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Abstract 

This study aims at exploring the relationship between service quality dimensions and overall 
service quality dimensions (tangibility, responsiveness, reliability, assurance and empathy) 
and students satisfaction. Additionally, this study also looks at the critical factors in service 
quality dimensions that contribute most to the satisfaction of the students. The data was 
collected using a set of questionnaire from 798 undergraduate students who offered various 
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bachelor degrees in a public higher education institution in Ghana. The study provides 
empirical evidences of these relationships. The results of this study affirms the results of 
Parasuraman’s SERVQUAL (1985) study, which related to the factors contributing to 
students’ satisfaction. The outcome of the study amplifies the assertion that service quality 
(tangibility, responsiveness, reliability, assurance and empathy) has a positive impact on 
student’s overall satisfaction. 

Keywords: Service quality, SERVQUAL, Public higher education, student’s satisfaction. 

1. Introduction 

Several studies such as Perez (2002), Psacharopoulos and Patrinos (2002; 2004), UNESCO 
(2011) and others have asserted that investing in education is a productive and an important 
venture that always yields multiple results. This is because such investment leads to a very 
effective and dynamic educational system that leads to better student performance, a 
prerequisite for human capital development. Also, the World Bank (2010) strongly argues that 
quality and relevant higher education is a very necessary key in stimulating innovations in 
science and technology, discovery of new resources and sources of sustainable energy and 
solutions to many other problems that have plagued especially developing countries 
especially Sub-Sahara Africa. Association of African Universities (AAU) (2015) has also 
argued that for Africa to achieve integration, peace, prosperity and peerage in the global 
economy, it is imperative that the human resource capital of the continent is developed. This, 
the AAU claimed, can only be achieved through quality higher education. 

However, as posited by The World Bank (2010), Beaumont (2012), Tsevi (2014) and others, 
university funding cuts in many countries the world over and challenges of dealing with 
increasing student numbers (Henard & Rosevere, 2012; Materu, 2007) have resulted in a 
situation where researchers, players in the educational sector and industry executives tend to 
criticize the quality of service delivery at higher educational institutions especially in 
developing countries. The major concerns of these critics usually bother on poor funding of 
the institutions, leading to poor quality delivery, proliferation of private institutions (some of 
which lack accreditation from national regulatory bodies), infrastructural concerns, course 
content, relationship between the disjoint between academia and industry and others (Tsevi, 
2014). 

LeBlanc and Nguyen (1997) and Rowley (1996) argue that there is the need for authorities of 
higher educational institutions to guard the academic preferences, knowledge, quality of 
service in order not to only meet expectations of students but to also ensure that they (higher 
educational institutions) become more progressive and effective in the service they offer. This 
is especially important because, as Beaumont (2012) and Yarimoglu (2014) put it, the service 
provided by higher educational institutions is an extremely intangible service. These calls 
seem to have attracted the attention of stakeholders in the higher educational sector in most 
countries as it was asserted by Palli and Mamilla (2012) that most institutions of higher 
learning, especially in developing countries are now more concerned with offering quality 
service in order to improve educational standards. 
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The above assertions bring to the fore the need to evaluate the quality of educational service 
provided by higher educational institutions. Measurement of service quality has so many 
advantages for organisations (including higher educational institutions): customer satisfaction, 
customer loyalty, customer retention, positive word of mouth and ultimately, increased 
profitability (Blixrud, 2002; Davis, Lu, & Veale, 2009; Daymond, 2015; Voss, Gruber, & 
Szmigin, 2007).  

Based on the above, the current exploratory study sought to much the level of students’ 
satisfaction with the quality of service offered at the KNUST. This assessment is necessary 
considering the large number of mostly private institutions of higher education that have 
sprung up in Ghana over the past few years as demand for higher education has risen in the 
country. 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

RQ1: Does perceived service quality have an impact on learner’s overall satisfaction? 

RQ2: What is the nature and strength of relationship between service quality dimensions and 
satisfaction among the learners in a public tertiary institution? 

