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In the area of higher education universities and faculties strive to
provide high quality services because they need to compete for
their students. Measuring the quality of their services is there-
fore an important task, especially for those institutions that give a
feedback on the dimensions of quality, because it offers them the
possibility for significant competitive advantages in the knowl-
edge market. In theory there are  most important dimensions of
service quality. We developed a questionnaire with  items de-
scribing these  dimensions of quality and gave it to focus groups
of students. The analysis, which included students and also pro-
fessors, was carried out in the Faculty of management Koper.
 theory was challenged when those  items were ex-
amined by using factor analysis. In that way the authors could
establish which are the most important determinants of quality
for students and professors of this faculty.



Higher education is a fast growing service industry and every day it is
more and more exposed to the globalization processes. Service quality,
emphasizing student satisfaction, is a newly emerging field of concern.
In order to attract students, serve their needs and retain them, higher
education providers are actively involved in understanding students’ ex-
pectations and perceptions of service quality. They often need to adopt
techniques of measuring quality of their services just like in the business
sector.

   

Quality management initiatives in higher education institutions are
much wider and deeper than a quality assurance system. It also involves
a change of mindset (Solomon , ). One way to attain this qual-
ity mindset is to develop an understanding among the employee group
that quality management is concerned with meeting customers’ require-
ments (Tindley , ). There are many different understandings of
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quality, so there is a tendency that the performance indicators are writ-
ten from an educator’s perspective. A scientific or expert approach to
quality often prevails in higher education where the expert opinion pre-
scribes levels/standards of acceptability. There has been little attempt
to approach this topic from the viewpoint of the student (Soutar and
McNeil , ).

Managerial or excellence approach to quality stresses the importance
of customer satisfaction.

However, quality improvement to external customers, i. e. students,
must not undermine the care about the internal customers too. An ex-
pansion of the reception/assistance function for students would be the
first choice in a quality improvement programme for external customers.
Improvement in perceived quality of staff requires a sustained improve-
ment in the clarity, accuracy and reliability of the service offered, with
no particular aspect standing out. Improvements that would meet only
external customers’ perceptions, leaving out internal customers would
almost certainly generate a negative reaction among the latter. The two
areas are not incompatible but, given limited resources, it may not be
possible to simultaneously improve appearance and responsiveness as
well as the task-based service given to staff (Galloway , ).

In the search for a reliable method of measuring service quality there
has been little consensus on a methodology which is generally applicable
to all service industries. In the last two decades  (a multiple
item measure for measuring consumer perceptions of Service Quality)
disconfirmation model has become the most experimented and chal-
lenged. Disconfirmation models have sought to define quality in terms of
the difference which appears between customers’ expectations and their
perceptions of the actual service delivery. Parasuraman et al. (, –
) defined five dimensions of service quality that other researchers often
failed to replicate in many later studies. But their work in this field still
stands out in terms of trying to conceptualise the way customers see ser-
vice quality. Parasuraman et al. (, ) define perceived service quality
as a ‘global judgement, or attitude, relating to the superiority of the ser-
vice’. They define expectations as ‘desires or wants of consumers’ beliefs
concerning the service received’ (Parasuraman et al. , ).

As a result of a later study,  determinants of service quality in the
 model decreased to the following five (Grönroos , –):

• Reliability. This means that the service firm provides the customers
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with accurate service the first time without making any mistakes
and delivers what promised to do by the time that was agreed upon.

• Responsiveness. This means that the employees of a service firm
are willing to help customers and respond to their requests as well
as inform customers when service will be provided, and then give
prompt service.

• Assurance. This means that the employees’ behaviour will give cus-
tomers confidence in the firm and that the firm makes customers
feel safe. It also means that the employees are always courteous and
have the necessary knowledge to respond to customers’ questions.

• Empathy. This means that the firm understands customers’ prob-
lems and performs in their best interests as well as gives customers
individual personal attention and has convenient operating hours.

• Tangibles. This determinant is related to the appeal of facilities,
equipment and material used by a service firm as well as to the ap-
pearance of service employees.

Cronin and Taylor (, –) advanced the use of the model called
 (Service Quality = Performance), based on perceptions of
performance only. It results from examinations and assessments of the
gap theory proposed by Parasuraman et al., and it relies on the construct
that ‘service quality should be measured as an attitude’ (Cronin and Tay-
lor , ). Another service quality measurement model, proposed by
Teas (, –) is called  (Evaluated Performance).

