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Abstract
One of important determinants of national competitiveness is the quality of its higher education.
This quality comes from the combination of excellent learning process and public satisfaction on
the service delivered. Student satisfaction assessment is vital in determining service quality at
higher learning institutions (HEIs). To remain competitive, it requires HEIs to continuously acquire,
maintain, and build stronger relationships with students. The main purpose of this paper is to
evaluate students’ satisfaction on services provided by HEIs. Specifically, the study found
significant relationship between the five dimensions of service quality (tangibility, reliability,
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy) or SERVQUAL and students’ satisfaction. From 1000
questionnaires being sent out to respondents, 360 responded. The ;indings generally indicate that
the majority of students are satisfied with the facilities provided by universities. Such findings
should help universities make better strategic plan as to enhance students’ satisfaction in particular
and its overall performance in general. In general, the results indicated that all the five dimensions
of service quality were correlated with student satisfaction.
Keywords: Service quality, educational sector, higher learning institution, performance.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Introduction
Customer satisfaction is an important facet
for service organizations and specifically, it is
highly related to service quality. Such
development is highly related to the intensity
of rivalries of today’s business environment
(Lee, & Hwan, 2005). More and more
organizations emphasize on service quality
due to its strategic role in enhancing
competitiveness especially in the context of
attracting new customers and enhancing
relationship
with
existing
customers
(Ugboma, Ogwude, & Nadi, 2007).

Service quality is one of the most important
research topics for the past few decades
(Gallifa & Batalle, 2010). Consumers are not
only concerned with how a service is being
delivered but most importantly with the
quality of output they receive. Positive
perception on quality of services being
delivered occurs when it exceeded
customers’ expectations. In the context of
ensuring sustainability of higher learning,
institutions require them to continuously
strive towards meeting and exceeding
students’ expectations (Anderson, Fornell, &
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Lehmann, 1994). The main purpose of this
research is to examine the relationship
between service quality and students’
satisfaction at higher educational institutions
in Malaysia.
Literature Review
The services literature focuses on perceived
quality, which results from the comparison of
customer service expectations versus
perceptions of actual performance (Zeithaml,
2000). Customers are likely to be satis;ied
when their perception on services provided
exceeds their expectations. Service quality in
educational industry is defined on the basis
of students overall evaluation on the services
they received which is part of their
educational experience. This covers a variety
of educational activities both inside and
outside the classroom such as classroom
based activities, faculty member/student
interactions, educational facilities, and
contacts with the staff of the institution.
Service Quality
The service quality in the field of education
and higher learning particularly is not only
essential and important, but it is also an
important
parameter
of
educational
excellence. It has been found that positive
perceptions of service quality has a
significant influence on student satisfaction
and thus satisfied student would attract more
students
through
word-of-mouth
communications (Alves & Raposo, 2010). The
students can be motivated or inspired from
both academic performance as well as the
administrative efficiency of their institution.
Ahmed & Nawaz (2010) mentioned that
service quality is a key performance measure
in educational excellence and is a main
strategic variable for universities to create a
strong perception in consumer’s mind.
Most of the well-established high learning
institutions focus highly on strategic issues
like providing excellent customer services. It
is important because by doing so they would
be able to make and build good relationships

with clients which is actually very important
in determining their future in the industry
(Malik, Danish, & Usman, 2010). Higher
learning institutions are like other service
based firms which is dependent on
people/students perception and one of the
easiest yet powerful marketing strategy is
through positive word of mouth. One of the
most established service quality satisfaction
analysis tool is the one developed by
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988),
which they had identi;ied 10 dimensions of
service
quality;
tangibles,
reliability,
responsiveness,
competency,
courtesy,
communication, credibility, security, access,
and understanding.
Moreover, performance measurement of
service quality at higher learning institutions
is strongly embedded to the matching
between students’ expectation and their
experience of a particular service (Tahar,
2008). Generally, students evaluate and judge
the service quality to be satisfactory by
comparing what they want or expect against
what they are really getting. Gruber, Voss, &
Glaser-Zikuda (2010) believe that the
behaviors and attitudes of customer contact
employees
primarily
determine
the
customers' perceptions of the service quality
provided. This means, human interaction
element is essential to determine whether
students
consider
service
delivered
satisfactory or not. Apart from that, higher
learning
institutions
need
to have
appropriate infrastructure too such as admin
and academic buildings, residential halls,
catering facilities, sports facilities, and
recreations centre (Sapri, Kaka, & Finch,
2009).
Tahar (2008) discovered that the perception
on service quality of higher learning between
two nations; the USA and New Zealand varies
from New Zealand, as students define quality
on the following ranking; ability to create
career opportunities, issues of the program,
cost/time, physical aspects, location and
others. Meanwhile in the USA, they ranked
academic reputation as first and later
followed by cost/time, program issues,
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others, physical
influences.

