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Tamara Raji¢' : Original Scientific Paper
Andrea Vukovié¢
Sonja Jaéimovié®

An empirical examination of the impact of service quality
on attitudinal and behavioral loyalty in higher education
setting

Abstract: This study aims to examine the construct of higher education service quality from the
perspective of students as primary users of educational services and investigate its impact on
students’ attitudinal and behavioral loyalty. The study has been performed on a sample of 234
students attending small public faculty in Serbia. Results of exploratory factor analysis indicate four-
dimensional structure of higher education service quality. Findings of structural equation modeling
point to significant impact of overall quality perceptions on students’ attitudinal loyalty, whereas the
mpact of quality perceptions on behavioral loyalty is mediated via attitudinal loyalty. Implications of the
siudy have been discussed and limitations and suggestions for future research are highlighted.

Xeywords: higher education service quality, attitudinal loyalty, behavioral loyalty

1. Introduction

Customer loyalty has been frequently studied topic in Services Marketing literature over previous three
Jecades. Researchers’ interests in customer loyalty have been initiated by a number of expected
2enefits of building loyal customer base. Customer loyalty is regarded as an important basis for the
Zevelopment of sustainable competitive advantage of companies. Serving loyal customers is less
=xpensive for companies, loyal customers are expected to buy more frequently and willing to try
2aditional goods and services of a company. Loyal customers are less price sensitive and inclined to
soread positive word-of-mouth and therefore bring in new customers (Reichheld, 1996; Lam et al.,
2004). Marketing literature defines customer loyalty as a “a deeply held commitment to rebuy or
r=patronize a preferred product/service consistently in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-
2rand or same brand-set purchasing, despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the
sotential to cause switching behavior* (Oliver, 1999; p.34). This definition clearly implies two aspects
o loyalty — attitudinal and behavioral loyalty. Early studies on customer loyalty mainly focused on
2=havioral component as a manifestation of customer loyalty, whereas customer loyalty was explained
2y repeat purchase behavior. This however is not a credible manifestation of true loyalty, as repeat
surchases may be induced by high switching barriers and have nothing in common with preferential
Ssposition towards a company and its goods and services (Bloemer et al., 1999). According to Dick
2nd Basu (1994) both a favorable attitude, higher than the attitude of alternatives, and repeated
==2tronage are required for loyalty. Therefore in addition to customer's tendency to repurchase, it is
mecessary to take into account customer's favorable attitudes towards a company, i.e. willingness to
"=commend a company and spread positive word-of-mouth, as indicators of true customer loyalty
‘Srexendorf et al., 2010).

~terature review indicates several determinants of customer loyalty and service quality has been most
F=quently highlighted among the determinants. In a multicompany study Zeithaml et al. (1996) provide
=mpirical support for positive impact of service quality improvements on customers’ favorable
2enavioral intentions, such as customers’ willingness to spread positive word-of-mouth, repurchase
#om the same company, and pay price premiums, whereas positive perceptions of quality are
m=gatively related to customers’ intentions to switch and seek for external response to an eventual
@mmolem. On a sample of cruise passengers Petrick (2004) provides evidence of significant impact of
s=rvice quality on passengers’ intention to repurchase and spread positive word-of-mouth. Positive
mpact of service quality on customer willingness to say positive things about the company and
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recommend service provider has been also supported by Quach et al. (2016) in the context implying
provision of Intemmet services. Due to unique characteristics of services, such as intangibility
heterogeneity, perishability and inseparability of production and consumption of services, it is mor=
difficult for customers to evaluate service quality and consequently more important for servics
providers to build loyal customer base (Javalgi & Moberg, 1997). Higher education also exhibits 2!
classical features of services. Most quality attributes cannot be seen, felt or examined in advance, =
production and consumption are inseparable and due to high involvement of human factor higher
education services are heterogeneous and generally in spite of the advance of ICT higher education
services cannot be stored (Cuthbert, 1996; Owlia & Aspinwall, 1996). According to Yeo and Li (2014
higher education, which includes lesson delivery, advising, counseling, research supervising, shoulz
be regarded as a service business, whereas students who are primary beneficiaries of educationz
services should be regarded as customers. Over recent years higher education institutions have
faced a number of challenges, such as insuficient government funds and necessity of attracting tuition-
fee paying students, requirements for higher involvement in international research and teaching
cooperations, improvement in learning and teaching and the increase of staff and student mobility
improvement of corporate image and status in international league tables with the aim of attracting
high quality business associates, which has put an additional pressure on higher education institutions
to adopt customer-centric business models (Ledden et al., 2011) and pay greater attention to higher
education service quality and its impact on students' behavior. Whereas quality of educational services
has been the subject of much examination across countries (Cuthbert, 1996; Oldfield & Baron, 2000
Sohail & Shaikh, 2004; Stodnick & Rogers, 2008; Ali et al., 2016; Teeroovengadum et al., 2016), the
determinants and consequences of service quality have been scarcely examined in Serbian higher
education setting. Therefore, this study attempts to fill this important research gap. Taking the
perspective of students as primary customers of higher education services, this study will examine the
construct of service quality and its constituents in the context of higher education in Serbia anc
examine the effects of quality improvements on students' attitudinal and behavioral loyalty. Amonz
service organizations, higher education service providers should be particularly concerned about
student loyalty, as loyalty of current students may positively affect quality of teaching and lecturers
involvement in the course, which would further contribute to a classroom atmosphere that stimulates
learning (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001).

