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Abstract

This study examines parents’ satisfaction towards the service quality of private kindergarten
in Kuching. Five dimensions in SERVQUAL are applied as the indicators that influence parents’
satisfaction. In total 400 questionnaires were distributed to the respondents. Data collected
is analyzed by employing descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, correlation and multiple
linear regressions. In this research, the Pearson Correlation shows the five SERVQUAL
dimensions have a positive and relationship on parents’ satisfaction. In order to identify the
best predictor that contributes to parents’ satisfaction, the multiple linear regressions are
used to predict the impact on the five SERVQUAL dimensions on parents’ satisfaction. In a
nutshell, responsiveness is the most significant and dominant dimension that influences
parents’ satisfaction. The results suggest the private kindergarten operators emphasize more
on ensuring continuous communication with parents. Teachers play an important role as they
should regularly tell and ask parents in order to understand each child's situation. Teachers
are suggested to promptly respond to children’s needs and make efforts to address them.
Keywords: SERVQUAL Model, Service Quality, Early Childhood, Parents’ Satisfaction

Introduction

Pre-school is known as a kindergarten, a program for early childhood education for
children aged four to six. There are about 3000 kindergartens in Sarawak, most of which are
managed by the government (Pre-school, 2018). This includes more than 1,000 in the
education department and another 1000 in the community development department. There
is also a large number of registered private kindergartens operate in residential areas in
Sarawak. All public and private kindergartens must implement the National Pre-school
Curriculum standard set out in the 1996 National Education Act. The National Pre-school
Curriculum is based on the national principles of Malaysia (known as Rukun Negara) and the
National Education Philosophy to seek at developing children's social capabilities, intellectual
ability, physical attributes, spiritual expertise and aesthetic values in children (Pre-school,
2018). The country has the quality standard of education the kindergartens offer via the
National Pre-school Quality Standard. The quality involved pre-school management, teachers,
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implementation of national pre-school curriculum standard, parent-school interaction as well
as safety, health and nutrition (Menon, 2016).

This study intends to investigate the dimensions of service quality that affect parents’
satisfaction towards private kindergarten in Kuching in Sarawak, Malaysia. Service quality in
the education sector is an important aspect and has received considerable attention. In early
childhood education, parents represent consumers and partners. They make an important
decision in selecting schools for their children, which lay the foundation for their children’s
education (Cryer & Burchinal, 1997; Woodhead, 1996). Today’s parents come up with the
option of providing the best education for their children. On the one hand, parents are more
aware of the service quality level they obtained. On the other hand, service providers pay
more attention to the level of the service they provide to parents as that reflects their
reputation.

The outcomes of this study may provide data from a local context on parents’ views, beliefs,
and thoughts. This study has useful input that may deliver significant information on parents’
satisfaction with the service quality of the private kindergarten. Overall, this study is also
useful for a better understanding of how to change and what parents need to be happy with
the services offered by private kindergartens. Consequently, this study aims to:

a. examine the relationship between reliability, tangibles, responsiveness, assurance
and empathy on parents’ satisfaction towards private kindergartens in Kuching city
and,

b. identify the most influential dimension that affects parents’ satisfaction towards
private kindergartens in Kuching city.

Literature Review

The SERVQUAL model was developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988) and has become a
standard method for service quality measurements. SERVQUAL uses 22 Likert-scale items that
focus on the differences between consumer expectations of the service and the consumer’s
perception of service performance (Parasuraman et al., 1988). Baki, Basfirinci, Murat and
Cilingir (2009) stated that perhaps the quality of service is being built based on the
perceptions of the customer and the desired quality. Parasuraman et al. (1991) claimed that
SERVQUAL can be adapted to various industries. They are supported by Davies, Baron, Gear,
and Read (1999) who viewed the SERVQUAL as the ubiquity instrument that can be utilized
universally. Meesala and Paul (2018) also mentioned that the SERVQUAL framework had
evaluated service quality across multiple sectors such as banking, hospitality, internet
marketing, insurance, restaurants, and so on. SERVQUAL is a popular tool and often used by
managers because it combines flexibility and eases to apply (Asubonteng, Mccleary, & Swan,
1996). Hence, SERVQUAL can be considered as the standardized instrument and prioritized
by the organizations in service quality and customer satisfaction measurement. Figure 1
illustrates the proposed conceptual framework for assessing the quality of service at the level
of satisfaction of parents towards private kindergartens.
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Figure 1
Theoretical Framework of Parents’ Satisfaction Level Using SERVQUAL Model
Sources: Parasuraman et al. (1988)

