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ABSTRACT
The success or failure of service-based organizations is determined ipdeargg
consumers’ perceived value of those services. Value can be measured in terms of
consumers’ perceived performance quality in comparison with the cost to consumers of
purchasing the service. The ideal goal of service marketing organizatimnshtain and
maintain a loyal base alelighted customers. Loyalty can be measured in terms of
customer satisfaction, retention levels, and perception of service qualtg. tigher
education industry, private institutions compete for student enrollment with gitateef
institutions on factors other than cost value. Standard quality and satisfactien sur
instruments for service-based organizations were designed to measuie gémautes.
Each service industry has some unique characteristics resulting in ditfestomer
expectations of quality performance associated with the industry. Fogtier hi
education service industry, there is no customized satisfaction survey ingtthatas
used to measure attributes unique to the industry. This article develops dadakoasis
for designing such a customized higher education survey instrument. The gbal Wil
provide school leaders in higher education with data that identify key &servic
performance programs within the institution useful for facilitatasinfficient, sustained
enrollment of satisfied, or preferably, delighted students in order for tliteitiost to

remain competitive and viable.
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The success or failure of service-based organizations is determined ipdeargg
consumers’ perceived value of those services. Value can be measured in termgroérsins
perceived performance quality in comparison with the cost to consumers of pngdhasi
service. The ideal goal of service marketing organizations is to obtainaanthim a loyal base
of delighted customers. Loyalty can be measured in terms of customer satisfactiotiprete
levels, and perception of service quality. In the higher education industry, privéteiorss
compete for student enrollment with state-funded institutions on factors lodimecdst value.

Each service industry has some unique characteristics resulting in ditfestomer
expectations of quality performance associated with the industry. Foigtier leiducation
service industry, there is no customized satisfaction survey instrumentubkatiiso measure
attributes unique to the industry. This article develops a theoretical basis tpringsiuch a
customized higher education survey instrument. The goal will be to provide schoad iesader
higher education with data that identify key service performance progreims the institution
useful for facilitatating sufficient, sustained enrollment of satisfiegyeferably, delighted
students in order for the institution to remain competitive and viable.

The problem to be addressed is the need to understand what service factorsudéett s
enrollment retention in a private university for it to remain competitive andeviBlelcause
public colleges can compete for student enrollment based on price, a suceagklitive
strategy for private colleges is to differentiate their servicesdardo achieveustainable

competitive advantage (Porter, 1980).



Background

Consumers perceive quality performance from service providers differentlyrdiman f
providers of tangible goods (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1985, 1988; Zegithaml
Parasuraman, & Berry, 1990). As a result, survey instruments were developeddure
consumer perceptions of service quality in relationship to consumer satisfotn services
rendered (1988; Cronin & Taylor, 1992; Voon, 2006). Often these standard survey instruments
have been used to measure performance and satisfaction genericallgemacs:related
industry including higher education (Tan & Kek, 2004; Telford & Masson, 2005; Smiith,Sm
& Clarke, 2007). However, Carman (1990), who studied customer satisfaction acnoss f
service industries: a dental school patient clinic, a business school placemient a tire store,
and an acute care hospital, found that a generic survey instrument would not produce a
satisfactory evaluation across each of the service industries in his study.

Firdaus (2005) designed an industry-specific survey, the Higher Educatimnn®ance
(HEJPERF) instrument, based on concepts in the Service Quality (SERVBailasuraman
et al., 1988) and the Service Performance (SERVPERF) (Cronin & Taylor, 199djnests.
However, the HEAPERF instrument does not appear to have been used in studiesother tha
Firdaus’ studies. In addition, the HEAPERF is lengthy at 75 questions. None of the
aforementioned surveys contain the element of brand loyalty as could beeddasstudent
commitment to remain enrolled in the school. These factors contribute to the neatblisreat
service performance — satisfaction survey instrument that will measwreesfactors unique to
higher education in general and to individual institutions in specific. The suntaynnest

should include measurements of relationships between student perceptions of qualitye from



school, their satisfaction with the school’s performance on key perfornatnibeites, and their
commitment to remain enrolled at the school.
Problem Satement

Over 300 private colleges closed between 1970 and 1993, primarily due to inadequate
financial resources and increased competition from public schools (Lee, 20@®)1880, the
net number of private colleges has remained steady at the level of about 1,60Mmstivith a
few colleges closing, and approximately the same number of colleges openiyga&ach
(National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, 2009). Howewent
economic conditions might change that trend (Jaschik, 2008).

