptions
of the service creation and deliver process.
Besides describing the approach taken in
ascertaining new clients’ assessment of
their service experience, focus is directed
toward evaluating the results gathered
during the audit and identifying those ar-
eas needing improvement.

Introduction

Yung & Wong Solicitors is a small, newly-
formed law firm in Hong Kong. It consists
of three partners, three article clerks who
are solicitors-in-training, three secretaries,
two junior clerks, and two receptionists.
During the initial phase of the firm’s exist-
ence, clients from the partners’ previous
practices have provided the main customer
base. Expansion through repeat business
depends heavily on the firm’s ability to
provide its existing client base with per-
ceived service excellence. Moreover, new
clients are frequently referred to the firm
by current clientele. Unlike in the U.S., lo-
cal regulations prohibit Hong Kong law
firms from actively soliciting new business
through traditional marketing channels
such as advertising. As a result of these
considerations, customer satisfaction is of
paramount importance to the firm’s sur-
vival and future success. Experts agree (see,
for example, Lewis & Booms, 1983; Gale &
Russell, 1987; Heskett et. al, 1990; Berry et.
al, 1996) that if a new customer is satisfied
with the service encounter, the probability

of a return visit and/or a positive referral
is significantly enhanced.

In the service sector, a firm’s success
is dependent on having highly satisfied, or
even delighted, clientele. Thus, itis impor-
tant to actively solicit feedback from a
firm’s clients on their perceptions of the
firm’s performance. One proactive ap-
proach to this managerial responsibility is
to perform a Walk-Through Audit (WTA).
Initially, proposed by Fitzsimmons &
Maurer (1991), a WTA is a performance as-
sessment tool designed to systematically
evaluate customer’s perception of the com-
plete service delivery process and the total
service package offered by an organization.
One of the distinctive characteristics of
many service organizations is the presence
of customers during the service creation
and delivery process. As a result, service
delivery should conform to a customer’s
expectations from the beginning to the end
of the service process. As such, it is impor-
tant to document a customer’s satisfaction
with each stage of the process. A WTA
guides an evaluator along the same path
through a service organization as a cus-
tomer would typically follow in receiving
his/her service. The WTA contains a series
of questions that allows the customer to
evaluate his/her interactions with the ser-
vice personnel, the environment associated
with creating and delivering the service,
and other important aspects of the firm’s
total service package.

Audit Construction and
Administration Considerations

Through a series of discussions with the
firm’s partners and clients, along with in-
sight gained from a review of the ten de-
terminants of service quality (Parasuraman
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Clients’ Standard
Client Service Processing Stage Average Rating Deviation
Pre-Arrival
1. Staff phone courtesy 4.47 0.64
2. Staff helpfulness 4.47 0.64
3. Staff’s ability in listening to client’s concerns 4.20 0.77
4. Clarity of staff’s explanation of initial fees and procedures 4.60 0.51
5. Convenience of appointment time 3.53 0.52
Arrival
1. Accessibility of law office 3.67 0.49
2. Promptness of greetings upon client’s arrival 447 0.84
3. Appearance of law office 3.33 0.49
4. Comfort level of the reception area 4.33 0.81
5. Suitability of reading materials in reception area 4.60 0.50
Consultation
1. Estimate of time delay prior to meeting with legal staff 3.40 0.99
2. Clarity of staff’s explanation of service procedures and fees 4.67 0.49
3. Staff’s ability in listening to client’s concerns 4.40 0.83
4. Extent to which client’s opinion is solicited 4.13 1.06
5. Appropriateness of questions asked by staff 4.73 0.45
6. Comprehensiveness of staff’s preparation for the meeting 4.73 0.45
7. Helpfulness of staff 4.33 0.72
8. Approachability of staff 4.27 0.96
9. Privacy level provided during meeting 4.87 0.35
10. Overall professionalism of staff 4.60 0.63
Aggregate Performance Assessment
1. The acceptability of overall waiting time 4.00 0.53
2. The overall atmosphere of the law office 3.47 0.64
3. The overall attitude of staff 427 0.79
4. The overall knowledge/competence level of staff 4.73 0.46
5. The overall quality of service provided 4.33 0.48

Table 1: Walk-through audit results for Yung & Wong Solicitors.

et. al, 1989) and the Service System Effec-
tiveness Questionnaire (Bowen & Chase,
1991), a survey consisting of 25 questions
was developed. In order to parallel the ser-
vice process experienced by a new client,
the audit was partitioned into four sections.