In order to address these research objectives the paper is organized as follows. Review of previous
studies on service quality constructs, with special attention being paid to the construct of higher
education service quality and its measurement, is presented first, which is followed by the explanation
of research methodology. Main research findings are discussed subsequently and limitations of the
study and suggestions for further research are highlighted.

2. Literature review

Due to aforementioned distinctive features of services, service quality has been regarded as an
abstract construct which is difficult to define and measure. According to the most widely acceptec
conceptualization of the construct, service quality is regarded as “the consumer’s judgment about an
entity’s overall excellence or superioriry” (Parasuraman et al.,, 1988; p. 15), which is similar, but not
equivalent to customer satisfaction and which results from comparison between customers
expectations and perceptions of service. Based on thorough qualitative research including customers
and executives of service businesses, the authors proposed ten dimensions of service quality, which
were in further quantitative research condensed into five service quality dimensions, reliability.
assurance, responsiveness, tangibles and empathy. Following iterative procedure the authors further
developed SERVQUAL scale, a 22-item instrument for measuring customer perceptions of service
quality and based on reassessment and refinement of the instrument Parasuraman et al. (1988)
claimed its applicability across a broad spectrum of services. Since its inception the instrument has
gained enormous popularity among researchers, owing to its plain expectations-perceptions format
including statements which addressed each of five service quality dimensions. However, in spite of its
simplicity, the instrument has been criticized on many grounds, such as calculating difference scores
between customers’ perceptions and expectations and the instability of difference scores in
multivariate data analysis, unsupported five-dimensional structure underlying SERVQUAL instrument.
its applicability in service settings which differ from those on the basis of which SERVQUAL scale was
proposed, its orientation towards measuring the process of service delivery without addressing the
outcome of the process, etc. (Buitle, 1296).
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Notwithstanding the deficiency of SERVQUAL scale. 2 number of researchers has agreed with
Parasuraman et al.’s (1988) claim that SERVQUAL instrument should be regarded as a basic skeleton
which when necessary can be upgraded by the inclusion of service quality attributes which are
relevant for service setting which is the subject of measurement Oldfield and Baron’s (2000) study
which was conducted on a sample of Business and Management students at a UK university, by the
application of performance-only items of SERVQUAL scale, resulted in three-dimensional construct of
nigher education service quality comprising requisite, acceptable and functional service quality
attributes. Results of a study conducted on a sample of students attending business school in Saudi
Arabia, using SERVQUAL items adapted to the context of higher education, revealed six dimensions
of higher education service quality, contact personnel, physical evidence, reputation, responsiveness,
access to facilities and curriculum, whereas on the basis of principal component analysis contact
personnel emerged as the most significant determinant of students’ perceptions of service quality
(Sohail & Shaikh, 2004). In a study conducted on a sample of university students in Indonesia
Sumaedi et al. (2012) provided evidence in support of seven dimensions of higher education service
guality construct, such as curriculum, facilities, contact personnel, social activities, education
counselors, assessment and instruction media, whereas by the application of regression analysis
facilities emerged as the dimension contributing most towards overall perceptions of service quality of
2 state university. Stodnick and Rogers (2008) on a sample of students attending undergraduate