The U.S. Department of Education reported that 114 private nonprofit degree-granting
colleges failed to meet the department’s financial-responsibility tpsteatial indicator of
survivability, in the colleges’ most recent fiscal year (Blumenstyk, 2009)eain financially
viable, colleges require a minimum enroliment of 1,000 students (Bolda & Bruce, 1983)IsSc
that cannot attract sufficient numbers of students are vulnerable to closures seekusergers
with financially healthier institutions. Private institutions have diffigz competing with public
institutions on price. Therefore private schools must compete with serviaeliffion
strategies to achieve sustainable competitive advantage (Porter, 1980).

Sgnificance of the Proposed Sudy

There is a need to develop an in-depth understanding of the relationships between student
perceptions of service performance quality, satisfaction levels from sg@rtormance
experiences, and levels of commitment to remain loyal to the higher educatsiitation
providing the services. In addition, research is needed to identify unique perferamahc

reputation characteristics of each institution that differentiatent its competitors and can



serve to provide sustainable competitive advantages for the institution. In tlog,sgistussion
is presented on establishing the premise for examining the relationshipsropesesptions of
service performance quality, satisfaction with service performancerand loyalty as
measured by students’ commitment to remain enrolled in the higher educatstitadion.

Consumers’ level of involvement with their service providers can alter consumers
perceptions about services rendered (Babakus & Boller, 1992). On one end of the involvement
continuum are public utility companies where consumer interaction is low. On thenthef
the involvement continuum, the higher education industry is representative of avieigbrf le
involvement between the service provider (e.g., school administrators, faadlista#f), and the
students who directly benefit from excellent service or suffer from poorcsetvhas been
observed that college students today have become market-savvy consumers (Birnbaum, 2000;
Castiglia, 2006). The challenge for higher educational institutions aseserenziders, in order
to maintain a base of loyal students as customers, is to identify sewtimes filnat are relevant to
student needs and to measure students’ perceptions of the quality of servicedpkbfitiole
knowledge of the important service factors, administrators can maintairepdheit should
enhance student quality perceptions of services rendered.
Consumer Performance Quality Factors

Parasuraman et al. (1985) identified 10 key determinants of service perferfoanc
measuring consumer perceptions of quality. The determinants weshdhility, (b)
responsiveness, (¢) competence, (d) accessibility, (e) courtesy, (f) communication, (g) credibility,
(h) security, (i) understanding/knowing the customer, and (j)tangibles. In the higher education
industry, two primary categories of service performance exist: agedelated factors and non-

academic factors. Parasuraman et al. determinants (a) through (g) casktba measuring



academic variables of student perceived quality in terms of faculty paricerand curriculum
effectiveness. Determinants (d) and (j) could be used in measuring non-aceaeatles
associated with key campus facilities in support of academic prograruglddan the design of
a proposed higher education survey should be performance factors that relate te’student
expectations of value from the services provided by the institution.

Three dominant values among today’s college students are (a) finding a ghazamial
fulfilling career (Immerwahr, Johnson, Gasbarra, Ott, & Rochkind, 2007), (b) alateccess,
and (c) forming lasting personal relationships (Gutman & Miaoulis, 2003). &xlaenples are
appealing facilities with modern classroom equipment; faculty who seevaurturing role,
willing to help the students (Ham & Hayduk, 2003); an environment conducive to student-to
student interaction (Clewes, 2003). In addition to expectations held by students ea desir
services performed by institutions, companies hiring college graduates hobtiagixms on the
quality of student produced by the institutions. These company expectagqnsxtished
annually in BusinessWeek and the Wall Street Journal, providing college studénts w
potentially additional personal educational goals.

National recruiters rank interpersonal communication skills, teamwork di@nta
personal ethics and integrity, analytical and problem-solving abilities, anohg stork ethic
high on their list for desirable clients in the job market (Alsop, 2007). In addition, the top 30
graduate business schools in the nation have key attributes in common like providbig flexi
curriculum; small class sizes; and passionate, attentive teachersk|&p2008). Each of these
critical service performance expectations should be measured as a varahbl@que higher

educational survey instrument. The variables should be measured on a Likecatgpe s



preferably a five-point scale to provide sufficient degrees of freedom withenageable
framework.

