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Abstract 
Many governments actively encourage citizens to switch travel mode from private cars to 
public transport to alleviate urban traffic problems. Improving the service quality and travel 
satisfaction of public transport is widely recognized as a practical approach to reach this target. 
However, scholars have debated whether service quality and travel satisfaction are separate 
constructs. Some scholars consider them to be two different concepts, while others consider 
them to be the same concept. This literature needs to be reviewed and synthesized. 
Successfully differentiating between service quality and travel satisfaction will effectively 
inform marketing strategies. Therefore, this study employs a literature review approach to 
the review of current literature. The results indicate that (1) there is indeed measurement 
ambiguity between service quality and travel satisfaction in transport behavior research. (2) 
The measurement of travel satisfaction needs to be based on subjective well-being, which 
belongs to affective factors, while the assessment of service quality relies on cognitive 
dimensions. Finally, the results are discussed and summarized, and provide suggestions for 
future research. This paper can provide research references for travel mode choice behavior 
and provide research value for the application of service quality and travel satisfaction. 
Keywords: Service Quality, Travel Satisfaction, Subjective Well-Being, Travel Mode Choice 
 
Introduction 
People prefer the more comfortable and convenient option of traveling by car as living 
standards continue to rise. It has increased the number of private cars, while public transport 
is often underused. More seriously, many cities face serious traffic problems—for example, 
air pollution and congestion. Switching travel modes is considered to be one of the effective 
ways to alleviate traffic problems in cities, i.e., encouraging commuters to leave their private 
cars and use public transport more (Sajjad et al., 2020; Wang & Gao, 2022). In this context, 
service quality and travel satisfaction are considered to be essential factors influencing travel 
mode choice and switching, with higher service quality leading to higher travel satisfaction 
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among commuters, which in turn influences their travel mode switching intentions 
(Mahmood et al., 2018; Nautwima & Asa, 2022). 
 
However, some studies point out that service quality and travel satisfaction are essentially 
the same concept and interchangeable, especially in the transport sector (Sukhov et al., 2021; 
Van Lierop & El-Geneidy, 2016). It is debated among many scholars (Bansal & Taylor, 2014; De 
Oña, 2020). Furthermore, according to the current state of travel demand, travelers choose 
their travel mode not only considering being able to reach their destination alone but also 
with the need for psycho-emotional satisfaction (Singleton, 2013). Subjective well-being, 
which can be a multidimensional measure of affect and life satisfaction, including the travel 
domain, has been the focus of research in the transport field in recent years (Moody & Zhao, 
2019; Singleton, 2019b). It has been suggested that the effect of service quality and travel 
satisfaction on travel mode switching intention is realized through subjective well-being 
(Wang & Gao, 2022). At present, these findings are not logically summarized and organized, 
and we cannot clearly understand the relationship and impact of these variables. In order to 
provide theoretical references for related studies, it is necessary to review the existing 
literature. 
   
This paper uses the literature review approach, and this study attempts to review and 
synthesize existing research. It finds strong similarities in measuring service quality and travel 
satisfaction, which also confounds the results. Measuring travel satisfaction from the 
subjective well-being perspective can help overcome the shortcomings and provide more 
valid measures. This literature review provides a clear understanding of the debates and 
problems in existing research on service quality and travel satisfaction. This conclusion 
provides a valuable reference for subsequent studies and a theoretical basis for developing 
and implementing transport policies. 
 
Literature Review  
In the existing literature, service quality and travel satisfaction concepts have been widely 
debated. Some scholars argue that they are two closely related but distinct concepts (Bansal 
& Taylor, 2014; De Oña, 2020; Oliver, 2014), while others suggest that service quality and 
travel satisfaction represent the same construct (Allen et al., 2019). From a theoretical 
perspective of the concepts, both service quality and travel satisfaction have similar 
theoretical foundations (Miller, 1776; Oliver, 1981), and there are also claims that both 
concepts derive from the theory of disconfirmation (Parasuraman et al., 1988). The definitions 
of the two concepts may also reflect the similarities. Travel satisfaction is the gap between 
the passenger's experience of the travel mode and his or her expectations. Travel satisfaction 
is shown if the experience is better than the expectations. On the contrary, it is dissatisfaction 
(Morfoulaki et al., 2007). Service quality is also defined as the gap between service perception 
and expectation (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Sebhatu, 2010). All these definitions illustrate that 
service quality and travel satisfaction are theoretically closely related and have solid 
conceptual similarities. 
 