Parents’ Satisfaction

Customer satisfaction refers to the result of cognitive and emotional assessments in which
some of the comparison measures compared to actual perceived performance (Lin, 2003).
Satisfaction or dissatisfaction depends on whether the service offered

meets the customer's standards (Gerpott et al., 2001) and is determined by the fulfillment of
the needs (Hill, Roche & Allen, 2007). Customer satisfaction has been seen as influencing the
repurchase desires and actions, while dissatisfaction turns unhappy customers to other
companies’ offerings (Kolter & Armstrong, 2012). Through contrasting perceived product or
service quality and expectations, Kotler and Keller (2016) provide a broad definition of
satisfaction by describing a sense of pleasure or dissatisfaction.

In order to create customer satisfaction, it is necessary to meet the needs of parents.
Salisbury et al. (1997) report improving parents’ satisfaction is a way to improve the school’s
performance. Parents’ satisfaction could be measured by using a subjective approach which
is assessing the primary data obtained from respondents who are suitable to respond through
a questionnaire (Vij & Bedi, 2016) — i.e. parents who send their children to private
kindergarten. This paper measures parents’ satisfaction using a subjective approach defined
by four indicators — i.e. decision to visit the kindergarten, the choice to leave a child at the
kindergarten, do the right thing to leave the child in the kindergarten, and child’s enjoyable
experience. The four indicators are originated from Kim (2014).

Reliability

Reliability refers to employees’ capability of delivering dedicated services in a timely and
accurate manner (Parasuraman et al., 1988). To provide excellent service performance,
reliability is always considered as one of the important components in service quality
(Parasuraman et al., 1988; 1991). Reliability is seen as a vital aspect of service that contributes
to a greater degree of a disappointment than satisfaction. Previous empirical studies have
proven that reliability has a significant positive relationship with customer satisfaction (Amin
& Isa, 2008; Al-Tamimi & Al-Amiri, 2003; Incesu & Asikgil, 2012; Parasuraman et al., 1988;
1991). Previous studies in various sectors assess reliability through measures such as deliver
timely service, provide accurate service, as well as respond promptly and politely (Meesala &
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Paul; 2018). There is no exception to the importance of the reliability dimension in the
education sector. Parents valued the most when pre-schools can provide healthy and safe
meals, promise things can complete on schedule, help children to resolve problems and
faithfully inform parents about pre-school education information (Chen & Childhood, 2016).
This paper assesses the reliability dimension using six variables originated from Kim (2014)
which include scheduled services, records and notices accuracy, emergency situation
response, observing vehicles that transport children, the prescribed services and operation
time and observing rules. Based on the explanation above, it is hypothesized that:

H1: There is a significant and positive relationship between reliability and parents’
satisfaction.

Tangibles

Tangibles are identified as the physical appearance of the organization including facilities,
equipment as well as the appearance of personnel (Parasuraman et al., 1988). This dimension
is commonly used to relate the physical properties of the service providers, the tools utilized
to provide service and also the appearance of the employees. Empirical studies have proven
that tangible has a significant positive relationship on customer satisfaction (Al-Borie &
Damanhouri, 2013; Incesu & Asikgil, 2012; Zakaria, Hussin, Batau & Zakaria, 2010). Physical
facilities and other features of the physical environment show a significant impact on fulfilling
first impressions (Vaz & Mansori, 2013). Researchers have various interpretations of the
tangibles dimension in view of the nature of the firm"s industry. In a service-based industry,
tangibles are reflected through the employees’ appearance, convenient locations and
modern equipment and technology (Al-Borie & Damanhouri, 2013). This paper assesses
tangibles across seven variables from Kim (2014) which includes kindergarten’s various types
of room facility, indoor equipment and teaching aids, outdoor playground, cleanliness, and
safety equipment. Based on the explanation above, it is hypothesized that:

H2: There is a significant and positive relationship between tangibles and parents’
satisfaction.

