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Abstract 
Determining research gaps is a cardinal goal in literature review. While it has been diffusely 
conceded that literature reviews should determine research gaps, no methodological 
orientation is available on how to pinpoint research gaps amidst review of literature or to 
assure rigor and replicability. Hence, this study addresses this gap and puts forward a simple 
prototype that should assist scholars in this endeavour without suppressing creativity. Based 
on the study outcomes, a technique has been generated to identify research gaps, so as to 
enable scholars to conduct a more rigorous, effective, and efficient literature reviews 
henceforth. 
Keywords: Literature review, Research gap, Total Quality Management (TQM), Competitive 
advantage (CA), Hotel industry 
 
Introduction 
Tourism has been the second largest foreign exchange generator in Malaysia after the 
manufacturing sector, accounting for 5.7% and 14.9% of direct and indirect contribution, 
respectively, to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in year 2014, and this figure has been 
expected to escalate by 4.5% per annum to Malaysia Ringgit (MYR) 262.2 billion by year 2025 
(Hospitality Valuation Services (HVS), October 2015). Ranked within the top 10 tourism 
destination, undeniably, Malaysia has flourished within the tourism sector (Malaysia 
Investment Development Authority, 2015) and income generated was forecasted to rise by 
4.6% per annum for 2013 until 2022, to a whopping MYR 90.7Bn in 2022 (World Travel and 
Tourism Council, 2012). The tourism industry has opened up new opportunities and benefited 
Malaysians by bringing in RM19.4 billion of investments and contributing to 1.77 million jobs 
(13% of total employment) in 2014 alone since the inception of National Transformation 
Programme (NTP) (The Sun Daily, October 2015). No doubt, the strong and significant rise of 
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tourism development since the past few decades is one of the most remarkable social, 
economic, and cultural phenomena in Malaysia. Nevertheless, in this age of global 
competitive setting, substitute products, services, and destinations have become vast and this 
has led to the emergence of quality as not only an issue to be addressed, but also as a 
competitive opportunity within the tourism domain (Katerina, Ida, & Jakub, 2013). Since 
quality contributes to greater market share and return on investment (Hassan, Rushami & 
Abdullah, 2013), lowers manufacturing costs, enhances productivity (Khanam & Siddiqui & 
Talib, 2013), and improves strategic performance (Talabi, 2015). At present dynamic and 
competitive business scenario, attaining quality is an integral aspect in every organization 
(Haider, Shoaib & Kanwal, 2015). It is integral for Malaysia to improve the quality of its 
services and products, particularly within its hospitality sphere not only because Malaysia is 
a popular destination for meetings, incentives, conferences, and exhibitions (MICE); but also 
to remain competitive with its contenders, such as Singapore, Thailand, Korea, and Japan 
(HVS, October 2015). Apart from having workforce with multiple cultures, languages, 
ethnicities, and beliefs; hotels in Malaysia are sought to satisfy customer demands 
particularly in the advent of competitive market, mushrooming of new tourist 
destinations, manpower demand as a consequence of globalization, as well as evolution 
in demographic, economic, and technological aspects, which pose unimaginable 
challenges to attract customers (Horng, Liu, Chou, Yin & Tsai, 2013). Therefore, besides 
creative marketing, implementation and effective practices of quality management 
appear to be significant factors that dictate prosperity and flourishing amongst Malaysian 
hoteliers (Mihail & Kloutsiniotis, 2016). 

The vast implementation of Total Quality Management (TQM) has exerted a great impact 
upon worldwide hotel domain, which has been reckoned as an imminent factor that 
distinguishes service products from building competitive advantage (CA) (Haider et al., 2015). 
The TQM serves as an instrument that contributes to high productivity offered by the 
workforce and to stabilise high work quality at the organization level. In precise, 
implementation and effective practice of TQM assures a company with an exceptional image 
(Abbas, Hunjra, Azam, Ijaz & Zahid, 2014).  

