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Abstract

With the development of higher education marketization and internationalization, the
importance of service quality in higher educational institutions (HEIs) has been paid more and
more attention by academic circles and the industry. This article reviews the research
literature on service quality in HEIs, and examines several influential measurements of service
quality in HEIs. Based on the literature review, this article will also discuss the following issues:
what effect will the e-learning model emerging in the post-COVID-19 era have on higher
education services? What changes will happen to the dimensions of service quality in HEIs?
This article summarizes the findings on service quality in higher education sector and provides
an outlook on future research trends, contributing to further in-depth research in academia
and reform and policy-making in industry.
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Introduction

In academia and industry, some people regard higher education as a kind of service (Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2001; Mazzarol, 1998; Oldfield and Baron, 2000). Since the core service of higher
education is to transfer knowledge and skills to students, higher education is intangible in this
process. Because the transfer of knowledge and skill depends on teachers and is influenced
by teachers’ individual factors, curriculum, teaching content, students, teaching time and
other variables, higher education services are heterogeneous. Higher education services are
also inseparable in nature as teachers provide knowledge-based services that are also
enjoyed by students at the same time. Although we can use modern technology to preserve
teachers' teaching contents, due to the individual differences of students and the interactive
nature of higher education services, we cannot preserve all higher education services, so
higher education is also perishable. Based on the above analysis, higher education services
have the characteristics of intangible, heterogeneous, inseparable and perishable, which are
similar to the general service trade. In the WTQ'’s classification of world service trade, higher
education service is classified into the fifth of the 12 categories.

The issue of service quality has received extensive attention from scholars and university
administrators. The main reasons are as follows. The marketization and internationalization
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of higher education have put schools under intense competitive pressure. In 2000, the total
number of international students in the world was about 2 million. This number had climbed
to more than 5.3 million by 2017 (UNESCO, 2019). Higher education institutions (HEls) need
to face competition from global universities, as well as challenges such as funding cuts, rising
tuition rates, questioned public opinions and students’ attrition. As a result, service quality
has become an important factor influencing student decisions. Research shows that service
quality is a antecedent of students' satisfaction (Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Dabholkar et al.,
2000; Zeithaml et al., 2008). Satisfied students can bring word-of-mouth action, which can
greatly promote the establishment of a good reputation, raise funds, and attract students for
the HEIs (Khaled et al., 2019; Alvis & Rapaso, 2007; Elliott and Shin, 2002). Therefore, the
importance of service quality has been increasingly highlighted in higher education sector.

With the outbreak of Corona Virus Disease 2019 (COVID-19), new changes have taken place
in the environment and conditions for the development of higher education (Hossain et al.,
2020). For schools, the strict border control of in some countries has affected the size of their
international student enrollment, further exacerbating the problem of reduced funding. For
example, more than half of the students in Australian universities come from China and India,
and a large part of their main source of income comes from international students. UCL, the
third-largest research university in the UK, has £300 million, or 20.2% of its income comes
from students from non-EU countries (Marginson, 2020) As a result, the COVID-19 pandemic
has left schools with a huge challenge of student loss and finance constraints. For students,
the explosion of COVID-19 has prevented some students from returning to campus and they
have passively chosen an online learning option. This has left them with the problem of
adapting to virtual learning, and new ways of university governance. Whether these new
changes have an impact on the service quality of HEIs deserves our attention, and needs to
be further studied.

The purpose of this article is to review the research literature on higher education service
quality, to explore the impact of online learning models on higher education service quality,
and to provide an outlook on higher education service quality research in the post-epidemic
era.

Literature Review

What is S ervice Quality?

Professor G. Pellicelli of the University of Turin in Italy believes that there are two most
common definitions of service quality: quality meets a characteristic; quality meets or
exceeds customer expectations (Pellicelli, 1999) In fact, the latter definition is widely
accepted, which falls within the “customer-led” or “user-led” category. Some researchers
believed that quality is a form of overall evaluation of a product, which is similar to attitude.
(Olshavsky, 1985; Parasuraman et al., 1988) Service quality is a comparison from what
customers expect with their perceptions of the performance of firms providing the services
(Bashir et al., 2020; Sasser et al., 1978; Gronroos,1982). Therefore, perceived service quality
is viewed as the degree and direction of discrepancy between consumers' perceptions and
expectations (Parasuraman et al.,1988). When the perceived service quality is lower than
customers’ expectations, the service quality is unacceptable. When the perceived service
quality is consistent with customers’ expectations, the service quality is satisfactory. When
the perceived service quality exceeds the customers’ expectations, the service quality is ideal.
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Therefore, some scholars define service quality as
customer’s expectations "(Lewis, 1989; Creedon, 1988).

consistently meeting or exceeding

The Composition of Service Quality

Regarding the components of service quality, Gronroos (1984) proposed two dimensions: a
technical outcome-related dimension and a functional process-related dimension.1)
Technical quality is also called outcome quality, which is what the customers receive after the
service process. 2) Functional quality is also called process quality, which is the way customers
receive services and their experience in the process of service production and consumption.
Gronroos (1984) also pointed out that corporate image affected the customer's evaluation of
service quality, and both technical quality and functional quality will have an important
impact on the company's image.