Responsiveness

The responsiveness dimension describes the person who is willing to help the customers and
provide timely service (Murali, Pugazhendhi, & Muralidharan, 2016). In an earlier study,
customers expect employees can complete inaccurate execution time and responding to the
customer request when it is needed (Parasuraman et al., 1991; Zeithaml et al., 1988). The
latter study discovers customers are highly concerned about the time it takes to respond and
deliver a service as well as not getting bored with answering customer questions when
problems arise (Suki & Lian, 2011). The key to the success is the employees’ attitude towards
customers, the correct communication with the customers and the accurate service delivery
(Meesala & Paul, 2018). The responsiveness dimension has a direct influence on customer
satisfaction (Kuo, Tsai, Lu, &Chang, 2016). The responsiveness dimension scored the highest
negative because the customers did not receive the service promptly (Butt & de Run, 2010).
Mosahab and Mahamad (2010) reflected that respondents’ views to make it clear that the
responsiveness dimension is the most critical dimensions of education services.
Responsiveness also has a significant influence on the satisfaction level is due to receiving
constructive feedback in a reasonable amount of time. This paper assesses the
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responsiveness dimension through five variables which includes prompt response to the need
of children and effort to address them, be proactive and responsible in taking care of and
educating the children, regular interaction to recognize parents needs and to share
information about children, respond proactively to parents’ requests and concerns, and
respond correctly and inform the guardian promptly if the child is injured or sick. Based on
the explanation above, it is hypothesized that:

H3: There is a significant and positive relationship between responsiveness and parents’
satisfaction.

Assurance

Assurance reflects employees’ basic knowledge, politeness and the ability to demonstrate
confidence and trust (Parasuraman et al., 1991). Customers value their willingness and
courtesy to serve them (Vaz & Mansori, 2013). Assurance is the most critical factor to explain
satisfaction in Hasan, llias, Rahman, and Razak (2009) work. When customers are satisfied
with the organizations or offerings, trust should be higher (Flavian, Guinaliu, & Gurrea, 2006).
Assurance is associated with satisfaction, which means that students in learning institutions
are focused on learning, politeness, and the ability to inspire trust and confidence (Soutar,
2016). In the healthcare sector, assurance has a significant impact on patients by explaining
that employees usually provide their clients with medical treatment, data sharing and clear
medical understanding (Suki & Lian, 2011). Similar to the education sector, assurance has a
significant impact on the parent’s satisfaction (Incesu & Asikgil, 2012). This study indicated
that parents attach great importance to the courtesy and trust of employees and teachers.
Their finding is consistent with Chen and Childhood (2016) who point out that assurance
attaches the importance to the quality of service because pre-schools are capable of providing
a good learning environment, excellent staff service attitude, excellent teachers' competence
and the ability of staff to respond to crises. This paper assesses assurance through Kim'’s
(2014) four variables — i.e. teachers’ knowledge and education, personality and appropriate
refinement, the right attitude to deal with children, and trustworthy and reliable in the use of
the facility. Based on the explanation above, it is hypothesized that:

H4: There is a significant and positive relationship between assurance and parents’
satisfaction.