Despite conceptual similarities, there are differences in the measurement dimensions of 
service quality and travel satisfaction. The measurement dimensions of service quality are 
specific and more from cognitive assessment, whereas satisfaction is an affective measure 
(Bansal & Taylor, 2014). In other words, the basis for measuring the dimensions is different, 
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although service quality and travel satisfaction are similar. Oliver (2010) argues that service 
quality is a judgment based on service attributes, whereas satisfaction is a judgment of non-
quality factors based on experience. Service quality is a cognitive judgment, whereas travel 
satisfaction is a purely empirical affective judgment. 
 
Service quality is associated with specific transport service attributes in the transport 
behavior research literature. For example, the SERVQUAL measurement model is often used 
to measure the service quality of transport (Parasuraman et al., 1988), and these 
measurement dimensions are tailored to fixed objective attributes of the transport service. 
On the other hand, travel satisfaction measures are biased towards subjective, affective 
judgments. Standard measures of travel satisfaction include enjoyment (Irtema et al., 2018), 
pleasantness (Fu & Juan, 2017), and attractiveness (De Ona et al., 2016; Machado-León et al., 
2016). In summary, although service quality and travel satisfaction have similar concepts and 
definitions, there is a difference in the measurement dimensions. Service quality 
measurement is based on objective attributes, while the measurement of travel satisfaction 
focuses more on subjective and affective judgments during the travel process. Therefore, 
service quality and travel satisfaction have different measurement purposes and can be 
considered two different constructs. 
 
However, service quality and travel satisfaction measurement have been further researched 
and analyzed in depth in the literature. De Oña and De Oña (2015) state that in most public 
transport researches, service quality is based on a customer satisfaction survey, which records 
the assessment of some specific attributes of the transport service and the overall assessment 
of passengers. However, this approach makes it difficult to distinguish between service quality 
assessment and travel satisfaction. This is because the assessment of specific service quality 
attributes is also presented as a satisfaction rating. For example, respondents are asked to 
rate their satisfaction with tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy in 
the SERVQUAL measurement model. In addition, the wording used to measure service quality 
may include terms such as satisfaction, perception, expectation, and importance. These terms 
may convey roughly the same meaning when measuring service quality and travel satisfaction. 
This situation can then confuse respondents about measuring service quality and travel 
satisfaction and lead to inaccuracies in the study results. 
 
Furthermore, travel mode choice positively impacts travel satisfaction (e.g., De Vos et al., 
2016; Morris et al., 2018), with travel satisfaction indicating the degree of affection for the 
travel mode. It is worth noting that passengers' travel mode satisfaction judgments are 
determined by their travel service experience, that is, by the specific manifestations of 
transport service. Therefore, it is concluded that the essence of travel mode satisfaction 
judgment is also the judgment of travel mode service quality (Aydin, 2017). Therefore, the 
simultaneous measurement of service quality and travel satisfaction may not only lead to 
interference between the measurements but may also lead to duplication of measurements. 
 
To summarize, service quality and travel satisfaction are considered two equivalent concepts 
in transport behavior research(De Oña et al., 2018; Sukhov et al., 2021). Moreover, the two 
concepts are often used interchangeably in studies of public transport behavior (Elkhani et al., 
2014; Van Lierop & El-Geneidy, 2016). Although De Oña (2020) has previously discussed the 
difference between service quality and travel satisfaction in detail, his most recent study (De 
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Oña, 2021) also acknowledges that service quality and travel satisfaction are interchangeable 
and verifies that the interchangeability of the concepts does not lead to any difference in the 
results of the study. 
 