1. Pre-Arrival Stage. Telephone interaction
between client and the law office staff.

2. Arrival Stage. Client’s initial impres-
sion of the firm’s staff and service en-
vironment.

3. Consultation Stage. Client’s meeting
with the firm’s lawyers and the ensu-
ing discussions regarding their situa-
tion and concerns.

4. Overall Performance Evaluation. Ag-
gregate evaluation of the service expe-
rience as a whole.

Based on the client’s experience, the
response to each of the questions was rated
on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 reflecting the
lowest rating and the worst possible out-
come and 5 representing the best and most
favorable scenario. Two additional ques-
tions were asked at the end of the survey
with the purpose of (1) accessing the prob-
ability of future business and/or positive
referrals, and (2) providing an open-ended
forum for customers to communicate any
positive and/or negative feedback.

The client auditing instrument was
presented by one of the two senior part-
ners at the end of the client-solicitor meet-
ing with a brief explanation of its purpose.
Clients were then left alone in the confer-
ence room to have the necessary privacy
in which to complete the survey. Upon
completion, the anonymously completed

forms were placed in a blank envelope by
the participating clients and deposited at
the collection box located in the reception
area. All 18 new clients who received legal
service during a three-week period agreed
to participate and completed the WTA.

Walk-Through Audit Results

The results of a statistical summary of new
client responses to the audit questions are
shown for the 15 useable forms; 3 were un-
finished, and hence, disqualified (see Table
1). During the Pre-Arrival Stage, except for
one area, the service was rated fairly high
with the average perceived performance
level ranging from a low of 4.2 to a high of
4.6. The lowest rating service stage was the
“appointment time convenience” with a
mean rating of 3.53.

Results collected from the Arrival
Stage were mixed, with average ratings
ranging from a low of 3.33 to a high of 4.60.
In particular, clients indicated two areas of
concern at this stage: (1) the firm’s “office
accessibility”—a 3.67 rating, and (2) the
firm’s “office appearance”—a low rating of
3.33. Apart from the low ratings recorded in
these two areas, relatively large standard
deviations were also found in two areas in-
dicating inconsistencies in the perception of
service performed. These two areas are: (1)
waiting time upon arrival before being
greeted by the receptionist—standard devia-
tion of 0.84; and (2) the comfort level of the
reception area—standard deviation of 0.81.

In general, the overall results from the
Consultation Stage were relatively good.
Except for one area, the average client per-
formance ratings ranged from a low of 4.13
to a high of 4.87. The only exception to the
relatively good performance at this stage
was the ”perceived waiting time prior to
meeting with the legal staff.” This area has
an average rating of only 3.4 with a stan-
dard deviation of 0.99 and a range of 3. These
results reflect a relatively poorly perceived
performance and significant variability. Al-
though having a respectable average rating
of 4.13, new client assessments of “the ex-
tent to which their opinion was solicited”
showed the highest variability with a stan-
dard deviation of 1.06.

Clients’ responses to the questions in
the Overall Performance Evaluation section
of the WTAwere consistent with previously
recorded ratings. For example, high ratings
were associated with the legal staff’s
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knowledge and competence, and relatively
low scores were reported in areas concern-
ing the firm’s office appearance and atmo-
sphere.

With 80% of the questions receiving a
score of 4.0 or above, the WTA results indi-
cated that Yung & Wong'’s clients were
fairly-well satisfied with the service re-
ceived. Nonetheless, the following four
problem areas were highlighted by the
WTA, with each receiving an average rat-
ing of less than 4.0.
® Question 5: Convenience of ap-

pointment time (3.53).

® Question 6: Accessibility of the law
office (3.67).

® Question 8: Appearance of the law
office (3.33).

® Question 11: Time delay prior to
meeting with legal staff (3.40).

Conclusions

A service is inseparable from the process
that is used to provide it. By providing
timely, relevant, and objective feedback
from afirm’s clientele, the WTA provides a
powerful, yet structured approach, in un-

derstanding the client’s perspective regard-
ing recently received services. These in-
sights are an important step for service
managers in their quest for improving cus-
tomer satisfaction with their firm’s service
creation and delivery process. m
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