 

To apply a  based survey in the higher education sector, we
had to adapt the questions to the context and form them in a language,
which the respondents could identify. Parasuraman et al. (, ) rec-
ognized: ‘context-specific items can be used to supplement ’,
despite their efforts to build a generic instrument. Consequently, the first
stage of the research was to consult undergraduate students, via focus
groups, to test out and refine the wording and understanding of poten-
tial survey questions.

Stage : Student Focus Groups

We conducted three undergraduate student focus groups on three higher
education institutions. They consisted of six participants from the first
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Perceived service quality
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  Perceived service quality dimensions in a designed questionnaire

and third year. Initial discussions were aimed at producing a series of rec-
ollections of their experiences at the institution and the perceived qual-
ity of higher education services. The purpose of the discussion was to
understand singular dimensions of the perceived quality, to choose the
right wording for the survey questionnaire, and to define the most im-
portant factors of higher education process, as seen by the participants.
It emerged that students could draw a clear distinction between admin-
istrative and academic roles.

On the basis of the findings, we constructed our  adapted
questionnaire. The original  questionnaire used the word ‘em-
ployees’ in a number of statements. In order to get appropriate answers to
the statements, the wording had to be precise. So we had to use the words
‘administrative staff ’, or ‘academic staff ’ if necessary in different ques-
tions. For example: ‘Employees are consistently polite with consumers’
was transformed into ‘Administrative staff is consistently polite with stu-
dents’.

As a result of the focus group discussions, a set of  statements was
made, adapted from a generic  questionnaire and used in the
second stage of the survey. We used two-poled statements, for example:
‘Employees never have students’ best interests at heart’ and ‘Employees
always have students’ best interests at heart’. Respondents had to choose
their agreement from one or the other pole of statement in a five dimen-
sional scale. The questionnaire included  statements about ‘perceived
quality’. The second set of  statements, which was connected to the first,
was designed to get from the respondents their view on the importance
of single statements on a -point Likert-type scale. Finally, we asked three
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control questions: if the quality of services offered is satisfactory, if stu-
dents’ expectations are fulfilled and if the employability requirements of
faculty graduates are met. We offered a -point rang scale.

Stage : The Undergraduate Student Survey

In the academic year / the Faculty of management Koper en-
rolled  students in the first three years of study and regularly em-
ployed  professors. We obtained  responses,  from students
(.% response rate), and  from professors (% response rate). Stu-
dents were asked to answer the questionnaire during class time in a paper
form because we had some bad experience with electronic surveys. Stu-
dents were in fact not quite convinced about the anonymity of that kind
of research. We had two separate samples: one included students of the
Faculty of Management and the other professors and assistants of that
faculty. The type of analysis allowed us to divide the first sample into two
samples: full-time and part-time students or into several sub samples ac-
cording to the year of study. Our analysis was based on two samples only.

Stage : Data Analysis

The Excel data base was converted into  data base file. We first anal-
ysed frequency tables. A better overview on results can be seen with a
Descriptives procedure which displays univariate summary statistics for
several variables in a single table. Because we analysed two samples we
used the Means procedure which calculates subgroup means and related
univariate statistics for dependent variables within categories for a set of
quality dimensions/items.

In the second stage factor analysis was used to produce smaller num-
ber of quality dimensions. There were  items concerning quality in our
questionnaire and we were interested to reduce their number and find a
smaller number of factors that would explain most of the variance ob-
served. Factor analysis can be used with quantitative variables at the in-
terval or ratio level, and our data was suitable for this kind of operation.
The data should have a bivariate or normal distribution for each pair of
variables and observations should be independent. The factor analysis
model specifies that variables are determined by common factors (the
factors estimated by the model) and unique factors (which do not over-
lap between observed variables); the computed estimates are based on
the assumption that all unique factors are uncorrelated with each other
and with the common factors ( ).
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 offers seven methods of factor extraction and five methods of
rotation, including direct oblimin and promax for non-orthogonal ro-
tations. We used the method of principal components and analysed the
unrotated factor solution and the rotated solution.