The hotel industry to date seems to be given a range of TQM options (Cemal, Oznur, 
Songul & Busra, 2012; Arawati & Zafara, 2011). Due to incomprehensive knowledge 
pertaining to TQM within the hotelier context, a pressing need exists to aid the Malaysian 
hotel domain in assessing TQM practices and in selecting the most suitable option to ensure 
ideal management practice at the organization level (Abbas, Ahmad, Mahdi & Mansooreh, 
2015). This is bound to satisfy the needs of employees, boost their work performance 
(Gholamreza, Mehran & Mohammad, 2010), and minimize unnecessary expenditure (Abbas 
et al., 2014). 

Despite the significance of TQM implementation in organizations, not much information 
is available on how hoteliers assess and choose the appropriate TQM practices for their hotel 
management (Arasli, 2012). Additionally, only a handful of TQM models are found in the 
literature to aid hoteliers determine and assess TQM practices that best fit the Malaysian 
hotel industry, in tandem of the Ministry of Tourism and Culture in achieving its National Key 
Economic Area (NKEA), and of the nation in becoming one that is high income by 2020.  
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Literature Review 
Definition of the Study Concept(s)/ Construct(s)  
The term ‘concept’ refers to the building blocks in social studies and the fundamental units in 
developing a theory (Buchbinder, Batterham, Elsworth, Dionne, Irvin & Osborne, 2011). The 
absence of well-defined concepts that reflect research terms can lead to incoherent theory 
(Conrad, Ridings, Iris, Fairman, Anetzberger & Rosen, 2011). For instance, in the event of 
unestablished concepts, one would not be able to related one concept to another, hence 
failure in devising a valid measure and in constructing the rationale for a theory (DeVellis, 
2011). Jordan, Buchbinder, Briggs, Elsworth, Busija, Batterham, and Osborne (2013) asserted 
the following: “... confusion in research concept meaning can destroy the value of a research 
without the researcher even knowing it. If words have varied meanings to the parties 
involved, then they do not communicate on the same wavelength. Definition refers to one 
effective way to reduce this danger”.  

In the attempt of assessing the correlation between CA and TQM, this study has outlined 
the definitions of CA and TQM and operationalised them prior to empirical testing.  

Extensive literature review was performed to seek the essence of a good definition. In 
line with this, Routio (2009) listed the four criteria that every definition should satisfy, which 
are: (1) Validity - a definition should match only its concept and only measure what it is 
supposed to measure, nothing beyond that; (2) Reliability – the outcomes should always be 
the same despite repetitive measurement; (3) A definition should not be a vicious circle – e.g., 
quality management differs from management of quality; and lastly, (4) Absence of obscure 
or figurative expression. This study had employed the listed four criteria in order to assess the 
available TQM and CA definitions, as discussed in the following:  
 
TQM 
TQM is in the cutting-edge of quality management in most industries (Singh et al., 2015). In 
fact, TQM refers to philosophy and guiding justifications that are meant to enhance an 
organization. One of the approaches that seem to provide the solution to the challenges could 
be the management philosophy of TQM (Masejane, 2012). With the potential of reinforcing 
competitiveness, strengthening organizational efficacy, and satisfying customer needs, TQM 
looks into system efficacy, such as customer satisfaction, production line, planning, designing, 
techniques adopted, and quality instrument (Khanam, Siddiqui & Talib, 2015). With the 
expansion of global market competition, innumerable organisations constantly view the 
application of TQM approaches as a means to promote and to sustain organizational 
renaissance and manifestation (Baird, Hu & Reeve, 2011). 