RQ3: What are latent factors in service quality that contribute most to the learners’ 
satisfaction? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Higher Educational Sector in Ghana 

There has been increased in the number of institutions of higher learning in Ghana in recent 
years. These institutions are broadly classified into four: universities, technical universities, 
polytechnics and university colleges. While the universities are made up of both private and 
public ones, almost polytechnics and technical universities are public institutions of higher 
learning while most university colleges are private institutions are affiliated to the public 
universities in the country. 

According to the National Accreditation Board information, as of 2017 Ghana can boost of 
ten (10) public universities, six (6) technical universities, seventy-four (74) private tertiary 
institutions offering degree programmes, four polytechnics, and several other institutions of 
higher learning. With the explosion of these institutions of learning, a number of studies 
Utaka (2008), Tsevi (2014), Esia-Donkoh and Antwi (2015) and industry watchers have 
expressed concern about the quality of service delivered at these institutions, especially with 
regards to quality of teaching and learning. 

Such concerns are usually based on arguments such as the competence of the teaching staff 
(Tettey, 2006; Mayer & Wilde, 2015), large class sizes which does not allow individual 
attention from lecturers (Benbow, Mizrachi, Oliver, & Said-Moshiro, 2007; Esia-Donkoh & 
Antwi, 2015) and poor or inadequate infrastructure in these institutions (Tsevi, 2014; 
Esia-Donkoh & Antwi, 2015), the gap between industry and academia (Amu & Offei-Ansah, 
2011; Attah, 2017; Avornyo, 2013; Mustafa, 2012) and others. These concerns bring to the 
fore the need to establish what the acceptable standards are when it comes to quality service 
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delivery in an institution of higher education. 

2.2 Higher Education and Quality Service 

According to several authorities on service quality, in order to ensure good quality service at 
an institution of higher learning, several steps needed to be in place. These include improving 
quality assurance in teaching and learning, building teachers proficiencies, involving learners, 
curriculum and pedagogical alignment towards quality service delivery, highlighting 
innovation and periodic assessment of impacts (Bess & Dee, 2008; ENQA, 2009; Gibb, 2010; 
Henard & Rosevere, 2012). 

It has also been asserted by Ewell (2010) and Hall, Swart and Duncan (2012) that as major 
business enterprises, institutions of higher education needed to strengthen their 
customer-oriented approaches as they grapple with new challenges such as emphasis on 
students as customers, challenges with faculty, managing student expectations, dealing with 
competitive markets (other institutions) and maintaining very high standards of higher 
learning. In addition, Wright and O’Neil (2002) and Nair, Mertova and Murdoch (2012) 
insisted that there is the need for institutions of higher education to periodically assess their 
performance and examine their approaches to quality management to enable improvement 
and benchmarking. These informed the decision by several authors assess the quality of 
service offered in higher educational institutions, usually from the perspective of the students. 
These were done in an attempt to identify students’ expectations from their institutions. 

2.3 Quality Service 

Service quality has been defined severally by different authors, basically as a result of the 
lack of consensus among researchers as to what exactly constitutes service quality. For 
instance, Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985) view service quality as the difference 
between customer expectations and perceptions of service quality, while Gefen (2002) argues 
that service quality ia subjective assessment that a customer makes between the quality of the 
service they want to receive and what they actually think they got. Regardless of whichever 
way service quality is defined, Juran and De Feo (2010) and Crosby (1979) asserted that 
service quality can be seen from two angles: that of the service provider and that of the 
customer. These authors expressed the view that while quality means “conformity to 
requirements” to the service provider, it means “fitness for use” to the customer. Based on 
this argument, Lovelock and Wirtz (2011) and Yarimoglu (2014) insisted that the appropriate 
term to use when assessing service quality is “perceived service quality”; since measuring 
service quality is as a result of comparison of perceptions about the delivery of a specific 
service to a specific customer (whose perceptions of the quality of the service would most 
likely differ from that of another customer). 