In addition, some scholars have proposed that the physical environment of the service
encounter is also a dimension of service quality (Lehtinen and Lehtinen,1991; Rust and
Oliver,1994; Brady and Cronin, 2001). Physical environment is composed of physical
resources, technologies and other physical elements during the service process. Bitner (1992)
referred to physical environmental factors as services cape, and Lehtinen (1991) believed that
the physical environment is part of the physical quality. However, Grénroos (2016) pointed
out that the physical environment is also part of the functional quality.

Polas et al (2020); Holmlund (1997) also proposed economic consequence as a dimension of
service quality. The economic consequences are directly seen as the price of goods or
services, and indirectly seen as the economic sacrifices made by customers caused by a
certain solution.

The Dimensions of Service Quality

In 1985, PZB team proposed a service quality gap analysis model which is referred to as the
SERVQUAL model. (Parasuraman et al., 1985) They identified 5 dimensions as the most
important factors for customers to perceive service quality. The 5 dimensions are tangibles,
reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. Stodnick and Rogers’ research showed
that in a specific classroom setting, SERVQAUL scale was reliable and valid. But some research
reported that they could not replicate the five-factor structure of SERVQAUL scale. (Cuthbert,
1996; O’Neill, 2003; Sahney et al., 2004). Therefore, the application of the SERVQAUL scale to
higher education has been questioned by some scholars. Some researchers hold the view that
students do not form clear expectations of higher education services (Joseph and Joseph,
1997).

Cronin and Taylor (1992) proposed a performance-only scale which is called SERVPERF model.
SERVPERF adopts the same dimensions with SERVQUAL, but they only measure consumers’
perception of performance. Some studies apply the SERVPERF scale to the field of higher
education, which proves that the SERVPERF scale is more applicable (Oldfield and Baron,
2000; Abdullah, 2006). Abdullah (2006) proposed Higher Education Performance-only model
which is also known as HEdPERF. He used 6 dimensions to measure the service quality of
higher education: non-academic aspects, academic aspects, reputation, access, programme
issues and understanding.

Teeroovengadum et al (2016) put forward a Higher Education Service Quality model
(HESQUAL). The model contains 5 dimensions to measure service quality: administrative
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quality; physical environment quality; core educational quality; support facilities quality and
transformative quality. Annamdevula & Bellamkonda (2012) developed a new instrument
called HIEAQUAL to measure service quality in higher education sector. They explored five
dimensions of service quality: teaching and course content, administrative services, academic
facilities, campus infrastructure and support services of service quality within the higher
education sector.

Leblanc and Nguyen (1997) identified 7 dimensions of service quality in HEls: contact
personnel; reputation; physical evidence; administration; curriculum; responsiveness; and
access to facilities. Lagrosen et al (2004) identified 11 dimensions of service quality in HEI:
corporate collaboration; information and responsiveness; courses offered; campus facilities;
teaching practices; internal evaluations; external evaluations; computer facilities;
collaboration and comparisons; post-study factors; and library resources. Sultan and Wong
(2010) developed a performance-based service quality model which included 8 dimensions of
service quality: dependability, effectiveness, capability, efficiency, competencies, assurance,
unusual situation management, and semester—syllabus.

In a word, the current research on the measurement of higher education service quality has
achieved fruitful results, but the existing research results still have some problems in practical
application and have been criticized. The biggest problem is that with the COVID-19
pandemic, many HEls have to use online teaching mode. Some students have not even
entered the campus to study and live, which will inevitably affect the students' learning
experience and change their perception of the HEls.

E-service Quality

With the development of network technology, e-commerce and e-service show a trend of
rapid development, so some research began to study e-service quality. The research is mainly
based on the research of service quality, combined with the characteristics of e-service, to
study the measurement scale of e-service quality. Loiacono, Watson, and Dale (2002)
proposed WebQual, which consisted of 12 dimensions to measure web site quality: trust,
response time, intuitive operations, emotional appeal, ease of understanding, relative
advantage, information fit-to-task, innovativeness, tailored communications, visual appeal,
consistent image, and inline completeness. However, this model is based on the Theory of
Reasoned Action and the Technology Acceptance Model which is too complicated to
measure. Yoo and Donthu (2001) put forward a “SITEQUAL” model to evaluate an Internet
shopping site. SITEQUAL consisted of four dimensions —online system quality, product service
quality, and customer service quality. Wolfinbarger and Gilly (2003) developed e-TailQ scale,
including four factors — website design, fulfillment/reliability, privacy/security and customer
service— to evaluate online retail quality. Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Malhotra (2005)
advanced a multiple-item scale (E-S-Scale) for measuring E-service quality which consisted of
the basic E-S-QAUL scale and E-RecS-QAUL scale. The basic E-S-QAUL scale is a 22-item scale
of four dimensions: efficiency, fulfillment, system availability, and privacy. E-RecS-QAUL scale
is only important to customers who have unconventional contact with the website. It includes
11 items in three dimensions: responsiveness, compensation and contact. In a word, both e-
service and e-learning service provide services through the network. As a medium of
delivering service quality, the network affects the perception of service quality (Al Qalhati et
al., 2020). Therefore, the measurement of e-service can be used as a reference for the
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measurement of e-learning service. However, due to the intangible, long-term and
bidirectional characteristics of learning service, the measurement of e-learning service quality
has its unique dimension.