aspects

and

choice

Ilias, Hasan, Rahman & Yasoa (2008)
identified that the main factors that could
affect the level of students’ satisfaction were;
students’ perception on learning and
teaching, support facilities for teaching and
learning such as (libraries, computer and lab
facilities), learning environment (rooms of
lectures, laboratories, social space and
university buildings), support facilities
(health
facilities,
refectories,
student
accommodation, student services) and
external aspects of being a student (such as
finance, transportation). With all these
capabilities, an institution will be able to
meet student expectations and compete
competitively.
Student Satisfaction
Kotler and Clarke (1987) de;ine satisfaction
as a state felt by a person who has
experienced performance or an outcome that
fulfill his or her expectation. Satisfaction is a
function of relative level of expectations and
it perceives performance. Satisfaction is also
perceived as the intentional performance
which results in one’s contentment (Malik &
Usman, 2010). According to Sapri and Finch
(2009), customers are the lifeblood of any
organization, whether private or public
enterprise sectors. Student satisfaction plays
an important role in determining accuracy
and authenticity of the system being used.
The expectation of the students may go as far
as before they even enter and engage in the
higher education (Palacio, Meneses, & Perez,
2002).
In contrary, Hasan & Ilias (2008) assumed
that satisfaction actually includes issues of
perception and experiences of students
during the college years. Student satisfaction
is being shaped continually by repeated
experiences in life on campus. The results of
previous research reveal that students who
are satisfied may attract new students by
engaging in speech of positive word-ofmouth communication to inform their friends

and acquaintances, and they could go back to
the university to further continue their study
or take other courses (Helgesen & Nesset,
2007; Gruber et al., 2010).
Students are likely to be satisfied in their
educational institution when the service
provided fits their expectations, or they will
be very satisfied when the service is beyond
their expectations, or completely satisfied
when they receive more than they expect. On
the contrary, students are dissatisfied with
the educational institution when the service
is less than their expectations, and when the
gap between perceived and expected service
quality is high, they tend to communicate the
negative aspects (Petruzzellis, Uggento, &
Romanazzi, 2006).
Tian and Wang (2010) argued that
satisfaction is the function of the congruency
between perceived
performance and
esteemed benefits resulting from consumer
personal values, and the configuration of
consumer values is affected by central
cultural values. Moreover, they mentioned
that cultural differences have a direct
influence on the level of students’ satisfaction
regarding their perception of the services,
and to satisfy the customers with the same
cultural background is not that easy, then to
satisfy the customers with different cultural
background will be even more difficult.
However, Navarro et al. (2005) mentioned
that students evaluate the quality of
organization on the basis of tangibility
(teachers), reliability and responsiveness
(methods of teaching) and management of
the institution and these factors have direct
influence on the level of students’
satisfaction.
According to Mavondo and Zaman (2000),
academic reputation of the institution,
quality of lecturers and the provision of
facilities are important while market
orientation is found to be a crucial precedent
for student satisfaction. The results of this
study indicate that satisfied students provide
positive word of mouth and recommend
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prospective students to the institution at
which they are studied.
Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction
Parasuraman, Zeithmal, and Berry (1994)
agreed that service quality is one of the
basics of customer satisfaction. In addressing
the relationship between service quality and
satisfaction, they studied a model developed
by Oliver (1993). Oliver’s model combines
the two concepts and proposes that
perceived service quality is antecedent to
satisfaction. The outcomes showed that
service quality leads to satisfaction.
Parasuraman et al., (1988) compared service
quality with satisfaction. They defined
service quality as a form of attitude, a longrun overall evaluation, while satisfaction as a
transaction-specific measure. Based on such
definition, it is considered that perceived
service quality is a global measure, and so,
the direction of causality was from
satisfaction to service quality (Parasuraman
et al., 1988).