Literature pertaining to quality management presents a wide spectrum of definitions for 
TQM (Al-Dhaafri, Yusoff & Al-swidi, 2013). Boateng-Okrah and Fening (2012) defined TQM as 
an approach that demands participation from all levels to constantly improve the quality of 
delivered goods/services. Junior, Lucato, Vanalle and Jagoda (2014) defined TQM as a 
philosophy of management that aids organisations yield efficiency and quality of 
goods/services by improving the quality of products/services and by increasing satisfaction 
amongst customers. Calvo-Mora, Picón, Ruiz and Cauzo (2014) described TQM as a set of 
techniques and action plans employed to eliminate variation from a production process or 
service-delivery system so as to improve reliability, efficiency, and quality. 

Meanwhile, Hung, Lien, Yang, Wu and Kuo (2011) disputed that customer needs and 
processes are complemented; hence, fabricating better planning, better design, better 
external and internal focus, preserving strong area, and reinforcing weak processes can be 
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attained by TQM. Jenkins and Delbridge (2013) asserted that TQM is a merged philosophy of 
management for constant improvement of product and process quality to ensure customer 
satisfaction. Yusoff, Aichouni, Badawi and Boujelbene (2016) claimed that TQM based on the 
participation of all organizational levels in enhancing processes, products, services, and the 
culture in which they work can be defined as a management approach aimed for long-term 
success by focusing on customer satisfaction. The primary intent of TQM is continuous 
improvement in operational activities to achieve growth in production and sales, as well as to 
gain higher level of satisfaction amidst customers and stakeholders (Tasleem, Khan & 
Masood, 2015). 

Based on the four criteria listed by Routio (2009), a valid TQM definition for the hotel 
context should embed the meaning of conformance to internal provisions (Sadikoglu & Zehir, 
2010), as demanded by customers and stakeholders (Huang et al., 2013; Fotopoulos & 
Psomas, 2010). Besides, if one intends to measure the definition in other contexts, such as 
service and manufacturing industries, the outcomes must be similar (Valmohammadi, 2011), 
or in precise, reliable based on the criteria listed by Routio (2009). As such, this study proposes 
the following new TQM definition, which has been drawn from Tasleem et al., (2015) and 
Yusoff et al., (2016) in adherence to Routio’s (2009) criteria.  

TQM is a management-based approach with participation of all members of an 
organisation in improving processes, products, services, and culture in order to achieve 

higher level of satisfaction of customers and other associated stakeholders. 
 

Competitive Advantage (CA) 
Despite the vast CA determinants within the domain of strategic management (Andersén, 
2011), a vivid definition of CA is unavailable (Sigalas & Economou, 2013).  

The definitions of CA found in the literature appeared to be invalid, as they did not match 
the concept based on Routio’s (2009) criteria (Rossem & Veen, 2011). Several defined CA 
based on the available sources (see Barney, 1991; Collis & Montgomery, 1995; Wiggins & 
Ruefli, 2002; Porter, 1985), while some omitted the notion of contenders in defining CA (see 
Mahlendorf, Rehring, Schäffer & Wyszomirski, 2012), and others included ambiguous 
figurative expression (see Thompson & Martin, 2006).  

In precise, some CA definitions failed to meet the criteria listed by Routio (2009) since CA 
was mostly defined based on sources, while disregarding the construct of CA itself (Liou 
& Gao, 2011). The potential CA sources can be identified within an organization, such as its 
activities in association with producing, designing, delivering, marketing, as well as supporting 
the sales product/services (Sigalas, Pekka-Economou & Georgopoulos, 2013). Thus, the 
definition of CA based on sources becomes invalid, as the very concept of CA is undermined 
(Sigalas et al., 2013). 

Similarly, some CA definitions omitted the notion of competitors, which is an essential 
element in CA. For instance, Porter (1985:3) claimed that CA emerges based on a value that 
an organization can generate for the customers, hence exceeding firm cost in the process of 
generating the value (Karfestani, Shomami & Hasanvand, 2013).  

Figurative expression is abhorred in the criteria listed by Routio (2009), mainly because it 
invites ambiguity that disrupts the real meaning of the definition. For instance, when CA is 
defined as a unique position that an organization achieves when compared to contenders, it 
invites vagueness in the notion ‘unique position’ and in its measurement (Casanueva et al., 
2015).  