To avoid confusion between service quality and travel satisfaction, researchers have 
proposed to measure travel satisfaction based on subjective well-being (Ettema et al., 2011). 
Subjective well-being consists of two dimensions, affective dimension, and life satisfaction, 
and is a comprehensive assessment of the multidimensional aspects of people's recent life 
(Diener et al., 1999). The affective dimension can be divided into positive and negative, 
expressing passengers' emotional perception of travel mode services. Life satisfaction is 
similar to service quality and belongs to the assessment of cognitive dimensions. The 
difference is that service quality applies only to the transport domain, whereas life 
satisfaction also includes other domains of life, such as work (De Oña, 2020). Service quality 
has an impact on life satisfaction (De Vos, 2019), while life satisfaction also has an impact on 
the evaluation of the service quality of the transport mode (Schwanen & Wang, 2014). Thus, 
it seems that the inclusion of subjective well-being considerations not only measures the 
original service quality but also covers other domains of life. After all, perceived and switching 
travel modes are also influenced by other domains of life (Chatterjee et al., 2020; De Vos & 
Witlox, 2017). 
 
Several studies have shown that subjective well-being can influence travelers' behavioral 
intention to choose a travel mode (Bernardo & Estrellado, 2017; Kim et al., 2020; Mogilner et 
al., 2018; Rahman et al., 2020; Su et al., 2016). Increased subjective well-being significantly 
encourages travelers to choose green travel modes (Li et al., 2020). More importantly, Di and 
Liu (2016) showed that adding subjective well-being to a travel behavior model effectively 
improves the predictive power of behavioral intentions. This approach may be compensation 
for the shortcomings of traditional methods in travel behavior research (Smith, 2017). To 
summarize, based on the findings of the current literature, subjective well-being can be used 
to measure travel satisfaction, which not only compensates for the shortcomings of the 
original research methods but also makes the results of behavioral research on travel modes 
more valuable. 
  
The Satisfaction with Travel Scale (STS) is a measure of travel satisfaction based on subjective 
well-being that includes affective and cognitive measures, with a total of nine indicators 
(Ettema et al., 2011). The STS has been widely used in studies of different travel modes and 
behavior, as shown in Table 1. However, we found that the scale has yet to be studied in the 
context of mode switching. There is a research gap that needs to be filled. 
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Table 1 
Studies analyzing the satisfaction with travel scale. 

Citation 
Travel 
mode 

Travel 
purpos
e 

Study area Factors STS 
Indexe
d 

 Ettema 
et al. 
(2011) 

Bus, car 
Commu
te 
 

155 
university 
students 
from 
Sweden 

Mood, Subjective 
well-being 
 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 4.1 

Friman 
et al. 
(2013) 

Car, public 
transport, 
slow 
modes 

Commu
te 

791 
residents 
from 
Stockholm, 
Gothenburg, 
& 
Malmö, 
Sweden 

3 (PD, PA, CE), 
Travel satisfaction 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 6.4 

De Vos 
et al. 
(2015) 

Car, 
transit, 
bike, walk 

Leisure 
trip 

1,411 
residents 
from Ghent, 
Belgium 

2 (Affective, 
Cognitive) 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 4.1 

Ye and 
Titherid
ge 
(2017) 

Car, 
transit, 
active 
modes, 
others 

Commu
te 

1,215 
residents 
from Xi’an, 
China 

Socio-
demographics, 
built 
environment, 
trip-specific 
characteristics, 
travel mode, 
attitudes, 

7 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 7.6 

Smith 
(2017) 

Car, 
transit, 
carpool, 
bike, 
walk 

Commu
te 

828 
commuters 
from 
Oregon, US 

Socio-
demographics, 
travel mode, trip 
attributes, 
work and home 
satisfaction, 
attitudes, 

7 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q3 
IF: 3.6 

Glasgow 
et al. 
(2018) 

Car, public 
transit, 
cycling, 
walking 

Most 
recent 
trip 

738 college 
students 
from 
Southeaster
n, 
United 
States 

General 
satisfaction, 
mood, 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 4.1 
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Singleto
n 
(2019a) 

Car, 
transit, 
non 
motorized 

Commu
te 
 

654 
commuters 
from 
Oregon, US 

Socio-
demographics, 
travel mode, 
travel time 
perceptions, 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 4.1 

Sukhov 
et al. 
(2021). 