Independent Variable

Parasuraman, Zeithmal and Berry (1991)
assumed that reliability was basically related
to the outcome of service while tangibles,
assurance, responsiveness, and empathy
were concerned with the process of service
delivery. The results not only judge the
reliability and accuracy (i.e. dependability) of
the service, but they also determine the other
service dimensions that are being provided
(Parasuraman et al, 1991). Therefore,
customer satisfaction can be dependent not
only on the rule of customer about the
reliability of the service provided but also on
the experience of customer with the service
delivery process.
Research Methodology
This
study
adopted
Parasuraman’s
SERVQUAL dimensions. The dependent
variable in this study is the overall student
satisfaction over higher learning institutions
in Malaysia. The dimensions for the
independent variable were tangibility,
assurance, responsiveness, reliability, and
empathy as illustrated in Figure 1.

Dependent Variable

Service Quality Dimensions
•
•
•
•
•

Tangibility
Reliability
Responsiveness
Assurance
Empathy

Student Satisfaction

Fig. 1: Research Framework
Hypotheses
This study investigated five hypotheses, as
follows:
H 1: There is a significant relationship
between tangibility and student
satisfaction.

H 2: There is a significant relationship
between reliability and student
satisfaction.
H 3: There is a significant relationship
between responsiveness and student
satisfaction.
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H 4: There is a significant relationship
between assurance and student
satisfaction.

tangible service provided and they were
more satisfied than the Malaysian students
were.

H 5: There is a significant relationship
between empathy and student
satisfaction.

The mean for “reliability” for Malaysian is
around or equal to 3.4956 or the absolute is
equal to 3, this means that most of the
Malaysian students also agree with reliability
of service provided. Whereas, the mean for
reliability for international students is equal
to 3.5093, this means that most of
international students were more satisfied
than Malaysian with reliability of services
provided.

Research Instruments and Data Collection
Methods
The instrument in this research is based on
Parasuraman
et
al
(1990).
The
questionnaires were based on the five
dimensions of service quality (tangibility,
assurance, reliability, responsiveness and
empathy) and used the Likert scale from 1
for strongly disagree at all to 5 for strongly
agree. The questionnaires were distributed
using survey method and respondents were
identified
through
random
sampling
approach. The validity test was conducted
using the content and face validity
approached. Meanwhile the alpha coefficient
for the reliability test was 0.85.
Findings and Discussion
Total of 320 students had responded and 130
or 40.6% male and 190 or 59.4% female. For
age bracket between 19-25 years old are 56
or 17.5%, between 26-30 years old are 120
or 37.5%, between 31-35 years old are 64 or
20%, and lastly for aged 36 years old and
above are 80 or 25%. Meanwhile, for
students’ nationality, the majority of them
were Malaysian that contributed 49.7% and
50.3%. International respondents include
Asian, African and from Middle East at
different learning institutions.
This research used Pearson Correlation and
Regression Analyses. The findings for
tangibility show that the mean for Malaysian
is equal to 3.3069 or the absolute is equal to
3.0, this means that most of Malaysian
students agree with the tangible service
provided. Meanwhile, the mean of
“tangibility” for international students is
equal to 3.35043, this means that most of
international students agree with the

The mean for “responsiveness” for Malaysian
students is equal to 3.4544 or the absolute is
equal to 3.0, this means that most of the
Malaysian students are satisfied with the
responsiveness of service provided. For the
international students, the mean of
responsiveness is equal to 3.2453 or the
absolute is equal to 3.0, this means that
Malaysian students are more satisfied than
international students are.
The mean for “assurance” for Malaysian
students is equal to 3.7563 or the absolute is
equal to 4, this means that most of the
Malaysian students are more satisfied with
the assurance of service provided. For
international students, the mean of assurance
is equal to 3.5885 or the absolute is equal to
3.0, this means that the Malaysian students
are more satisfied than international
students are.
The mean for “empathy” for Malaysian
students is equal to 3.2805 or the absolute is
equal to 3.0, this means that Malaysian
students are satisfied with the empathy of
service provided. For international students,
the mean is equal to 3.3752 or the absolute is
equal to 3, this means that the international
students are more satisfied than the
Malaysian students. Below are discussions of
hypotheses.
Hypothesis 1: There is a significant
relationship between tangibility and students
satisfaction.
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The relationship between tangibility and
students satisfaction was investigated using
Pearson correlation coefficient for the two
groups of respondents (Malaysian and
International students). The results in Table

1 indicates, a strong and positive relationship
between Tangibility and student satisfaction
exists among Malaysian students (R Square
=.364, n=320, p<.01). This means 36% of
their satisfaction is determined by tangibility.