In adherence to Routio’s (2009) criteria, Marcus (2005) and Mooney (2007) proposed 

http://ezproxy.unimap.edu.my:2280/doi/full/10.1108/JSMA-03-2013-0015
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measurable (reliable) definition for CA. They defined CA as ‘achieving above average 
performance, when compared to the competitors within the industry’. Additionally, varying 
performance dimensions were employed, for example, financial returns indicators (e.g., ROI, 
ROA, ROE) (Gallo, 2016), customer satisfaction (Jacobson & Mizik, 2013), profits 
(Coleman, de Chernatony & Christodoulides, 2015), market share (Feng, Morgan & Rego, 
2015), and employee productivity (Dunes & Pras, 2013).  

The CA definition as ‘above average performance as compared to firm competitors’, can 
be applied in this present study due to its validity (a definition that matches the concept, 
which dismisses CA sources and includes competitors), clarity (absence of figurative 
expression), and reliability (consistent measured outcomes). This particular definition reflects 
two key conditions for CA: (1) existence of contenders, and (2) achieving above-average 
performance. Therefore, the definition of CA in this study has been adopted from that 
proposed by Newbert (2008) and further improved by Sigalas et al., (2013, p. 335), 
primarily because this definition satisfies the two-abovementioned conditions for CA: 
CA is the above industry average manifested exploitation of market opportunities and 
neutralisation of competitive threats. 
 
Studies of TQM 
A substantial number of researches have pointed out the positive impact of TQM upon 
business performance (Zwain et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2014). One can conclude that 
organizations with effective TQM implementation can gain several internal benefits, such 
as quality improvement, productivity enhancement, and realization of better operating 
income (Chiarini et al., 2016).  

Outcomes of TQM implementation have displayed success in improving an organization’s 
physical performance in terms of financial achievement (Herzallah et al., 2014; Wayhan et al., 
2013), quality performance (Talib et al., 2013b), organizational performance (Costantini et 
al., 2015; Herzallah et al., 2014; Mehmood et al., 2014; Gambi et al., 2013; Wayhan et 
al., 2013; Valmohammadi, 2011; Fotopoulos et al., 2010), operational performance 
(Sadikoglu et al., 2014; Irfan et al., 2012), product innovation performance (Leavengood et 
al., 2012), CA (Phan et al., 2011), as well as in terms of those invisible forms, such as customer 
orientation (Ang et al., 2011), market orientation (Lam et al., 2012), and service quality (Al-
Hawary et al., 2013).  

Surveys conducted in light of TQM portray that the frequency of research publications 
within the service domain has escalated substantially and covers a wide spectrum of service 
industries, for example, information and communication technology (ICT) (Santouridis & 
Trivellas, 2010; Mahadeo & Durbarry, 2008), banking (Sit et al., 2011; Ho & Lin, 2010), 
healthcare (Irfan et al., 2012; Hazilah, 2009), education (Ali et al., 2010; Mehralizadeh & 
Safaeemoghadddam, 2010), and other service firms (Lee at al., 2014; Al-Hawary et al., 2013; 
Talib et al., 2013b; Lam et al., 2012; Leavengood et al., 2012; Ang et al., 2011).  

Therefore, a pressing need exists to determine and to assess TQM practices, as well as 
their implementation within the service industry, especially to boost business growth and 
performance (Bon & Mustafa, 2013; Karani & Bichanga, 2012). Nevertheless, studies that 
have probed into identifying TQM practices within the service sector, particularly hospitality 
industry, seem to be at a nascent stage, which had motivated the authors of this study to 
determine the TQM key practices suitable and applicable for the hospitality industry in 
Malaysia.  