E-learning Service Quality

The main difference between e-learning and traditional classroom learning is that e-learning
is limited by distance, so the interaction frequency and efficiency between teachers and
students, students and students are lower, which brings challenges to the improvement of e-
learning service quality. Javed et al. (2020), Shaik et al. (2006) and Martinez-Arguelles et al.
(2013) believed that instructional service quality (teaching service or core service) and non-
instructional service quality (facilitative or administrative services, support services and user
interface) constitute two dimensions of e-learning service quality. Lin (2007) and Wang et al.
(2007) believed that the three dimensions of system quality, information quality and service
quality can be used to measure e-learning service quality. Ozkan and Koseler (2009)
developed a e-learning assessment model consisted of six dimensions — supportive issues,
instructor attitudes, learner perspective, content quality, service quality, and system quality.
Al-Samarraie et al (2017) identified five factors — information quality, task-technology fit,
system quality, utility value, and usefulness — to measure e-learning service quality. Al Qalhati
et al (2020); Peltier et al (2007); Goh et al (2017) holt the view that course content /course
design, interactions between students and students, interactions between instructors and
students are determinants to evaluate students perceived service quality in online learning
setting environment. Peltier et al (2007) believed that course content is the most important
factor. They also found that lecture delivery quality, course structure, and instructor support
and mentoring are dimensions of e-learning service quality. Uppal et al (2018); Agarwal et al
(2021) used some factors in the SERVQAUL scale to measure the quality of e-learning services,
and add some factors related to e-learning. They identified the following factors: empathy,
responsiveness, reliability, assurance, tangibility, website content and privacy and learning
content. To sum up, we can identify several important factors to form an e-learning service
quality measurement scale. Factors mentioned several times by scholars can be considered
important, for example, course content, utility value, instructor attitudes, interaction
between students and students, interactions between instructors and students, empathy,
responsiveness, reliability, assurance, tangibility, security/privacy, and ease of use. These
factors can be divided into the following three groups: instructional service quality,
information system quality and support service quality.

Discussion and Implication

Reviewing the existing literature research, we can find that the research development from
service quality to higher education service quality is the application of the concept of service
quality from general to specific. The research development from e-service quality to e-
learning service quality is the continuous development of the concept of service quality that
keeps pace with the times. As our understanding of the concept of service quality continues
to deepen, the measurement of e-learning service quality should include the factors of service
quality in traditional classroom learning and the factors in the service delivery process
brought by e-learning. We can use SERVQAUL, SERVPERF, HEJPERF and other widely accepted
scales to measure the service quality of traditional classroom learning, plus the factor of
course content that is considered to have a significant effect. For the factors in the service
delivery process brought by e-learning, we can combine the characteristics of e-learning and
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take system quality, consisting of security/privacy, ease of use and interactive effectiveness,
as measurement factors.

We can also classify the service quality of traditional classroom learning as technical quality
and the service quality in the delivery process of e-learning as functional quality. We find that
the physical environment can also be considered as a factor, which is rarely mentioned in the
current research on e-learning service quality, and it deserves our attention in the future. In
future research, we can further promote the study of the relationship between e-learning
services quality and students’ e-learning satisfaction and loyalty, adding factors such as HEIs’
reputation and student cultural differences to the model, to bring more meaning insights.
The original value of this article is to sort out the research literature on service quality, and
complete the preliminary construction of the e-learning service quality measurement
framework based on the literature review. Based on this, we can look forward to the future
research landscape and provide reference value for related researchers and practitioners to
improve the quality of e-learning services in the post-epidemic era.

Limitation and Future Research

Although this article provides original value for research in this field, this research still has
certain limitations. The biggest limitation is that this article fails to provide a complete set of
factors to evaluate e-learning service quality. Secondly, due to the limited length of the article,
this article fails to introduce the factors involved in the existing research in detail. Therefore,
the e-learning service quality measurement framework proposed in this article is only a
preliminary framework, and it has not been refined into a complete and detailed framework.
Finally, the e-learning service quality measurement framework proposed in this article is only
at the theoretical construction level, and has not yet been implemented into the empirical
research stage. Its credibility and validity need to be further verified. This is also the direction
of future research and the author's next work plan.
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