Table 1: The Relationship between Tangibility and Customer Satisfaction (Malaysian)

Model
1

R
Square

R
.607(a)

.368

Adjusted
R Square
.364

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.45759

Meanwhile Table 2 shows the relationship
between international students satisfaction
towards tangibility also shows strong and
positive relationship (R square =.255, n=320,
p<.01). This means that 26% of their

Change Statistics
R Square
Change
.368

F
Change
91.574

df1
1

df2
157

Sig.
F Change
.000

satisfaction is determined by tangibility.
However, Malaysian students are more
satisfied or having stronger relationship
between tangibility and satisfaction.

Table 2: The Relationship between Tangibility and Student Satisfaction (International)

Model
1

R
.510(a)

R
Square
.260

Adjusted
R Square
.255

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.50844

Hypothesis 2: There is a significant
relationship between reliability and students
satisfaction.
The relationship between reliability and
students satisfaction was investigated using
Pearson correlation coefficient for the two

Change Statistics
R
Square
Change
.260

F
Change
55.898

df1
1

df2
159

Sig.
F Change
.000

groups of respondents (Malaysian and
International students). The results in Table
3 indicates, a strong and positive relationship
between reliability and student satisfaction
exists among Malaysian students (R square
=.561, n=320, p<.01). This means 56% of
their satisfaction is determined by reliability.

Table 3: The Relationship between Reliability and Student Satisfaction (Malaysian)

Model
1

R
.751(a)

R
Square
.564

Adjuste
dR
Square
.561

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.38035

Meanwhile Table 4 shows the relationship
between international students satisfaction
towards reliability also shows strong and
positive relationship (R square =.439, n=320,
p<.01). This means that 44% of their

Change Statistics
R
Square
Change

F
Change

.564

202.776 1

df1

df2

Sig.
F Change

157

.000

satisfaction is determined by tangibility.
However, Malaysian students are more
satisfied or having stronger relationship
between reliability and satisfaction.
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Table 4: The Relationship between Reliability and Customer Satisfaction (International)

Model
1

R
.665(a)

R
Square
.443

Adjuste
dR
Square
.439

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.44134

Hypothesis 3: There is a significant
relationship between responsiveness and
students satisfaction.
The relationship between responsiveness
and students satisfaction was investigated
using Pearson correlation coefficient for the
two groups of respondents (Malaysian and

Change Statistics
R
Square
Change
.443

F
Change
126.211

df1 df2
1
159

Sig.
F Change
.000

International students). The results in Table
5 indicates, a strong and positive relationship
between responsiveness and student
satisfaction exists among Malaysian students
(R square =.656, n=320, p<.01). This means
66% of their satisfaction is determined by
responsiveness.

Table 5: The Relationship between Responsiveness and Customer Satisfaction (Malaysian)

Model
1

R

R
Square

.811(a) .658

Adjusted
R Square
.656

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.33682

Meanwhile Table 6 shows the relationship
between international students satisfaction
towards responsiveness, it also shows a
strong and positive relationship (R
square=.455, n=320, p<.01). This means that

Change Statistics
R Square
Change
.658

F Change
301.776

df1
1

df2
157

Sig.
F Change
.000

46% of their satisfaction is determined by
responsiveness.
However,
Malaysian
students are more satisfied or having
stronger
relationship
between
responsiveness and satisfaction.