 

http://ezproxy.unimap.edu.my:2280/doi/full/10.1108/JPBM-09-2015-0995
http://ezproxy.unimap.edu.my:2280/doi/full/10.1108/JPBM-09-2015-0995
http://ezproxy.unimap.edu.my:2280/doi/full/10.1108/JPBM-09-2015-0995
http://ezproxy.unimap.edu.my:2280/doi/full/10.1108/JPBM-09-2015-0995
http://ezproxy.unimap.edu.my:2280/doi/full/10.1108/RIBS-02-2017-0016
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Studies related to TQM in the Hospitality Industry 
In summary, the existing studies regarding quality management within hospitality settings 
mainly focused on the quantitative approach by determining the correlations between service 
quality and customer satisfaction (Sushila, et al., 2014), service quality and hotel performance 
(Abbas et al., 2015), quality management practices and business results (Carlos et al., 2014; 
Wang et al., 2012; Juan et al., 2010), quality management practices and innovation 
performance (Zeng, Phan & Matsui, 2015), quality management practices and hotel labor 
productivity (Carlos et al., 2014) as well as quality management practices and CA (Jose, et al., 
2015). Several researches determined solely one of the TQM dimensions, which is leadership 
towards employee creativity (Wang et al., 2014), hotel performance (Wu et al., 2015), and 
negative work-home interference (Debbie et al., 2014). 

Among all these hospitality researches aforementioned, most of them were carried out 
in developed and tourism leading countries, such as Spain (Jose, et al., 2015; Carlos, et al., 
2014; Juan et al., 2010), China (Wang et al., 2012), Taiwan (Wu et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2014; 
Chen, Hsu & Tzeng, 2011), and Jordan (Abbas, 2015), while scarce in developing nations, such 
as Malaysia (Sushila et al., 2014; Mensah, Copuroglu, & Fening, 2012). 

 
Studies of TQM & CA in the Hotel Industry 
As the majority general studies focused on quality management, some of these analyses 
showed that quality management has a positive impact on CA. This indicates that quality 
management may improve the internal functions of a hotel, which leads to enhanced 
productivity in workers and facilities, improved efficiency, and reduction in errors and waste 
upon services provision. In turn, it may also exert a positive impact on customer satisfaction, 
which may increase sales and market share, reinforce guest loyalty, attract new guests, 
increase tourist satisfaction, and improve the image of the hotel. In this way, quality 
management may increase quality performance, and in turn, may improve the CA of hotel 
establishments. Nevertheless, the study of quality management in relation to CA is limited 
within the hotel industry, thus motivated the authors to conduct the study in line with the 
problem stated above. 

 
Studies of TQM Evaluation in the Hotel Industry 
Prior studies indicated that most articles have discussed the assessment and evaluation in 
terms of hotel service quality or other criteria using quantitative method (Tseng et al., 2015; 
Chen et al., 2011), while only a handful has assessed quality management, especially TQM, in 
hotel settings using qualitative or mixed method approach (Abbas et al., 2015). The previously 
mentioned articles discussed the evaluation and assessment processes using cases of tourism 
in leading and developed countries, such as Spain (Juan et al., 2010), Taiwan (Tseng et al., 
2015), and Jordan (Abbas et al., 2015). To date, many developing nations have begun 
adopting TQM or other national excellence model based on the historical excel-experience of 
the developed countries. Nonetheless, those developing nations have different 
characteristics and cultural values, when compared to developed countries; thus signifying 
the urgent need to examine TQM evaluation and assessment. This is mainly because the 
demand for quality has escalated since the past decades as a result of changing economy and 
competitive environment. Therefore, adopting the mixed method approach as a research 
method can be a future path for this study arena, in order to elicit clear and well-rounded 
answers on the degree and extension of quality management practices within Malaysia’s 
hotel industry (Wu & Chen, 2015; Carlos et al., 2014). 
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Result and Discussions 
Identification of Gaps in the Literature 
 
Table 1 
Overview of TQM and related studies from 2010-2018 

Year 

 
 