Because perceptions can change with different age cohorts, a survegdésaay may
require secondary research to monitor changing perceptions. Upon discovering stanages cha
within the college age cohort, survey questions could be altered to reflect tranelst For
example, to reach Generation Y, it has been suggested that colleges should (a) pavigle a
added education focused on career needs, (b) upgrade residence halls todeetst sbcial
needs, (c) enhance admissions strategies to include local off-campitis$aanld events, and (d)
provide a robust website with relevant links (Goldgehn, 2004).

Parasuraman et al. (1988) developed the seminal survey instrument (SERVQUAL)
measuring consumer quality perceptions of service performance. The SERM@as designed
to measure both consumer expectations of service performance prior to rette\segvice, and
perceptions of service quality after receiving service performance.\oywbhe SERVQUAL is
not without its critics. Cronin and Taylor (1992) developed the non-weighted SERV&UERTy
that did not contain the service expectation questions of the SERVQUAL instrumeant. The
suggested that service quality performance perceptions derive from cos'saititedes that are
formedafter services are rendered ysior to service performance, the realm of expectations in
SERVQUAL. In the design of a new higher education survey, a measuremene vatjuired to
determine the extent to which the institution’s reputation, prior to student eentjlhad on
students’ perceptions of quality and levels of satisfaction or dissatisfdt&gxpectations have
a significant effect, a SERVQUAL model may be appropriate. If expectdigresan

insignificant effect, a SERVPERF model may be appropriate.



The level of involvement by the consumer with the service provider can provide
variations in performance factors that should be measured. Babakus and1B8IBr (
recommended a generic measurement scale at the universal level ofingeservice, but
overlaid with a standard measurement scale for each service industrgo$iisn is supported
by other industry-specific, transactional-based service quality maxlgls gelf-service
operations, Dabholkar, 1996; retail sales, Sweeney, Soutar &, Johnson, 1997; bankingkBrode
& Vachirapornpuk, 2002, etc.). However, the aforementioned models are based on tletconst
that consumers evaluate service quality by comparing their expestaifore service with
perceptions of performance after service is provided.

In contrast is the construct that cumulative evaluations by customersesgataice
commitment better than transaction-specific measurements of custtmiction such as used
in SERVQUAL and SERVPERF. Examples of survey instruments based on cumulative
experiences with a service provider are the Swedish Customer SatisfantiondBer (SCSB)
and the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) surveys. The SCG&Irinistered
annually on a national level in Europe to the same organizations and their current chstene
The ACSI survey is administered in the United States in similar fashion SCBi8.

Because students’ relationships with their institutions are relatilaely & duration,
using cumulative service experience as the base construct may not beiafgrivpvould
appear that a transaction-based performance quality survey instrumethfo@onbre practical.
Measuring only quality, however, is one part of the desired service perfapeofde. The
level of student satisfaction with the perceived quality is the second legmoihesed three-
legged stool of perceived performance quality, satisfaction, and loyaltyesss&d in

commitment to repurchase.



Consumer Satisfaction Factors

In theZone of Tolerance model (Zeithaml et al., 1990), the minimum performance level
is defined asdequate service and the ideal performance leveldesired service. Each consumer
defines these levels uniquely based on personal needs and perceptions developed over time. T
challenge for the service provider is to ascertain the optimum level daeatia that produces
sustained brand loyalty and commitment from target consumers and detersotimemdrating
to the service provider’'s competitors.

Various factors are involved in determining satisfaction levels. One faotdrecthe
promises made by the service provider to potential and active customers. Thesegoamibe
explicit or implicit in nature. Most scholars agree that service provitierdd deliver service
performance to the promised level or higher consistently in order to maintaameust
satisfaction. However, the potential exists for consumers to hold higher ¢éwkdsired service
expectations in proportion to the level of service promises made by the seovickepr
(Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman, 1993). In higher education, the promises teaditected at
the personal values and goals of students which the college degree canGatmsfn(&
Miaoulis, 2003). A higher education survey should measure the extent of explicit diwtt imp
promises on existing satisfaction levels among current students.

