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An Empirical Examination of a Model of Students’ Perception toward
Service Quality: An Application of SERVQUAL to Hospitality Education

Tatsuya OKA

Abstract

Tourism and hospitality is difficult to teach and difficult to learn (Cooper et al., 1996). The purpose of this
study was to explore a theoretical yet practical method for hospitality education by assessing the service quality of
the hospitality industry as perceived by students using a modified SERVQUAL scale, so that they can have a more
accurate understanding of hospitality and service through evaluation work. The respondents of the study were the
university students who stayed at a hotel together during a field study trip. Data were collected through a self-
administered survey SERVQUAL questionnaire distributed to the respondents. The data were then analyzed
statistically using independent t-Test with Excel software to determine how service quality was perceived
differently by female and male students. The respondents received feedback regarding the research method and the
results of the study as a part of hospitality education. The implications of this study are useful to help tourism and
hospitality educators develop practical teaching strategies to strengthen students’ ability to understand hospitality
and service through applying theories that they learned in the classroom to experiential learning settings such as

fieldwork trips and site visits.
Keywords: Service Quality, Experiential Learning, Total Quality Management, Hospitality Education, SERVQUAL

1. Introduction

Over the decades, tourism has experienced continued growth and deepening diversification to become one of
the fastest growing economic sectors in the world (WTO 2016). Tourism and hospitality education plays a vital role
in the provision of qualified and competent human resources, and the responsibility for providing service-oriented
human resources lies not only with the governments, and tourism organizations, but also with the system of a
country’s higher education institutions in tourism and hospitality management (Basaran 2016).

In a modern global marketplace, quality is a key competency from which companies derive competitive
advantage (Kim-Soon et al., 2014). Delivering superior service quality is a prerequisite for success and survival in
today’s competitive business environment (Gilbert and Wong 2006).

With hospitality products, quality is measured by how well customer expectations are met and the key is to
exceed the customer’s service-quality expectations (Kotler et al., 2016). However, quality is a perceptual,

conditional and somewhat subjective attribute (Kim-Soon et al., 2014) and measuring how good it was is a
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challenge for service organizations since a service experience exists only as a memory in the person who had the
experience (Ford et al., 2011), which makes it even more difficult for tourism and hospitality educators to teach the
essence of hospitality and/or service in ordinary classroom settings.

While ‘Experiential Learning’ in higher education, which the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching
(CRLT) at the University of Michigan defines as ‘plan site visits that allow students to see and experience
applications of theories and concepts discussed in the class,” is enormously beneficial from the perspectives of
hospitality education (Oka 2017), this practical approach also requires very special skills from tourism and
hospitality educators (Cooper et al., 1996).

In this context, the purpose of this study is to explore a theoretical yet practical method for hospitality
education by assessing the service quality of the hospitality industry as perceived by students using a modified
SERVQUAL scale during a fieldwork trip, so that they can have a more accurate understanding of hospitality and

service through the evaluation work.

2. Underlying theories
SERVQUAL was developed after a comprehensive study with various customers and executives from
different service organizations (Parasuraman et al., 1985). Since its development over 30 years ago, the
SERVQUAL model has attracted considerable attention and has gone through numerous refinements (Udo et al.,
2011). In the SERVQUAL model, service quality is defined in terms of meeting or exceeding a consumer’s
expectation (Parasuraman et al., 1985); the model conceptualises service quality as a gap between customer’s
expectations (E) and the perception of the service providers’ behavioural performance (P), and service quality
should be measured by subtracting customer’s perception scores from customer expectation scores (Q = P — E)
(Ekinci and Riley 1998).
The 5 dimensions and the descriptions to service quality in the SERVQUAL tool are listed below
(Parasuraman et al., 1988).
Tangible—physical facilities, equipment, and appearance of personnel;
Reliability—ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately;
Responsiveness—willingness to help customers and provide prompt service;
Assurance—knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence; and
Empathy—caring, individualized attention the firm provides its customers.
While a more specific scale for the lodging industry called LODGSERV was produced, this study has used
SERVQUAL as its main research tool because the superiority of one scale over the other is in doubt and there is a

need of a further investigation (Ekinci et al., 1998).