TQM 
review 

TQM & 
hospitality 

review 

TQM & hotel 
industry 
review 

TQM & 
Competitive 
Advantage 

(CA) in hotel 
industry 
review  

Assessing 
and 

evaluating 
TQM & CA 

in hotel 
industry 

Assessing 
and 

evaluating 
TQM & CA in 

hotel 
industry 

using Mixed 
Method 

2010 18 2 1 - - - 

2011 10 2 1 - - - 

2012 12 1 1 - - - 

2013 16 - - - - - 

2014 13 1 1 - - - 

2015 17 1 1 - - - 

2016 15 4 2 - - - 

2017 11 6 4 1 1 - 

2018/March 8 - - - - - 

 
Total 120 17 

 
11   

 
1 

 
1 

 
0 

Source: Compiled by the Authors 
 

Table 1 shows that a total of 120 papers established from 2010 to 2018 March extracted 
from online databases, such as ScienceDirect, Springer, Emerald, Wiley, ProQuest, and Taylor 
& Francis, had been reviewed in this study.  

Among those reviewed, most of them were carried out in manufacturing industries 
(Changiz et al., 2015; Cemal et al., 2012; Philipp et al., 2012; Arawati et al., 2011), industrial 
companies (Richard et al., 2011), e-government (Huai, 2012), banking industry (Snezana, 
2015; Zahra, Alireza & Mohammad, 2014), food companies (Evangelos, Fotis & Dimitrios, 
2014; Hayati & Khairul, 2014), and pharmaceutical firms (Gholamhossein, Jamal, Hamid & 
Sajjad, 2016), while scarcely within the hospitality domain, which accounted for 14.17% from 
the total 120 papers.  

Similarly, reviews regarding TQM and hotel industry are limited, as most of them were 
keen in determining the correlation between TQM and hotel performance (Wang et al., 2012), 
TQM and CA (Jose et al., 2015), hard and soft TQM towards innovation performance (Zeng et 
al., 2015), as well as TQM and hotel labor productivity (Carlos et al., 2014). Meanwhile, some 
conducted studies by solely incorporating leadership into employee creativity amidst 
Taiwanese international tourist hotels (Wang et al., 2014) and towards service performance 
in Taiwanese hotel workplace (Wu et al., 2015).  

Despite the important theoretical role of quality management in enhancing business 
performance and in achieving CA, as previously explained, only a handful of empirical studies 
have investigated this relationship (see Table 1). In precise, in order to detect research gaps 
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in this research area, a thorough search in some social sciences databases had been 
performed. Table 1 displays several gaps in the quality management and business 
performance/CA literature, which represent issues for further investigations. Based on Table 
1, first, there is a shortage of studies that link quality management with CA. Second, amongst 
the studies that had investigated the relationship between quality management and CA, there 
is absence in studies that assessed this relationship within the hotel industry. In conclusion, 
the results of searching in the above databases clearly exhibited the existence of research 
gaps.   
 
Conclusion 
After a thorough TQM review, the literature seems to lack a model that can be considered for 
choosing suitable TQM elements within the hotel settings. In other words, most of the past 
studies have identified TQM factors based on other authors’ experience or based on historical 
data, in which some of these criteria are not clearly defined. As suggested in the previous 
section, other sources are recommended in order to reach an appropriate research 
methodology and collection of data, which can be adapted to the specific requirements of the 
study. On behalf of assessing and evaluating TQM within the hotel industry, to date, only one 
study conducted by Abbas et al., (2015) is available using two fuzzy methods to determine 
quality management critical success factors (CSFs) in Iranian SME hotels. As such, none of the 
existing published researches has reviewed the association between TQM and CA via mixed 
method design, hence leaving a myth for academicians and practitioners. In fact, this presents 
as a crucial issue that should be addressed in order to identify clear and well-rounded answers 
on the degree and extension of quality management practices in Malaysia’s hotel industry 
(Wu & Chen, 2015; Carlos, et al., 2014). 
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