Public 
transport 

All-
purpos
e 

353 
inhabitants 
from Karlsta
d,  Sweden 

Service attributes 
(reliability, 
information, 
courtesy, comfort, 
safety) 

3 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 7.6 

Chen et 
al. 
(2022) 

Dockless 
bike-
sharing 

All-
purpos
e 
 

489 
residents of 
Beijing, 
China 

Socio-
demographics, 
trip-specific 
characteristics, 
some 
neighborhood 
attributes, 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 7.6 

Acharya 
et al. 
(2023) 

Car 
long-
distanc
e travel 

696 visitors 
to US 
national 
parks 

Socio-
demographics, 
general travel 
attributes, trip 
specific 
characteristics, 
travel-based 
activities, travel 
time perception, 
driving 
enjoyment, 
polychronicity, 

9 
items 
(PD, 
PA, 
CE) 

SSCI: 
Q2 
IF: 4.1 

(PD: Positive deactivation–negative activation; PA: Positive activation–negative deactivation; 
CE: Cognitive evaluation; STS: Satisfaction with travel scale)  
Source: Compiled from Literature 
 
Discussion  
Service quality and travel satisfaction are essential factors influencing travel mode choice (De 
Ona et al., 2016). The existing literature also discusses these two concepts in general terms. 
There is a broad debate about whether they are the same construct. The existing literature 
does not summarize these discussions and debates. No specific results have been drawn. This 
literature review shows that service quality and travel satisfaction have strong similarities in 
the definition of the concepts, both referring to the gap between experience and expectations. 
However, a clear difference exists regarding how this is measured. While service quality is 
dominated by measuring perceptions of fixed service attributes, travel satisfaction focuses on 
measuring affective dimensions (Bansal & Taylor, 2014). From this point of view, service 
quality and travel satisfaction are two different concepts. 
 
However, while most service quality assessments are based on objective service attributes, 
the measurements are judged against the satisfaction criterion, which confuses the content 
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and results of service quality and travel satisfaction measurements (De Oña & De Oña, 2015). 
At the same time, in many transport behavior studies, service quality and travel satisfaction 
are used interchangeably, and no clear distinction is made between the two variables. 
Consequently, service quality and travel satisfaction are considered two identical variables 
that are interchangeable (De Oña et al., 2018; Sukhov et al., 2021). This approach fails to 
obtain valid measurements and may be an unattainable goal of the original study. 
 
Literature shows that a travel satisfaction scale based on subjective well-being can be an 
excellent solution to the problem of confusing the content of measurement between service 
quality and travel satisfaction (Ettema et al., 2011). The concept of subjective well-being 
includes the affective dimension and life satisfaction, which means that not only the original 
travel satisfaction can be measured with the affective dimension. Life satisfaction can also be 
measured in other domains of life, including transport. STS has been widely used in transport 
behavior research, as this approach not only distinguishes between affective and cognitive 
dimensions but has also been shown to be effective in improving the predictive power of 
behavioral models (Di & Liu, 2016). 
  
Conclusions 
In this paper, by reviewing and summarizing the existing literature, an attempt has been made 
to understand the relationship between service quality and travel satisfaction. It is found that 
service quality and travel satisfaction have strong similarities. They have been used 
interchangeably in many transport studies. However, as a result, respondents need help 
distinguishing and answering questions about service quality and travel satisfaction 
accurately, which can lead to confusion about what is being measured and inaccurate 
measurement results. Travel satisfaction based on subjective well-being can be distinguished 
from measuring service quality based on satisfying the travel satisfaction measurement. More 
importantly, subjective well-being is also related to other domains of life. It allows for a more 
comprehensive understanding of travel mode choice behavior. This literature review reviews 
and organizes the discussion between service quality and travel satisfaction clarifies the links 
and differences between the two and provides theoretical ideas for evaluating travel modes. 
Future research can further test the application of the subjective well-being and travel 
satisfaction scale to travel mode choice. 
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