Operations Management courses in the U.S. applied SERVQUAL scale, by adapting its 19 items to
the classroom environment, and provided evidence of its reliability and validity in higher education
setting, as well as its superiority for measuring classroom service quality in comparison with traditional
student assessment scales. A study conducted on a sample of students in India, using adapted
version of SERVQUAL scale, resulted in five dimensions of service quality, namely learning outcomes,
responsiveness, physical facilities, personality development and academics, whereas significant
differences emerged between students’ expectations and perceptions with respect to all dimensions of
service quality (Narang, 2012). Teeroovengadum et al. (2016) on the basis of extensive literature
review, followed by thorough qualitative and quantitative research, proposed five-dimensional
nierarchical instrument for measuring higher education service quality, named HESQUAL, and
supported its reliability and construct validity on a sample of students attending the University of
Mauritius. Findings of this study resulted in five primary dimensions of service quality, namely
administrative quality, support facilities quality, core educational quality, transformative quality and
physical environment quality, comprising nine sub-dimensions of service quality. According to Ali et al.
120186) higher education service providers should devote special attention to measuring and improving
service quality, due to the strategic role of service quality for enhancing competitiveness of
=ducational institutions and its relevance for attracting potential and retaining existing students.
Soulding et al. (1993) on a sample of U.S. students provide evidence in support of positive impact of
service quality on students’ intention to say positive things about the faculty to people outside the
faculty, contribute money to the faculty upon the graduation and recommend the faculty to one's
employer as a place to recruit prospective employees. On a sample of former students of six German
universities Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) provide support for positive impact of service quality on
students’ intentions to recommend their course of study and the faculty to other people, keeping in
©uch with the faculty, making the same choice again if they had been faced with the decision of
choosing a course of study and a faculty and students’ willingness to become a member of an alumni
organization at their faculty, i.e. both attitudinal and behavioral loyalty. Findings of a study conducted
on a sample of Indian students indicate positive impact of students’ perceptions of service quality on
students’ willingness to recommend the university to a friend or family member and students’
oreference to pursue higher level of studies at the same university (Subrahmanyam & Bellamkonda,
20186). Several studies have also reported significant impact of attitudinal loyalty on behavioral loyalty
‘Carpenter, 2008; Mandhachitara & Poolthong, 2011; Quach et al., 2016). Based on previous studies
e following hypotheses are proposed:

=1: Service quality positively affects attitudinal loyalty;

=2: Service quality positively affects behavioral loyalty;

=3 Attitudinal loyalty is positively related to behavioral loyalty.

Conceptual model which integrates proposed relationships is presented in Figure 1.

=CIN 2016 157



Figure 1. Conceptual model

Attitudinal
Loyalty

Behavioral
Loyalty

Service Quality

3. Methodology

Quantitative study has been performed by means of self-administered questionnaire. Responses have
been collected on a convenience sample of undergraduate students attending small public faculty in
the region of Eastern Serbia. Students attending classes at particular days chosen for data collection
participated in the study. Prior to data collection lecturers have been approached and asked for their
permission for data collection at the end of classes. This approach resulted in high response rate. In
total, 300 questionnaires have been distributed, whereas analyses have been performed on 234
completely fulfilled questionnaires, yielding a response rate of 78%.