3. Data Collection and Analysis

The sample for this research consisted of undergraduate students in a seminar course in which the students
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Word of Personal Past
mouth needs experience
Service Quality Service Quality Assessment
Dimensions Expected 1. Expectations exceeded
Tangibles service (ES) [\| ES<PS (Quality surprise)
Reliability 2. Expectations met
Responsiveness Perceived || ES=PS (Satisfactory quality)
Assurance service (PS) 3. Expectations not met
Empathy ES >PS (Unacceptable quality)

Fig.1 SERVQUAL Model
(Adopted from Ibarra et al. (2014) p.88 Fig.1)

participated in an overnight field study trip under the direction of a university professor. The total population size
was 17, of which 47% were female and 53% were male. All of the population were sophomores.

The research design was based on Parasuraman et al.’s (1988) five dimensions of service quality (tangible,
reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy). Some modifications were made to the research instrument as
17 items were selected out of the SERVQUAL 22 items in order to suit the accommodation’s characteristics and to
improve accessibility for the students following a pilot test that was conducted to assess the students’ ability to
comprehend the meanings of the items (questions).

Each of the students were asked to fill out the survey just before and just after the trip regarding the
hospitality and services that they received during their stay at a hotel. The questions used to measure the

accommodation rating were derived from previous studies.

Table 1. Questionnaire used in survey
Criteria Sub-criteria
Tangible Q1 Visually appealing (buildings and facilities)
Q2 Up-to-date equipment
Q3 Neat employees
Q4 Visually appealing (promotional brochures)

Reliability Q5 Services provided at promised time
Q6 Sincere interest in problem solving
Q7 Accuracy of records

Responsiveness Q8 Information on service delivery is provided
Q9 Prompt service

Q10  Always willing to help guests

Q11  Never too busy to respond to request
Assurance Q12 Instilling trust in guests

Q13 Safe feeling in transaction

Q14  Consistent courtesy

Q15  In-depth knowledge
Empathy Q16 Personal attention

Q17  Convenient operating hours
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While perceived price could be also an important factor to determine customer satisfaction (Anderson et al.,
1994; Lien and Yu, 2001; Clemes et al., 2008; Sumaedi et al., 2011), this research does not take the accommodation
costs into consideration because a large part of the accommodation payments by the students was compensated by
the university for the purpose of educational field study enhancement, which makes it difficult to evaluate the
respondents’ expectation and perception regarding their costs and willingness to pay.

The first objective was to find out factors influencing different perceptions between female and male
students, if there are. The respondents were asked to rate the factors on a five point Likert scale in which 1 =
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3= neutral, 4 = agree and 5= strongly agree.

Descriptive statistical methods including dispersion analysis were used to measure customers’ (students’)
expectation and perception scores. T-tests were employed to test the significant difference between means of
expectations, perceptions and Gap scores (P-E) by female students and male students. Due to the small sample size,
multi regression analysis was not employed. Microsoft Excel software was used to calculate and transform the raw

data from the questionnaires into diagrams and tables that are easier to facilitate.

4. Results and Discussion
The mean scores, standard deviation and p-values for the 17 expectation and perception items are presented

in Table 2 together with the mean service quality gaps for the females and the males. Negative gap scores indicate

Table 2. Distribution of service quality values between students’ expectations and perceptions

Mean Expectation Scores Mean Perception Scores Gap Scores (P-E)
Female Male Female Male Female Male
Items Mean SD Mean SD p-value Mean SD  Mean SD p-value Mean Mean p-value
238 0.86 3.78 1.03 0.012* 3.00 0.71 344  0.83 0.281 0.63 -0.33 0.057
275 083 378 0.79 0.027¢* 375 043 378 042 0.901 1.00 0.00 0.067
325 043  4.00 094 0.067 363 048 433 0.67 0.032* 0.38 0.33 0.869
3.00 0.71 344 1.07 0.352 325 0.83 389 0.74 0.139 0.25 0.44 0.599
325 0.66 3.89 0.74 0.097 338 1.1 4.00 0.82 0.242 0.13 0.11 0.981
3.00 0.71 411 0.74 0.009* 438 0.86 4.00 0.82 0.401 1.38  -0.11 0.005%
363 0.70 4.00 0.82 0.352 4.00 0.71 444 0.68 0.237 0.38 0.44 0.822
338 0.70 4.00 0.82 0.130 4.00 0.71 422 092 0.605 0.63 0.22 0.108
325 0.66 4.00 094 0.093 375 0.83 433 0.82 0.192 0.50 0.33 0.722
313 0.78 411 087 0.036* 3.63 099 444 0.68 0.091 0.50 0.33 0.715
313 0.78 411 0.87 0.036* 3.63 099 4.11 0.74 0.307 0.50 0.00 0.361
3.13  0.78 3.89 0.87 0.094 375 0.83 422 0.63 0.241 0.63 0.33 0.540
350 0.71 411 0.74 0.123 4.00 0.87 456 0.68 0.195 0.50 0.44 0.865
350 0.71 433 0.82 0.051 4.00 0.87 456 0.50 0.163 0.50 0.22 0.422
350 0.87 3.89 0.87 0.402 388 078 344 126 0.434 0.38 -0.44 0.239
2.88 093 378 092 0.078 338 099 411 0.87 0.152 0.50 0.33 0.686
325 0.66 378 092 0.217 3.88 0.78 4.00 0.67 0.746 0.63 0.22 0.261