Another issue for service providers is the effect on customer loyalty poskd by
individual customer’s perceived width of the ZOT zone, the distance between desired a
adequate satisfaction levels. If a wide zone exists among most custbmeng become
expensive for service providers to offer sufficient service quality fataia individual customer
commitment. Conversely, if a narrow zone of satisfaction exists, some cossuight exclude

average service providers from the consumers’ evoked set, making it diffictiiefservice



providers to attract a sufficient base of satisfied customers ifett& Lee, 2005). The goal for
the service provider should be to manage an acceptable range of perfacmance satisfaction
levels that results in a sustainable competitive advantage within theietetarget market.

The issue of individual satisfaction ranges exposes a need to study persoratiiattor
might influence one’s perceptions. Three recent higher education studies (Mavea@nkd, &
Gabbott, 2004; Lagrosen, Seyyed-Hashemi, & Leitner, 2004) revealed that students do not
conform to a benchmark of satisfaction levels, but rather possess a unique atterpoétwhat
constitutes desirable performance from the service provider. The findomggHe three studies
were similar and revealed a cultural factor that could alter percepticasisfaction level. This
could indicate a need to include domestic and international ethnicity measurentbats
descriptive statistical section of a survey when the potential for diffesaacignificant.

In designing a higher education survey, one issue is to establish measufements
satisfaction levels that produce student commitment to remain enrolled in theiorstind
measurements for dissatisfaction levels that could produce student disemnirédémethe
institution. In a Norwegian college study (Helgesen, 2008), three servateer®lariables were
measured to determine the relationships between each set of variatlest satisfaction with
the college’s performance, the college’s reputation, and student commitmeactllége. A
positive correlation between satisfaction and student commitment was foundtundiyhe s
However, the study did not establish a level of dissatisfaction that could resultients
becoming sufficiently disloyal to leave a school.

Dissatisfaction levels of service performance are a part of the @irssation construct.
Disconfirmation represents the relationship between a consumer’s ekpectdtpending

service performance and the consumer’s perceptions of the service dtaliseevices are
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performed (Hamer, 2006). Confirmation occurs when service performance wesisers’
expectations. Disconfirmation is present when service performance does nobnseghers’
expectations and contains two facets. Positive disconfirmation exists whemyaarte exceeds
expectations, and negative disconfirmation exists when performance does nexpeetations
(Bolton & Drew, 1991). The higher the expectation perceived by the consumktion &
performance delivered by the service provider, the greater the potenti@donfirmation
experienced by the consumer that could lead to lower satisfaction levigks (0994).

Many existing service-related surveys measure the relationshipsibgheeceived
service quality and satisfaction levels resulting from quality peeptiFew include the third
variable of customer loyalty that results from the other two variablesoi@astoyalty in the
higher education industry can be measured by the level of student commitmentito rema
enrolled at the institution as a service provider.

Consumer Loyalty Factors

There is an increasingly important need in the competitive higher educationmyrfdust
college administrators to manage student enroliment from the point of initiakct twefore
enrollment to graduation (DeShields, Kara, & Kaynak, 2005). One study found that student
individual attitudes toward higher educational institutions were formed befoslneent and
were an important predictor of attrition in those institutions (Baker, McNeilyk&y S1985). The
guestion is how to measure loyalty or commitment in a higher education applicati

A key determination in measuring loyalty is to distinguish between attauidind
behavioral loyalty. The temptation would be to measure only the attitude of the regpponde
take action when a more tangible, behavioral measurement might produceeaapeatacy of

meaningful consumer intent. In general studies, it was found that behaviorgl tarabe
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measured by repurchase intentions, price increase tolerance for repunctigseseadecrease
tolerance to attract repurchase (Chan et al., 2003). In one higher educatigrsistdent loyalty
was measured as intention to return in the future to participate in courses arteénhé&exhich
students would provide positive referrals to those individuals in the students’ sociatksetw
(Marzo-Navarro, Pedraja-lglesias, & Rivera-Torres, 2005). Helg@8€8) used three
measurements for commitment: probability of recommending the collegendgrand
acquaintances, the probability of attending the college again if stantwg and the probability
of attending future courses offered by the college after graduation.