Empathy

Empathy is instilled when the organization pays its affectionate, unique attention and
understands the needs of its customers (Parasuraman et al., 1985). Empathy features include
providing a convenient hour of collaboration, learning about customer’s specific requirement
and providing personalized attention to customers. Previous studies ascertain that there is a
significant positive correlation between empathy and satisfaction (Hasan, llias, Rahman, &
Razak, 2009). Empathy plays a key role in satisfying clients as it can communicate care and
understanding through staff interpersonal skills as well as client-friendly policies and
procedures (Hasan et al., 2009). Hasan et al. (2009) found formal and informal contacts with
instructors make students satisfied with their experience at the school. Parents expect their
children to interact sufficiently with their teachers to satisfy the children (Kim, 2014). Incesu
and Asikgil (2012) reported there is a significant impact between empathy and parents’
satisfaction. Empathy measured through care and personal attention (Kim, 2014) can have an
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impact on satisfaction as customers believe that the organization is trying to individualize
services based on their personal needs (Vaz & Mansori, 2013). It could be predicted that the
student-instructor relationship may affect the satisfaction level. This paper uses four variables
to measure empathy —i.e. pay sufficient attention to each child, seriously consider children’s
growth and development, identify individual parents and child personality and characteristics,
and children who use the facilities interact sufficiently with teachers and are satisfied with it.
Based on the explanation above, it is hypothesized that:

H5: There is a significant and positive relationship between empathy and parents’ satisfaction.

Research Methodology

The sampling frame used in this study was from the latest population and housing
census that was conducted by the Department of Statistics Malaysia (Sarawak Population,
2019). Kuching city was chosen as the research location due to a high concentration of
population in Sarawak state. With a population of 617887 in this city, the sample size of 400
with a confidence level of 95% was calculated using Slovin’s formula. By implementing
convenience sampling, the parents whose children are between the age of four to six-year-
old who enroll in a licensed private kindergarten in Kuching were treated as the most suitable
person to participate in the survey. The questionnaire comprises three sections — two of
which were tested using a Likert scale i.e. service quality and parents’ satisfaction were tested
using a Likert scale. The scale for service quality (tangibles, reliability, responsiveness,
assurance, and empathy) describes the level of respondent’ agreement while the scale on
parents’ satisfaction represents the level of satisfaction. Lastly, the parents’ background
section was designed to collect demographic information. This study conducted a self-
administered survey to encourage the respondents at their own convenience to complete the
guestionnaire. The distribution of the questionnaire was carried out within six months. For its
accuracy and totality of the responses, a direct approach has been chosen (Brinkman, 2009).

Data Analysis and Findings
This section presents the results of statistical analysis that have been conducted to test the
hypotheses. The procedures and results will be discussed in detail in this section.

Demographics Profiles

There were 64.3 percent female and 35.8 percent male participated in the survey. Most of
them were between 31 to 40 years old (58.5%). The analysis showed that the majority of the
respondents have up to tertiary education qualifications, including bachelor's degree or
professional (34.5%), diploma (28.8%), and postgraduate (6.5) meanwhile, 30.3% of
respondents attended secondary school. From a total of 400 respondents, 58.0% pay
between RM151 to RM300, 24.0% pay RM601 and above, 11.0% pay RM451 to RM600, and
7.0% pay RM301 to RM450 for kindergarten’s monthly fee.

Reliability

Reliability test in Table 1 measures 30 items which are Reliability (0.922), Tangibles (0.895),
Responsiveness (0.912), Assurance (0.905), Empathy (0.896) and Parents’ Satisfaction (0.909).
Of the six dimensions in Table 1, the Cronbach alpha is considered acceptable as all are above
0.7 (Sekaran, 2000).
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Table 1

Results of Reliability Test
Dimension No. of items Cronbach’s Alpha
Reliability 6 0.922
Tangibles 7 0.895
Responsiveness 5 0.912
Assurance 4 0.905
Empathy 4 0.896
Parents’ Satisfaction 4 0.909

Correlation

Based on the Pearson correlation analysis between independent variables i.e. reliability,
tangibles, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy and dependent variable i.e. parents’
satisfaction, Table 2 shows that all the independent variables are significantly correlated with
the dependent variable at 0.000 significance level. 0.000 significance level. The strength of
the correlation coefficient refers to the Hair (2003) rule of thumb. The range of coefficients
from 0.81 to 1.00 is very high, from 0.61 to 0.80 is strong, from 0.41 to 0.60 is medium, from
0.21to0 0.40 is weak with low correlation, and from 0.00 to 0.20 is very weak to no relationship
at all.