There are several measurement models, developed by different researchers, for use in 
assessing the quality of a service. Some of these include the SERVPERF model (Cronin & 
Taylor, 1992), the Evaluated Performance (EP) model (Teas, 1993), the IPA model (Martilla & 
James, 1977) and the HEdPERF model (Abdullah, 2006). However, the SERVQUAL 
instrument, which is based on the research of Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985), is 
arguably one of the most popular service quality assessment models and it is used to assess 
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customers’ satisfaction with a product or service as a result of the difference between 
customer expectations and product/service performance. In other words, it is used to assess 
the differential between quality potentials and actual perceptions of service quality. 

2.4 The SERVQUAL Instrument  

The SERQUAL, a portmanteau of “service quality” is an instrument which was primarily 
developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985). It has since been widely used by 
many other researchers such as Kumar, Kee and Manshor (2009), Javadi and Gol (2011), 
Aydin and Yildirim (2012), Penceliah, Noel and Adat (2015) and many others to measure 
service quality. The instrument typically has five main dimensions (independent variables) 
which are usually used to assess service quality and customer satisfaction (both of which 
serve as dependent variables). The table below presents the five dimensions of the 
SERVQUAL instrument and what each dimension measures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study 

Based on: Parasuraman, et al., (1985); Beaumont (2012) 

 

The framework used for the study was based on those developed by Parasuraman, et al., 
(1985) and Beaumont (2012). The framework is based on the idea that a customer’s 
perception of the quality of a service offered by an organisation is determined by two factors: 
what they expected and what they got. A comparison of this two leads the customer to form a 
perception of service quality at the particular organisation (in this case, a tertiary institution). 
Service quality, however, is determined by the five components of the SERVQUAL 
instrument, which this study adopted. Thus, the framework starts with the determinants of 
service quality, which are used by the customer to assess both received service and expected 
service, both of which in turn leads to the formation of a perception of the service. 

3. Materials and Methods 

The population of the study consisted of conveniently sampled students from five colleges in 
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science & Technology (KNUST), Kumasi, Ghana. The 
sample size was considered equal to the population (N= 9800). The data was collected using 
modified traditional SERVQUAL questionnaire developed by (Parasuraman et al., 1988, 
1991) and Satisfaction questionnaire developed by Visoci and Chrom’s (1998). The data was 
collected in three steps. First, a demographic data sheet was used to collect the data on 

Tangibility 

Assurance 

Reliability 

Responsiveness 

Empathy 

Perception of received 

service

Perception of expected 

service

Perception of service 

quality 
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personal information including age, level of education and gender. Second, service quality 
questionnaire was administered to the participants. The scale consists of 44 items on a 5-point 
Likert scale. Third, school satisfaction questionnaire was administered to the participants who 
were conveniently drawn from various colleges. Refer to Table 1 for dimension description. 
The scale comprises 6 items on a 5-point Likert scale. The reliability of the questionnaires 
was also calculated using Cronbach alpha formula, which yielded a reliability coefficient of 
α=0.930 for service quality questionnaire and α=0.922 for school satisfaction questionnaire. 
As to the statistical measures, descriptive statistics including frequency, percentage, mean, 
standard deviation and tabulations were used to describe the data. Inferential statistics 
including Pearson correlation formula was used in response to research questions. 

 

Table 1. Description of Dimension items 

Domain Definition Items  

Tangibility The appearance of physical facilities, equipment, and personnel. 14 

Assurances The knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire 
trust and confidence. 

9 

Reliability The ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately. 7 

Responsiveness The willingness to help customers and provide prompt service. 7 

Empathy The level of caring and individualized attention the firm provides to its 
customers. 