Frequency Tables

We first analysed frequency tables which show relatively high levels of
satisfaction. On a -point Likert-type scale  represented the least desired
option and  the most desired option of quality dimension. Perceived
quality is on average always higher among academic staff than among
students.

As can be seen from table , professors and assistants show the highest
level of satisfaction for keeping students informed about the time and
place of services provided. According to the academic staff there is always
will to help students. They also believe that students are timely informed
about the time and place of services provided. They are least satisfied
with the appearance of the faculty building and surroundings.

Students are also most satisfied with professors’ efforts to inform them
about the time and place of services provided. They also feel that the
academic staff shows respect to the students. They are satisfied to be-
ing timely informed about the time and place of services provided. The
lowest level of satisfaction is the same as with the academic staff – the ap-
pearance of the faculty building and surroundings. It is interesting to see
that students are least satisfied with the time when services are carried
out (often after the time promised) and with the attention of employees
towards students.

Table  shows noticeable differences between students’ and the aca-
demic staff ’s perception of quality. According to the  test there are sta-
tistically significant changes in perceived quality between students and
the academic staff in all dimensions but in the appearance of the fac-
ulty building and surroundings, which is low in both groups. As far as
perceived quality is concerned a standard deviation shows a bigger dis-
persion of students’ answers than answers of the academic staff.

The most important quality dimension for the academic staff is being
timely in informing students about the time and place of services pro-
vided (see table ). The second most important item is the will to help
students and the expertise of employees to answer students’ questions.
Students are also most satisfied with the fact that they are timely in-
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  Perceived quality in two groups of respondents of 

Perceived quality dimensions

Students Assistants and professors

Mean Std. deviation Mean Std. deviation

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

N students = ; N assistants and professors = 

formed about the time and place of services provided. The second most
important item is being regularly informed about the time and place of
services provided. The third most important quality dimension is the
employees’ expertise to answer students’ questions. Both groups stress
that the appearance of the faculty building and surroundings is the least
important quality dimension (see table ).

At the end of the questionnaire there were three general questions con-
cerning the quality of the Faculty of Management. We expected that the
respondents would be more critical at the end of this detailed question-
naire than at its beginning. The academic staff is more satisfied with the
quality of services of the Faculty of Management than students. However
both levels of satisfaction are not low and more importantly, a dispersion
of answers in the two groups of respondents is relatively low.
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  The importance of quality dimensions for two groups of respondents of 

Importance of quality dimensions

Students Assistants and professors

Mean Std. deviation Mean Std. deviation

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

 . . . .

N students = ; N assistants and professors = 

As far as services of the Faculty of Management are concerned, on
average the expectations of the academic staff were higher than those
of the students. Since students evaluate the ‘core’ activity of the faculty,
which is teaching, their opinion is important.

We also see that students are worried about their future employment,
much more than the academic staff. The difference between the answers
of these two groups of respondents is big.

Factor Analysis: The most Important Determinants of Quality

Parasuraman et al. reduced  quality items to . With factor analysis
they reduced those  dimensions to the following  which are consid-
ered as universal: reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tan-
gibles. We started this research with these  dimensions and with the help
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of focus groups we constructed a questionnaire with  quality dimen-
sions. Because we learned – from literature and from our research – that
some items are context specific and that different stakeholders under-
stand the quality differently, we decided to analyse our data with factor
analysis and reduce the number of quality items.

Students. Factor analysis with students showed  factors that explain
.% of the total variance. We analysed the unrotated and the rotated
solution (see table ).

The unrotated solution gives us  factors: the first explaining .% of
the variance and the second explaining .% of the variance. The unro-
tated solution is easy to interpret because Factor  is constituted of items
– and factor  consists of items –. In other words quality
items concerning reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy consti-
tute factor , whereas items explaining tangibles constitute factor .

The component Correlation Matrix shows a correlation between fac-
tors of . which is relatively high, therefore we can interpret Pattern
Matrix in the Direct Oblimin Rotation.

As seen from table , in the rotated solution Factor  explained .%
of the variance whereas factor  explained .% of the variance. We can
see practically the same result – the only difference is in the item : ‘re-
alisation of students’ suggestions by professors’ which falls in Factor 

together with items concerning tangibles such as: faculty equipment, at-
tractiveness of the faculty and its surroundings, attractiveness of study
materials and other service materials, appropriateness of the opening
hours (faculty, library). However we should stress that the item  does
not heavily influence factor  or factor .