In another study (Brunson, 2010), students were asked if they would remain at the
institution or seek a substitute school if they were dissatisfied with thieesguality in specific
areas like faculty accessibility and maximum class sizes. The respsnd® stated they would
leave for a substitute institution were asked if they would choose one that costs miorénbut
with their satisfaction levels, or an institution that costs less, but wistirexidissatisfaction
levels. The findings from the study could indicate a need to insert various cled®saizice
performance measurements, unique to each institution, that are suspectedistradons as
being significant among the student body. Each service factor on the survey then could be
measured to determine behavioral loyalty by asking respondents whether oy wab ik leave
the institution if dissatisfied beyond a level respondents establish.

There are three dimensions of commitment: affective, normative, and continuance
(Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001). Affective commitment refers to a personaledesiemain
attached to an organization and would include the concepts of consumers’ perceivgdugdal
satisfaction. Normative commitment refers to an obligation-basedhaitadt to an organization

out of a sense of duty such as when multiple generations of family members attersdadehe

11
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institution. Continuance commitment occurs out of a personal sense of need and/arcavoida
switching costs to an alternative service provider. Continuance commitmdatttebe more of
a determinant to switch than affective or normative commitment, esget@dhtinuance and
affective commitment are low (Bansal, Irving, & Taylor, 2004). Eachethihee dimensions of
commitment should be included in a survey measuring commitment levels.

Customers with the highest loyalty levels tend to be those who bettestamdkan
organization’s value proposition and have adopted it (Reichheld, 1994). For examptadgne s
(Schertzer & Schertzer, 2004) found that maximizing student retention fae®eaof academic
fit where student-institution values and student-faculty values were in congytie@enore
congruence, the greater the retention rate among students. Measuring sahseaet
predetermined list of values may prove challenging and limited in scope. Trappesach may
be to use a qualititative essay format asking the respondents to list the perfacmance
factors that add value to their experience and those factors that detradidreatue of their
experience.

Summary

In the higher education industry, private institutions compete for student eemolvith
state-funded institutions by differentiating their services in order to\achuetainable
competitive advantage (Porter, 1980). Currently there are no standard survey instruments to
measure three key variables of service-based education: perceived padeuality,
satisfaction level, and commitment to remain loyal to the institution. Tdrerafneed exists to
develop such a survey. The purpose of this article was to establish the conceptdiat basis

developing a survey.
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The key concepts of the proposed study are displayed in Figure 1. The variablgs incl
students’ perceptions of service quality, satisfaction levels, and behavierdltmtemain
enrolled at the institution. Service quality should be measured in two areasnacadé non-
academic. Academic factors should cover curriculum effectiveness ang faedtirmance.
Non-academic factors should include the quality and accessibility of irstautacilities (e.g.,
library, computer lab, recreational facilities, etc.)

Figure 1. Key concepts of the study

College
Service
Provider

Academic
Factors

Perception of Satisfaction
Quality & Value Level

Non-
Academic
Factors

Student
Service
Consumer

Loyalty
Retention

Regrets

Alternative
College
Providers

Because the proposed survey instrument will be of an original design, rgliabdit
validity tests are require®eiability is defined as the extent to which results from a research test
are consistent over time and represents accurately the population under stiathitiRed
achieved when similar results can be reproduced using similar methodologyrdliaigaty
tests are (a) the degree to which a measurement remains the same otext tegpisa (b) the

stability of a measurement over time, and (c) the similarity of measuts within a given time

13
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period (Golafshani, 2003). A pilot test should be administered to measure tgliaitltie study
data using all three test types.

Validity is determined by whether the research truly measures that whichirtesaded
to measure. Validity measurements are derived from using a series obsiestil researchers,
then comparing the results of the study with findings from other studies $Gahaf 2003). One
method of measuring validity would be to compare results from the pilot studyesitlts of
similar variables measured in recent studies where researchers B¢QO3EL, SERVPERF,
and HEdPERF survey instruments.

Future implications from the proposed study are to develop a standard survey instrument
for administrators of higher educational institutions to use in measuring stutigfiaictan and
potential for retaining student enrollment. The survey instrument would include Baggésr
identifying key service factors that are critical points of diffaegitn among the existing
student body. In addition, the proposed survey could be modified to include performanee factor
from other service-related industries with the goal of identifying quaditgeptions, satisfaction
levels and commitment levels unique to each industry. Armed with accuratectiatiséand
loyalty predictors, providers in all service industries could develop policy aatdgits to retain

a greater quantity of loyal customers and reduce the quantity of custonutiothste
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