7 

Satisfaction The level of student’s satisfaction of the programme. 6 

 

3.1 Reliability of Instrument 

Reliability coefficients of the service quality variables are presented in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. The mean scores and reliability  

Dimensions Mean Cronbach Alpha Hassan et al 2008 

Tangibility 3.020 .836 0.908 

Assurance 3.165 .833 0.887 

Reliability 3.109 .740 0.874 

Responsiveness 3.101 .809 0.854 

Empathy 2.994 .813 0.881 

Satisfaction 3.515 .922 0.938 

Service Quality 3.050 .930  
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All dimensions scored alpha coefficients above 0.74. The result compares with that of 
previous study by Hassan et al. (2008): tangibility 0.83 (0.908), assurance is 0.833 (0.887), 
reliability is 0.740 (0.874), responsiveness is 0.809 (0.854) and empathy is 0.813 (0.881). 

3.2 Data Analysis  

The data was analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, median and standard deviation). For 
inferential statistics, correlation and ANOVA analysis was done since data used were interval 
in nature and did not violate normality assumption. Non-parametric test was also used for 
some data, which was transformed into categorical data. 

3.3 Demographic and Profile of the Respondents 

Table 3 shows statistics of respondents according to the year of study and courses for each of 
degree programme. The respondents from College of Engineering (ENG) represented 12.5 
percent of the undergraduate student of, 26.9 percent (College of Science (SCI), 21.6 percent 
(College of Health), 12.8 percent (School of Business) and 26.2 percent (College of Arts & 
Social Sciences. Table shows that the majority of the respondents were Ghanaians (92.2%) 
and non-Ghanaians represented (<10%). Therefore, the percentage of nationality involved in 
the study is considered sufficient to represent the portion of the students based on nationality. 
The gender distribution were as follows, the male were 55.5 percent and the female were 44.5 
percent. The ratio of gender was also deemed appropriate since the majority of the 
undergraduate students’ population were males. 

 

Table 3. Summary of descriptive statistics showing demographic and profile of the 
respondents 

Demographic 
Variables 

Category 
Frequency Valid Percentage 

(%) 

Year 1st year 

2nd year 

3rd year 

4th year 

309 

297 

123 

69 

38.7 

37.2 

15.4 

8.6 

College Engineering (ENG) 

Science (SCI) 

Business (BUS) 

Health (HEALTH) 

Social Sciences (CASS) 

100 

215 

102 

172 

209 

12.5 

26.9 

12.8 

21.6 

26.2 
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Table 3.1. Summary of descriptive statistics showing demographic and profile of the 
respondents 

Demographic 
Variables 

Category 
Frequency Valid Percentage 

(%) 

Gender Male 

Female 

443 

355 

55.5 

44.5 

Age 18-21 

22-25 

26-29 

Above 30 

595 

180 

13 

10 

74.6 

22.6 

1.6 

1.3 

Nationality Ghanaian 

Non-Ghanaian 

736 

62 

92.2 

7.8 

 

Table 3.2. Stratified sample allocation 

Student Status 
Colleges 

TOTAL 
ENG SCI BUS HEALTH SOC 

Male 79 172 68 0 124 443 

Female 21 43 34 172 85 355 

Total 100 215 102 172 209 798 

Ghanaian 85 200 82 169 200 736 

Non-Ghanaian 15 15 20 3 9 62 

Total 100 215 102 172 209 798 

Engineering – ENG; Science – SCI; Business – BUS; Social Science - SOC 

 

4. Findings/Discussions 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Means and standard deviations for all service quality items in higher education are presented 
in Table 4 shows that the mean scores for dimensions namely tangibility, assurance, reliability, 
responsiveness and empathy are between 2.9 and 3.5 and the mean score of service quality in 
education (which is the overall score of the five dimensions) was 3.06. The reliability of the 
dimensions was high (> 0.8). Thus, it is reliable to conclude that the level of service quality in 
education for the students to be moderate. 
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Table 4. Summary of descriptive statistics showing the delivery of student related services in 
the study (n=798) 

S/N Dimension Mean SD 

1 Tangibility 2.985 .6800 

2 Assurance 3.192 .7635 

3 Reliability 3.090 .7621 

4 Responsiveness 3.086 .7775 

5 Empathy 2.919 .8185 

 Overall Quality 3.055 .5940 

* Group= 798 

 

RQ 1: Impact of perceived service quality on student’s overall satisfaction 

The findings show that perceived service quality has a positive impact on student overall 
satisfaction (Table 5). Students’ perception of the various aspects of service quality within the 
colleges correlated highly with overall satisfaction. This study show that to maintain students’ 
overall satisfaction with higher education, university administrators should focus attention on 
the various aspects of service quality dimensions in order of priority. These aspects are the 
quality of administrative staff, academic staff, facilities (library, classrooms, and computing 
facilities) and student support. 