Prior to quantitative research extensive review of literature on higher education service quality has
been performed. In order to address the construct of service quality in higher education setting in
Serbia as thoroughly as possible four group discussions with students have also been performed.
Service quality attributes deemed important from the perspective of students have been discussed as
well as SERVQUAL items adapted to the setting of higher education. Finally prior to a large scale
survey, a pilot test has been performed in order to check comprehensibility of questionnaire items. In
addition to service quality, the questionnaire also included items measuring the constructs of
attitudinal and behavioral loyalty, which have been adapted from previous studies (Mandhachitara &
Poolthong, 2011; Quach et al., 2016). The construct of attitudinal loyalty has been measured by one
item, whereas two items have been used for the measurement of behavioral loyalty. As a measure of
attitudinal loyalty students were asked to indicate how likely they were to recommend the faculty to a
friend of family member who were faced with the decision of choosing higher education institution.
Students were asked to indicate the likelihood of choosing the same course and the same faculty, if
they had been faced with the enroliment of university studies again, and these measures represented
behavioral loyalty items. All items were measured on a 7-point Liket-type scale, ranging from 1-
strongly disagree to 7-strongly agree.

The construct of service quality and its underlying factor structure have been examined by means of
exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Due to acceptable reliability of service quality dimensions,
composite indicators have been calculated as mean values of respective service quality items and
entered into further analysis as indicators of overall service quality construct. Structural equation
modeling (SEM), using maximum likelihood as a method of parameter estimation, has been performed
to examine hypothesized relationships among latent constructs, whereas following Anderson and
Gerbing's (1988) suggestions confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) has been performed first, to examine
whether theoretical relationship between measurement items and their respective constructs have
been supported by the data, followed by the analysis of structural model. Data analyses have been
performed using SPSS v.16 and LISREL 8.80.

4. Results and discussion

In order to condense multiple observed variables into a few underlying latent factors, service quality
items have been subjected to exploratory factor analysis. Suitability of data for factor analysis has
been examined first, by calculating Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) and
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Bartlett's Test of Sphericity. KMO measure of 0.922 and significant value of Bartlett's test indicated
that the data could be properly submitted to factor analysis. Factor loadings lower than 0.40 have
been suppressed and items loading highly onto more than one factor have been excluded from further
analysis, one by one. The extraction method was based on Kaiser's criterion of eigenvalues being
greater than 1. Out of 26 items initially entered into factor analysis the aforementioned iterative
procedure yielded 21 items grouped under four dimensions of service quality, which explained 63% of
variance in the sample. On the basis of strong association of observed variables to certain latent
factors, higher education service quality dimensions have been named as follows — employees’
behavior, outcome of educational process, tangibles and timeliness. The content of service quality
dimensions is presented in Table 1, which displays rotated component matrix. Reliability, which
referes to the ability of measurement instrument to produce consistent results in repeated
measurements, was assessed by calculating Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient. Reliability analysis which
resulted in Cronbach’s Alpha values higher than the lower threshold of 0.70 indicated consistency of
service quality dimensions. On the basis of item-to-total correlation one additional item has been
excluded from further analysis (Q46), after which the transformation of service quality dimensions into
composite indicators has been carried out.

Table 1. Rotated Component Matrix

Component
1 2 3 4
Employees’ behavior
| Q28 Professors are never too busy to respond to students’ requests. L25
Q27 Professors are consistently courteous with students 1S
Q36 When a student has a problem, professors show a sincere interest in | .693
solving it
Q37 Professors perform services right the first time .613
Q43 Professors are always willing to help students 612
| Q34 Professors give students individual attention .602
Q35 Professors look professional 573
Q32 Professors instil confidence in students .545
Q44 Professors adhere to high standards in performing their activities .510
Q47 Professors have students’ best interests at heart 421
Outcome of educational process
Q51 Studies at this faculty prepare students for career development .887
Q50 This faculty trains students for work in leading world companies .873
Q52 This faculty trains students for practical application of acquired knowledge .828
Q49 This faculty prepares students to continue their studies at leading .824
universities in the world
Tangibles
Q39 Materials associated with the services of professors (such as handouts and .762
syllabi) are visually appealing
{ Q33 The physical facilities at the faculty are visually appealing .760
Q38 Faculty has up-to-date equipment .728
Timeliness
Q30 Professors tell students exactly when services will be performed .837
1 Q29 Professors provide their services at the time they promise to do so .786
Q40 When professors promise to do something by a certain time, they do so :552
Q46" | Class times and office hours are convenient to students 439
Eigenvalue 4.261 3.779 2 147 2.479
% of Variance 20.289 | 19.993 [ 13.224 | 11.806
__Cumulative% 20.289 | 38.282 | 51.506 | 63.312
Cronbach’s Alpha 0.893 0.932 0.794 0.753

- Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis
- Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization
__Excluded on the basis of Item-to-total correlation

Source: Authors’ calculation

'n the following stage confirmatory factor analysis has been performed to examine whether theoretical
relationships among measurement items and their corresponding latent variables were Supported by
e data. Although the analysis yielded statistically significant x° value (x2(12)=30.958, p<0.01), other
goodness-of-fit indices suggested acceptable fit of the model to the data (GF1=0.962; AGFI=0.911:
CFI=0.973; NFI=0.957; NNFI=0.953; RMSEA=0.082). The construct of attitudinal loyalty has been
measured with single item. The realiability of single-item measure has been set at 0.80 and in line with
e suggestions of Yieh et al. (2007) error variance of the observable variable has been set at 0¥ 1-a),
whereas o° is the variance of the observable variable and a is item’s reliability. As latent constructs
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have been measured using indicators which have been adapted from previous studies, and formulates
on the basis of focus groups, as is the case with the items measuring service quality, conditions for
face validity have been fulfilled. Statistically significant factor loadings which standardized values ar=
higher than 0.50 provide evidence in support of convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981)
Adequate convergent validity has been also indicated by average variance in indicators of servics
quality and behavioral loyalty explained by their corresponding factors which exceeded the value of
0.50 (AVEsq=0.52; AVEDbI=0.70). Composite reliabilities of service quality and behavioral loyalty
constructs being higher than 0.70 also indicate acceptable convergent validity (CRsq=0.810
CRbI=0.824). As average variance extracted for service quality and behavioral loyalty are higher than
the squared correlation between these constructs (0.166) evidence in support of discriminant validity
has been provided (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Results of measurement model analysis are presentes
in Table 2. Discriminant validity has been also tested following Anderson and Gerbing’'s (1982
suggestions of constraining correlations among each pair of latent variables to one and performing 2
chi-square difference test on the values obtained for constrained and unconstrained model. For a¢
pairs of variables the chi-square difference test is significant at the p<0.01 level indicating that latent
variables are not perfectly correlated. i.e. discriminant validity has been supported. The smallest
change in chi-square value has been recorded for service quality and attitudinal loyalty (Ax2(1)=9.124
p<0.01).

Table 2. Measurement model analysis

St. factor loadings T values AVE CR Cronbach’s Alpha
sqi .887 9.392
$g2 .656 8.127
sq3 698 8.504 0.52 0.810 0.788
sq4 619 :
bi1 .730 12,122 >
bl2 .935 L 0.70 0.824 0.683
al n.a** n.a. n.a n.a. : n.a.

*Inter-item correlation
** n.a. — Not applicable, as the construct has been measured with one item

Source: Authors’ calculation

Analyses of structural relations have been performed in the following stage. In spite of statistically
significant chi-square value (x2(12)=30.958, p<0.01), other fit indices met recommended criteria for
acceptable model-fit (CFI=0.973, NFI=0.957, NNFI=0.953, RMSEA=0.08). Results of the study
indicate significant positive effect of students’ overall perceptions of service quality on their attitudinal
loyalty (y=0.473, t=5.648) as well as significant impact of attitudinal loyalty on students’ behavioral
intentions (3=0.903, t=9.797). Therefore, hypotheses H1 and H3 have been supported. The impact of
overall service quality on students’ behavioral intentions has not reached the level of significance (y=-
0.019, t=0.313) and hypothesis H2 has been rejected. However, lack of significance of the direct
impact of service quality on students’ behavioral loyalty does not imply that service quality perceptions
are irrelevant for students’ behavioral intentions, as the impact of service quality on students’
behavioral loyalty is mediated via attitudinal loyalty (0.408). Significant impact of service quality on
attitudinal loyalty and mediated impact of quality on behavioral loyalty have been also supported by
Quach et al.’s (2016) empirical study of Internet providers’ service quality. Results of hypotheses
testing are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of hypotheses testing