Table 6: The Relationship between Responsiveness and Customer Satisfaction
(International)

Model
1

R
.677(a)

R
Square

Adjusted
R Square

Std. Error
of the
Estimate

.459

.455

.43491

Hypothesis 4: There is a significant
relationship between Assurance and students
satisfaction.
The relationship between assurance and
students satisfaction was investigated using
Pearson correlation coefficient for the two
groups of respondents (Malaysian and

Change Statistics
R Square
Change
.459

F
Change df1
134.714 1

df2
159

Sig.
F
Change
.000

International students). The results in Table
7 indicates, a moderate and positive
relationship between assurance and student
satisfaction exists among Malaysian students
(R square =.256, n=320, p<.01). This means
26% of their satisfaction is determined by
assurance.
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Table 7: The Relationship between Assurance and Customer Satisfaction (Malaysian)

Model

R
.510(a)

1

R
Square

Adjusted
R Square

Std. Error
of the
Estimate

.260

.256

.49514

Meanwhile Table 8 shows that the
relationship between international students
satisfaction towards assurance shows strong
and positive relationship (R square=.463,
n=320, p<.01). This means that 46% of their

Change Statistics
R Square
Change
.260

F
Change
55.296

df1
1

df2
157

Sig.
F
Change
.000

satisfaction is determined by assurance.
However, international students are more
satisfied or having stronger relationship
between responsiveness and satisfaction.

Table 8: The Relationship between Assurance and Customer Satisfaction (International)

Model
1

R

R
Square

.683(a) .467

Adjusted
R Square
.463

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.43170

Hypothesis 5: There is a significant
relationship between Empathy and students
satisfaction.
The relationship between empathy and
students satisfaction was investigated using
Pearson correlation coefficient for the two
groups of respondents (Malaysian and

Change Statistics
R Square
Change

F
Change

.467

139.096 1

df1

df2

Sig.
F Change

159

.000

International students). The results in Table
9 indicates, a moderate and positive
relationship between empathy and student
satisfaction exists among Malaysian students
(R square =.370, n=320, p<.01). This means
37% of their satisfaction is determined by
empathy.

Table 9: The Relationship between Empathy and Customer Satisfaction (Malaysian)

Model
1

R

R
Square

.612(a) .374

Adjusted
R Square
.370

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.45544

Meanwhile, Table 10 shows that the
relationship between international students
satisfaction towards empathy shows strong
and positive relationship (R square=.576,
n=320, p<.01). This means that 58% of their

Change Statistics
R Square
Change
.374

F
Change
93.920

df1
1

df2
157

Sig. F
Change
.000

satisfaction is determined by empathy.
However, international students are more
satisfied or having stronger relationship
between
empathy
and
satisfaction.
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Table 10: The Relationship between Empathy and Customer Satisfaction (International)
Change Statistics

Model
1

R
R
Square
.761(a) .579

Adjusted
R Square
.576

Std. Error
of the
Estimate
.38370

Conclusion
Determining
and
assessing
students’
satisfaction
with
their
educational
experiences is not easy, but can be very
helpful for the university to build strong
relationship with their existing and potential
students. The results indicated that both
groups of students, i.e. international and
domestic students, have strong relationship
with depending variable. Furthermore, the
results of the study declared that the areas of
the university’s services quality that attain
the requirements and needs of students and
their expectations have better potential to
build strong relationship with student
satisfaction.
The results also indicate that generally
higher learning institutions’ students are
satisfied with the service quality performed
by the Malaysian learning institutions, i.e.
tangibility,
reliability,
responsiveness,
assurance, and empathy. In other words,
Malaysian
learning
institutions
have
successfully implemented their strategic
improvement service quality. It is an
important information to build market
positive perception on Malaysian learning
institutions in serving its customers. It will
leverage customers’ intention and brand
awareness of Malaysian learning institutions’
quality, especially for foreign students. It is
one of the main parts of Malaysian Higher
Education Ministry’s strategic platform,
which is to attract as many international
students as possible to study in Malaysian
universities.
Therefore, it is important for Malaysian
higher learning institutions to work
continuously towards ensuring that the

R
Square
Change
.579

F
Change
218.341

df1
1

df2
159

Sig.
F Change
.000

service provided can really meet or exceed
the expectation of students. For those are
able to do it, will have the advantage to be
more competitive and resilient. It is not
about big or small but speed. Small higher
learning institutions, which can make quick
and better decision, have better potential to
increase their market share. By doing so,
higher learning institutions from Malaysia
can become a major force in the industry at
both Malaysia and ASEAN market.
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