 

Table 5. Comparison of mean scores across colleges 

S/N Dimension 
ENG SCI BUS HEALTH SOC Total 

Mean 
M M M M M 

1 Tangibility 2.80 2.96 3.39 2.83 3.03 2.99 

2 Assurance 2.90 3.30 3.43 3.06 3.22 3.19 

3 Reliability 2.83 3.16 3.41 2.95 3.10 3.09 

4 Responsiveness 2.75 3.23 3.32 2.93 3.12 3.09 

5 Empathy 2.67 3.04 3.23 2.75 2.90 2.92 

6 Satisfaction 3.22 3.69 3.80 3.30 3.66 3.65 

 Overall Quality 2.79 3.14 3.36 2.90 3.07 3.07 

 

RQ 2: Nature and strength of relations between service quality dimensions and satisfaction 

The Pearson’s r correlation coefficient was applied to investigate the relationship between the 
student’s satisfaction and studied independent variables. The statistics from Table 6 indicate 
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significant and positive relationship between service quality items (tangibility, assurance, 
reliability, responsiveness, and empathy) and overall service quality to students’ satisfaction. 
Again from the statistics, assurance has the strongest correlation with satisfaction followed by 
responsiveness, reliability, empathy and tangibility in that order. The correlation between 
tangibility and student satisfaction is r=0.382 implying that tangibility has a moderate 
relationship toward satisfaction similar with empathy (r=0.438), reliability (r=0.460) and 
responsiveness (r=0.472). Only assurance show a stronger relationship with satisfaction with 
r=0.551. The relationship between overall service quality and students’ satisfaction is 0.591 
meaning that the relationship is stronger than moderate. Additionally, the output show that all 
the dimensions are highly correlated and very significant with one another. Consequently, the 
results established that the service quality dimensions (tangibility, assurance, responsiveness, 
reliability and empathy) have a significant relationship with students’ satisfaction. These 
findings are consistent with those of Badu et al., (2016), Hassan et al., (2008) and Malik et al 
(2010) studies, in which tangibility, assurance, reliability, empathy and responsiveness are 
highly correlated and very significant with one another. 

 

Table 6. Correlation results 

Dimension Type Y X1 X2 X3 X4 X5 X6 

Dependent 

Y=Satisfaction 

1       

X1-Tangibility .382** 1      

X2-Assurance .551** .607** 1     

X3-Reliability .460** .506** .613** 1    

X4-Responsiveness .472** .461** .601** .581** 1   

X5-Empathy .438** .416** .400** .464** .490** 1  

X6-Overall Quality .591** .750** .821** .810** .806** .721** 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

RQ 3: What are critical factors in service quality that contribute most to the satisfaction of the 
students? 

Multiple linear regression was conducted to predict the explained variance of the student’s 
satisfaction (dependent variable) based on some predictors (independent variables). As shown 
in Table 7 multiple correlation coefficient was 0.612 and F value 94.851 and it’s significant at 
0.01and R square value was 0.375 meaning that the studied independent variables explain 
about 38% from the variance of student’s satisfaction (as dependent variable). In the initial 
model, all five scales and Overall Quality were forced into the model with Students’ 
satisfaction as the dependent variable. Items were then removed in order of the smallest 
contribution to explained variation. The initial model produced a statistically significant R2 
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and explained approximately 38% of the variance in Students’ satisfaction. However, the 
Tangible variable produced a significant coefficient (beta=-.184) and this coefficient was in 
the opposite direction from that expected and significant at 0.05 level. Variables were 
removed until only statistically significant variables remained.  