RTINSl =N o NV I N VAR S

Notes:

1.n= 17 (8 Female, 9 Male)

2. t-test two-tail with probability < 0.05; *significant at p<0.05

3. Gap mean is defined as ‘Perception mean — Expectation mean’.

4. SD: Standard Deviation.

5. The expectations and perceptions were measured on a 5-point Likert scale; the higher the scores, the greater the expectations or

perceptions of service quality.
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that perceived service delivery did not meet customers’ expectations, while positive gap scores indicate that
perceived service delivery exceeded customers’ expectations. The t-statistics was calculated to test for the
significance difference between expectations / perceptions of the female respondents and the male respondents. As
for the gap scores, only one item (Item 6: sincere interest in problem solving) was statistically significantly different
between female students and male students at p < 0.05. The female students’ perception on Item 6 (4.38) much
exceeded their expectation (3.00) while those of male students do not show significant difference (perception: 4.00,
expectation: 4.11).

Follow-up interviews were conducted to identify the factors and/or incidents that possibly affected the
difference. It was indicated that most of the female students appreciated the hotel employee’s response when they

had ‘problems’. According to one female student:

On the second day of our stay at the hotel, a sudden, heavy rain prevented us from going out for
scheduled site visits. We did not have umbrellas. When I asked an employee to see if I could borrow an
umbrella, he immediately handed it over to me. Then he noticed the other students hung around in the lobby
waiting for the rain to stop. He disappeared, and a couple of minutes later he showed up again in front of us,
with a lot of umbrellas enough for each one of them. The umbrellas were brand-new. He went all the way to
the hotel’s warehouse to get them. I was impressed by his kindness. So were the other female students, |

guess. Maybe boys did not care, but we did not want to get wet in rain.

Due to the limited number of sample size, this result cannot be used for prediction nor is it regarded as
representative of any population. However, the statistical analysis and interview results indicate that there was a
possibility that the female respondents appreciated the employee’s sincere attitude toward ‘problem-solving’” more

than the male respondents did.

S. Conclusions and Future Research

The purpose of this study was to explore a theoretical yet practical method for hospitality education by
assessing the service quality of the hospitality industry as perceived by students using a modified SERVQUAL
scale, so that they can have a more accurate understanding of hospitality and service through the evaluation work.
The implications of this study are useful to help tourism and hospitality educators develop practical teaching
strategies to strengthen students’ ability to understand hospitality and service through applying theories that they
learned in the classroom to experiential learning settings such as fieldwork trips and site visits. The respondents
also received feedback regarding the research method and the results of the study as a part of hospitality education.

Although this study has provided some interesting findings for knowledge development in the practice of
hospitality education, there are limitations of this research. First, this research is only conducted within a seminar

students group so the findings may differ if the sample was different. It is important, however, to note that the main
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aim of this study is to have students use research methods (SERVQUAL) for the better understanding of the
fundamentals of hospitality and ‘excellent’ service as well as basic statistical skills, not for prediction or
management perspectives which requires a bigger sample size. Also, reliability, convergent validity and
multicollinearity should be explored further when more precise research is conducted. Future research on students’
perception to service quality and hospitality should consider using a more comprehensive sampling design within
much bigger population settings to increase reliability and validity. Second, this study used 17 items (questions) for
evaluation; future research can explore whether a more limited set of SERVQUAL items or newly invented items
could be used to measure the service quality from the perspectives of both customers’ (students’) better

understanding and characteristics of hospitality industries’ actual services.
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