Academic Staff (Professors and Assistants). Factor analysis on data pro-
vided by the academic staff (professors and assistants) showed a more
complex structure. Five factors were selected that explain .% of the
total variance, which is relatively high (see table ).

The first factor which explains .% of the total variance consists of
the following items (see also table ):

• Students can rely on the help of employees when solving problems.

• Existence of the will to help students.

• Students inspired by employees.

• – which reflect the respect of students, individual attention
to students, understanding of their needs, responsiveness to their
interests and questions.
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  Factor analysis: variance explained in a sample of students of 

Total % of variance Cumulative
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Extraction sums of squared loadings

 . . .

 . . .

Rotation sums of squared loadings

 . . .

 . . .

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis.

Factor  can be therefore named as ‘attention to students’.
Factor  explains .% of the total variance. It consists of providing

students with regular and timely information about the time and place
of services provided. Factor  also includes the equipment of the faculty
and its appearance with a negative correlation. Factor  can therefore be
explained as ‘informing students about the services provided’.

Factor  explains .% of the total variance. It consists of the items
prompt realisation of services according to schedule and the realisation
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  Students of  recognise  dimensions of service quality
(direct oblimin rotation)

Component
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Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization.

of students’ suggestions by professors. Factor  also includes politeness
of administrative staff with a negative correlation. Factor  can therefore
be explained as ‘realisation of planned services and students’ suggestions’.

Factor  explains .% of the total variance. It consists of two items:
attractiveness of study materials and other service materials, appropriate-
ness of the opening hours (faculty, library).

Factor  explains .% of the total variance and it consists of only one
item: service performance in time.



Quality is a term often used in management, but the understanding of
the quality of services can be different for different stakeholders. Our
analysis confirms this fact. This also proves that there is no universal the-
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  Factor analysis: Variance explained in a sample of professors
and assistants of 

Total % of variance Cumulative %

Initial eigenvalues
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Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis.

ory of quality that can be applied to different sectors. We considered 

quality dimensions, defined by Parasuraman et al. () as a good start
for the research about quality but we had to develop different models of
quality in different sectors.

The case study was carried out at the Faculty of Management Koper,
Slovenia. Students and the academic staff (professors and assistants) were
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  Academic staff of  recognises five factors/quality dimensions
(factor analysis, unrotated solution)

Component
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Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis.

interviewed about perceived quality of services at this faculty and about
the most important dimension of quality. Our analysis was focused on
understanding the quality, so we closely analysed the second set of ques-
tions that concerned the most important quality dimensions. The Likert
-point scale enabled us to reduce  items with factor analysis. Our re-
sults showed that students and professors understand quality differently.

The students’ understanding of service quality can be described with
 factors consisting of several items. The first factor includes  out of 

quality dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy.
The second – less important factor – consists of only one quality di-
mension, i. e. tangibles. The results show that students perceive quality
of services in total – they experience all relations like quality, each item
constituting their understanding of quality. Tangibles are usually less im-
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portant in understanding quality and do not influence students’ satisfac-
tion as much as all relations they are part of in the course of study. The
management of the faculty should therefore pay attention on services
provided as a whole and not only to just a few quality items.

The academic staff – professors and assistants – understand quality
in a different way than students. They recognise  different quality di-
mensions which differ from the concept of Parasuraman et al. They find
attention to students as the most important determinant of quality. The
second most important dimension consists of being regular and timely in
informing students about services. The third dimension of quality per-
ceived by the academic staff consists of the realisation of planned ser-
vices and students’ suggestions. The fourth factor stresses attractiveness
of study materials and other service materials, appropriateness of the
opening hours (faculty, library), whereas the fifth factor consists of ser-
vice performance in time.

It is important to know which are the quality dimensions of students
and the academic staff of the Faculty of Management. This understand-
ing is especially important when making decisions about improving ser-
vice quality. External and internal customers relate differently to different
quality initiatives because their understanding and perceiving of quality
is different.

This study is limited to the results obtained at only one smaller faculty.
It should be carried out again after a certain period of time to monitor
how perceptions of service quality change over time.
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