As figured at Table 7 the standardized coefficient (Beta) of assurance was positive and 
significant at 0.01 level whereas t values were 3.841. The standardized coefficient (Beta) of 
reliability was negative and not significant at 0.05 level, whereas t value was -.365. The final 
model yielded two service quality dimensions that produced a statistically significant 
relationship with Students’ satisfaction. Again, Tangibility produced a significant but negative 
beta (-.184). However, Assurance produced a statistically significant, positive beta (.350) 
indicting that this dimension of perceived service quality was associated with increased 
Students’ satisfaction. 

 

Table 7. Multiple linear regression results 

Dimension Type Beta t-value Sig 

X1-Tangibility -.184 -2.275 .023 

X2-Assurance .350 3.841 .000 

X3-Reliability -.032 -.365 .715 

X4-Empathy .115 1.476 .140 

X-Overall Quality .780 2.901 .004 

F = 94.851; 

Multiple correlation coefficient = 0.612; 

R square = 0.375. 

 

5. Conclusion 

This study suggests that the impact of service quality on the students in public tertiary 
institution seemed visible. As expected, assurance component of the SERVQUAL instrument. 
Also, reliability, responsiveness, tangibility, and lastly empathy dimensions SERVQUAL 
instrument. In particular, the findings of this study show that the students of the College of 
Engineering, College of Science and the School of Business have a moderate positive 
perception of service quality in the university. It further came to light that students from the 
School of Business have a better perception of service quality in the university than students 
of College of Engineering and College of Science. Overall, the College of Engineering 
students were also most satisfied with the assurance component and least satisfied with the 
empathy component. The students of the College of Science were most satisfied with the 
responsive component and least satisfied with the tangibility component. 

One of the significant arguments of the service quality in higher education institutions contends 
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that service quality should mirror the growth of academic institution of higher learning, 
because it is an embodiment of essential components that shape academic environment. The 
higher education is influenced by technological developments as well as tangibility, assurance, 
reliability, empathy and responsive conditions and, in turn, strengthen customer-oriented 
approaches are reflected in service quality. In line with the arguments from the school 
psychosocial environment viewpoint, this study supports the thesis that the influence of the 
teaching and learning conditions was reflected in mainstream service quality. Consequently, it 
the results amplify the assertion that service quality (tangibility, responsiveness, reliability, 
assurance and empathy) has a positive impact on student’s overall satisfaction.  

However, interpretation of the results of this type of exploratory study always requires a special 
caution. Rarely are there single-cause phenomena. Perceptibly, there would be some other 
factors that might explain the changes in the dimensions of service quality. Innovative 
institutional policies might have contributed to this trend in that they emphasized student 
engagement, quality materials, sound curriculum alignment and, importantly, improving 
teaching excellence and research. Technological development and awareness of quality 
assurance measures would also be considered as important variables.  

While this study could not wholly attribute the variations in the use of SERVQUAL exclusively 
to the service quality conditions, nevertheless it appears reasonable to conclude that at least 
part of the changes were attributable to them. The function of service quality can be explained 
in two ways: managing students’ expectations and customer-oriented approaches. As far as the 
latter is concerned, the changes in national economic status are worth considering as positive 
forces that would have affected the higher education and, as a result, altered what had been 
contained in this study.  

6. Recommendations 

The fact that the students have a moderate positive perception of service quality in the 
university implies that the university needed to do more to improve its service quality 
especially in the areas of empathy and tangibility. While the poor showing in the empathy 
component may be attributed to large class sizes (a problem that needed to be tackled), that of 
tangibility just reinforces the need for the university to improve its infrastructure. More 
specifically, while it is necessary for the university to work more towards the improvement of 
student satisfaction with all components of the instrument, it has to do more to improve the 
tangibles (infrastructure) in the Colleges of Engineering and Science. 
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