The correlation coefficient indicates that there was a strong positive correlation between
reliability and parents’ satisfaction (r = 0.744, p = 0.000), tangibles and parents’ satisfaction (r
=0.763, p = 0.000), responsiveness and parents’ satisfaction (r = 0.777, p = 0.000), assurance
and parents’ satisfaction (r=0.775, p = 0.000), as well as empathy and parents’ satisfaction (r
=0.803, p = 0.000).

Table 2
Results of Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients Analysis
Parents’
- . . E
Reliability Tangibles Responsiveness Assurance mpathy satisfaction
Reliability r 1 .816™" 821" .806™" 787" 744"
Sig. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
Tangibles r .816™ 1 .831™ .794™ .807"" .763™
Sig. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
Responsivness  r .821™" 831" 1 .847"" 813" T77
Sig. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
Assurance r .806™" 794" 847" 1 .824™" 775"
Sig. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
Empathy r 787" 807" 813" 824" 1 803"
Sig. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
Parents’ r 744 763" 777 775" .803™" 1
Satisfaction Sig. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000

**_ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).
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Multiple Regression Analysis

Multiple regression analysis in Table 3 provides information on the service quality dimensions
that affects parents’ satisfaction. The results in Table 3 explain that reliability (sig. = 0.044, p
< 0.05), tangibles (sig. = 0.016, p < 0.05), responsiveness (sig. = 0.000, p < 0.05), assurance
(sig. =0.009, p < 0.05), and empathy (sig. = 0.000, p < 0.05) are significant in the observation
of the influence of service quality on parents’ satisfaction. The beta weight shows that
responsiveness (B =0.307) is perceived to have the most influential dimension on the parents’
satisfaction, while empathy (B = 0.255), assurance (B = 0.154), as well as tangibles (f = 0.122)
have a lesser effect on parents’ satisfaction. Lastly, reliability (B = 0.111) is observed to have
the least influence on parents’ satisfaction.

Table 3
Results of Multiple Regression Analysis
Unstandardized Standardized
Coefficients Coefficients
Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) 3.642 .315 11.571 .000
Reliability .068 .034 A11 2.019 .044
Tangibles .062 .026 122 2.410 .016
Responsiveness .216 .044 .307 4,920 .000
Assurance 132 .051 .154 2.608 .009
Empathy 221 .044 .255 5.010 .000

a. Dependent Variable: Parents’ Satisfaction

Table 4 illustrates coefficient (R Square) is 0.810 which means that 81.0% of the variance in
parents’ satisfaction can be explained from the five independent variables labeled as
reliability, tangibles, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy.

Table 4
Model Summary
Std. Error of the
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Estimate
1 .900° .810 .807 1.598

a. Predictors: (Constant), Reliability, Tangibles, Responsiveness, Assurance, and Empathy
b. Dependent Variable: Parents’ Satisfaction

The ANOVA result in Table 5 presents the model is statistically significant (sig. = 0.000,
p < 0.05) with F-value 335.593. The probability value of 0.000 describes that out of 1000, there
is no chance that the correlation coefficient is zero.

Table 5
Results of ANOVA
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 4286.963 5 857.393 335.593 .000°
Residual 1006.615 394 2.555
Total 5293.577 399

a. Dependent Variable: Parents’ Satisfaction
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b. Predictors: (Constant), Reliability, Tangibles, Responsiveness, Assurance, and Empathy

Hypothesis Testing
Based on the summary of hypothesis testing in Table 6, it can be decided that all the five
hypotheses were supported.

Table 6
Summary of Hypothesis Testing
Hypothesis Statement Conclusion
Hi: Reliability has a positive and significant relationship with parents’” Supported
satisfaction.

H,: Tangibles has a positive and significant relationship with parents’” Supported
satisfaction.

Hs: Responsiveness has a positive and significant relationship with parents’”  Supported
satisfaction.

Has: Assurance has a positive and significant relationship with parents’ Supported
satisfaction.

Hs: Empathy has a positive and significant relationship with parents’ Supported
satisfaction.