Hypotheses St. path coefficients | t-values R®

H1: Service quality — attitudinal loyalty 0.473 5.648 R%;=0.224
H2: Service quality — behavioral loyalty -0.019 0313 R’y = 0.798
H3: Attitudinal loyalty — behavioral loyalty 0.903 9.797

Source: Authors’ calculation

Viability of proposed model is supported by explained variance of the behavioral loyalty construct (R
= 0.798), which indicates that both guality and atttitudinal loyalty are important determinants of
students’ behavioral loyalty. However, explained variance of attitudinal loyalty indicates that, in
addition to service quality, there are some other constructs which exert significant effect on students’
attitudinal loyalty and their impact on students’ willingness to recommend higher education institution
would be an avenue worthy of further examination. This assumption is also corroborated by recent
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studies in the area of higher education which empincally support the mediating role of student
satisfaction in the relationship between perceptions of service quality and students’ behavioral
intentions (Ali et al., 2016; Subrahmanyam & Bellamkonda. 2018)

5. Conclusions

Over recent years the construct of higher education service quality has been extensively examined
across educational settings. As this important research topic has stayed mainly under-researched in
Serbia, this study represents an endeavour to examine the content and dimensionality of service
quality construct in Serbian higher education setting and its impact on students’ attitudinal and
behavioral loyalty, i.e. students’ willingness to recommend the faculty and enroll higher level of studies
within the same institution. Students’ conative and action loyalty are of particular relevance for
contemporary higher education institutions, due to ever-rising competitive pressures, proliferation of
study options worldwide and limited public revenue for financing higher education institutions. Findings
of this study indicate significant direct impact of service quality on students’ attitudinal loyalty, as well
as the direct relatedness of attitudinal loyalty to behavioral loyalty, whereas the direct impact of service
quality on students’ behavioral loyalty has not rached acceptable level of significance (p>0.05). By no
means does this imply that investments in service quality improvemenst would be futile in an attempt
to build long-term relationships with students. Service quality emerged as an important, but indirect
determinant of students’ behavioral loyalty. Coefficients of determinantion of attitudinal loyalty and
behavioral loyalty point to the importance of more thorough examination of the determinants of
students’ loyalty, their interrelatedness and relative effects on loyalty.

Principal component analysis yielded four dimensions of service quality construct in Serbian higher
education, namely employees’ behavior, outcome of educational process, tangibles and timeliness. As
questionnaire items have been derived from SERVQUAL scale and group discussions with students,
certain resemblance with Parasuraman et al.’s findings (1988) is evident, i.e. interdimensional overlap
among assurance, responsiveness and empathy items which in this study grouped around the factor
named as employees’ behavior. Similarity with the original dimensions of SERVQUAL scale is
noticeable regarding two additional dimensions resulting from this study, tangibles and timeliness,
which correspond to tangibles and reliability of the original SERVQUAL instrument. Group discussions
indicated students’ concern about being qualified for future career development and placement within
world-class companies and higher level studies at leading universities in the world upon graduation
from the faculty they currently attend. These four dimensions explained 63% of variance in the
sample, indicating an acceptable representation of service quality construct in Serbian higher
education setting. However these findings also point to the necessity of more though examination of
the construct of higher education service quality, which would be an avenue worthy of further
research. In addition, future studies should attempt to determine relative importance of service quality
dimensions, as this knowledge would provide administrators of higher education institutions with
useful directions for taking corrective actions. Whereas the focus of this study have been students’
perceptions of higher education service quality, with the aim of proper allocation of limited resources
on eventual remedial actions it would be prudent to measure both students’ expectations and
perceptions of service quality, as only by comparison of expecations and perceptions could possible
negative gaps be discerned.

In spite of its contribution, this study is not without limitations. The main drawback of this research is
the scope and size of the sample. Therefore findings of this study should not be generalized to student
population and Serbian higher education setting as a whole. Findings of this study should be regarded
rather as a baseline for future research which should be conducted on a more representative sample
of student population in Serbian higher education setting.
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