Discussion

SERVQUAL is a well-established instrument to evaluate service quality and customer
satisfaction. Five dimensions of service quality namely reliability, tangibles, responsiveness,
assurance, and empathy were examined on their influence on parents’ satisfaction. The result
is consistent with the finding in Chen and Childhood (2016) and Incesu and Asikgil (2012), that
is the reliability is significantly linked to the parents’ satisfaction. It is observed in the findings
that the parents value reliability the most as the private kindergartens are able to provide
healthy and safe meals, promise things can complete on schedule, help children to resolve
problems and faithfully inform parents about education information. As mentioned in Kim
(2014), the ability to respond to emergency situations requires the improvement of the
reliable service to raise the satisfaction level. Next, this finding supports an earlier study in
which tangibles has a significant and positive relationship on parents’ satisfaction (Incesu &
Asikgil, 2012). Parasuraman et al. (1988) explained that the presence of physical facilities and
personal appearance are tangibles. Parents would be satisfied with the service if the service
providers are able to improve their physical attributes and communication materials,
including the appearance of building, teaching-learning materials, and the environment. In
line with Zakaria et al. (2010), tangibles dimension a significant association on customer
satisfaction particularly on the cleanliness and physical facilities. Hence, kindergarten should
upgrade their facilities such as indoor play equipment and teaching aids, as well as reinforce
the cleanliness in order to satisfy the parents. Following, responsiveness is strongly related to
parents’ satisfaction (Vaz & Mansori, 2013). In the education sector, Mosahab and Mahamad
(2010) pointed out that the students view the responsiveness dimension as the most critical
dimension. Responsiveness reflects the ability of the school to provide the customer with
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prompt and individualized service, attention to individual needs and parents’ requests to
satisfy them. Then, this study reveals that assurance has a significant and positive relationship
with parents’ satisfaction. Assurance refers to the kindness, knowledge, ability of the
employees to persuade confidence and trust (Parasuraman et al., 1988). The finding is
consistent with Incesu and Asikgil (2012) who found out that assurance has a significant and
positive influence on parents’ satisfaction. The findings highpoint on the importance of
courtesy and trust in order to gain a higher satisfaction level. Chen and Childhood (2016)
highlighted that kindergartens that are able to provide a good learning environment,
extraordinary teacher quality and the ability to improve responses to the crisis would lead to
satisfaction. Apart from that, this study also discovers empathy has a significant and positive
relationship on parents' satisfaction. This study lends support to work in Incesu and Asikgil
(2012); Darwish (2016) as well as Vaz and Masori (2013) who emphasis to personal care and
personalized attention are the reasons that influence parents’ satisfaction level. Parents
believe the service provider is trying to individualize services based on their personal needs.
Overall, by examining the kindergartens’ overall performance in service quality would indicate
the areas of strength and a room for future improvement.

The results of the multiple regression analysis show that all SERVQUAL dimensions are
significant to improve parents’ satisfaction. Each SERVQUAL dimension has varying degrees
of importance in influencing parents’ satisfaction. Based on the results discussed in the
previous chapter, responsiveness is the most dominant factor in improving parents’
satisfaction. Hence, private kindergartens should focus on improving the responsiveness of
their services. Responsiveness is an important prerequisite for achieving the quality of
customer satisfaction, and lack of service is the main cause of dissatisfaction (Parasuraman et
al., 1991). Not all parents have the time or ability to actively participate in the daily progress
of their child's school. Hence, it is crucial to maintain continuous communication with parents.
Teachers play an important role as they should regularly tell and ask parents in order to
understand each child's situation. Teachers should promptly respond to children’s needs and
make efforts to address them.

Conclusion

In conclusion, other than five dimensions that make up the SERVQUAL, there are other
factors that may influence parents’ satisfaction. Future studies may examine parents’
satisfaction level considering factors such as the price level and parents’ pre-perception
towards the service quality of private kindergarten prior to experiencing the services. The
research can be extended by measuring the service quality of public kindergarten. The
findings on public sector quality delivery are worth comparing to see the gap between the
private and public kindergarten.
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