Originalni nau¢ni rad
DOI: 10.5937/mkng2602135R

marketing.

Abstract: The paper investigates the
relationship between service quality and
student satisfaction in higher education
by using the SERVQUAL model. Data was
collected from the students at Serbian uni-
versities. In order to investigate the influ-
ence of students’ expectations, percepti-
ons, and the gap between them (perceived
service quality) on student satisfaction,
three regression analyses were conduc-
ted. The obtained results showed that
students’ perceptions of their experience
and perceived service quality are more
significant predictors of student satisfac-
tion than students’ expectations if taken
alone. From all SERVQUAL dimensions,
only tangibles, empathy, and assurance
were proven to be key drivers of student
satisfaction. On the other hand, respon-
siveness turns out with no significant im-
pact on students’ satisfaction. Findings
from the study highlight the importance of
harmonization of service delivery and stu-
dents’ perceptions at the higher education
institutions in order to attain higher levels
of student satisfaction. These institutions
may work on improving their tangible infra-
structure, emotional support by the staff,
as well institutional trust. Results from this
research may contribute to discussions on
quality assurance in higher education, as
well may offer practical insights regarding
service quality improvements in higher
education institutions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Institutions of higher education have become highly student-centered
and also very competitive in recent decades. Therefore, service quality at
universities comes to the forefront. Gone are the days when institutions
were evaluated solely on the basis of their academic programs. Nowadays,
they are also judged on their ability to meet students’ expectations. The
ease with which institutions understand students® perceptions of service
quality may be essential to improving their performance. This creates a
challenge for higher education institutions - how to systematically iden-
tify which aspects of service quality strongly influence student satisfac-
tion and, consequently, institutional competitiveness and sustainability.

SERVQUAL was initially developed to evaluate service quality in
commercial sectors. Over the last few decades, this framework has been
adopted by various HE institutions to measure the discrepancy between
students’ expectations and perceptions. Despite critics who question its
relevance to education and its focus on consumers, SERVQUAL remains
a valuable and adaptable method for identifying institutional shortcom-
ings. However, previous studies that applied SERVQUAL in higher edu-
cation have produced inconsistent results regarding the relative impor-
tance of individual service quality dimensions. Also, empirical evidence
from transition economies, such as Serbia, remains limited so far, which
limits the generalizability of existing findings and their practical applica-
bility in different institutional contexts.

The present study has used the SERVQUAL framework in the Ser-
bian higher education context to analyze the impact of service quality
on student satisfaction, and provides the theoretical framework, as well
as practical recommendations for universities. This research aims to ex-
amine the relationship between service quality and student satisfaction
by analyzing students’ expectations, perceptions, and the gap between
them (perceived service quality), across the five SERVQUAL dimensions.
The motivation for this study arose from addressing the context-specific



evidence and clarifying whether student satisfaction
is more driven by expectations, actual experiences, or
perceived service quality.

This study differs from previous research in three
key ways. Firstly, it focuses on the Serbian higher edu-
cation system, which has been less researched in prior
studies. Secondly, it used three models to compare the
explanatory power of expectations, perceptions, and
perceived service quality, rather than relying on a sin-
gle aggregated approach. Lastly, it provided empirical
evidence on the relative importance of SERVQUAL
dimensions, highlighting dimensions that do not
significantly influence satisfaction, offering guidance
for quality improvements in higher education institu-
tions.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The SERVQUAL model was first created to measure
service quality in commercial settings, but over the
past decades, it has also been widely used in higher
education around the world. It assesses service qual-
ity by comparing what students expect with what they
actually experience.

Using SERVQUAL in different educational con-
texts shows both its practical value and its limita-
tions. Many studies have shown that SERVQUAL
is effective in finding and correcting quality issues
(Ponlagi¢ & Fazli¢, 2015; Fuchs & Fangpong, 2021;
Galeeva, 2016; Goumairi et al., 2020; Sahney et al,,
2004; Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Tan & Kek, 2004;
Van Antwerpen & Van Schalkwyk, 2024; Yousapron-
paiboon, 2014). Still, some critics argue that treating
students like customers can threaten academic integ-
rity (Gupta & Kaushik, 2018; Manunggal & Afriadi,
2023; Rolo et al., 2023; Sultan & Wong, 2011). To ad-
dress these problems and account for contemporary
challenges, some authors are expanding the model to
include digital service metrics and sustainability cri-
teria, while also considering the specific requirements
of education systems (Delgado et al., 2022; Liu et al,,
2022; Mathew & Cherian, 2025; Ozdemir et al., 2020;
Pan, 2025). Even with its critics, SERVQUAL is still a
key tool for higher education institutions working to
improve service quality.

The SERVQUAL model is the most widely used
tool for measuring service quality in higher educa-
tion. It evaluates the gap between students’ expecta-
tions and their actual experiences across five dimen-
sions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance,
and empathy. These dimensions enable institutions
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to identify areas for improvement to enhance student
satisfaction and overall service quality (Hoque et al.,
2023; Mathew & Cherian, 2025).

Tangibles refer to the physical and digital tangible
elements of higher education institutions. It includes
classrooms, laboratories, equipment, and the institu-
tion’s online presence (Fuchs & Fangpong, 2021; Gou-
mairi et al., 2020; Mathew & Cherian, 2025; Pan, 2025).

Reliability refers to the ability of faculty members
to provide accurate and reliable services from the
outset and continuously (Hoque et al., 2023; Utkirov,
2024).

Responsiveness measures the willingness of staff
members to provide timely support to students, which
includes administrative responsibilities as well as faculty
assistance (Fuchs & Fangpong, 2021; Khan et al., 2021).

Assurance encompasses the competence, friendli-
ness, and credibility of faculty staff, which influence
student trust and confidence (Arthur et al.,, 2022;
Hoque et al., 2023).

Empathy refers to the personalized attention and
care shown to students, taking into account their indi-
vidual academic needs (Goumairi et al., 2020; Mathew
& Cherian, 2025).

Previous research highlighted several recurring
insights. On the one hand, some researchers (Alemu,
2023; Suting et al., 2020) argue that tangibles and re-
liability have the most significant gaps between stu-
dents’ expectations and perceptions of service quality,
pointing out that HEI infrastructures and staft con-
sistency may be the key areas which requiring urgent
institutional attention. Another group of researchers
(Fuchs & Fangpong, 2021; Khan et al., 2021) had dif-
ferent results, in which assurance and responsiveness
were identified as the strongest predictors of student
satisfaction.

Also, some dimensions were often shown to vary
across cultures, such as empathy. This SERVQUAL
dimension appears to be very difficult to measure
consistently across educational settings and cultures
(Hoque et al., 2023). Even though, all five SERVQUAL
dimensions offer a powerful analytical lens for quality
assessment in higher education institutions. Some re-
searchers (Mbise & Tuninga, 2016; Sahin et al., 2024)
also confirm the relevance of these dimensions, and in
the same time point out the need for modifications in
order to reflect technological advancements regarding
student expectations.

A substantial body of research confirms that all
five SERVQUAL dimensions—tangibles, reliability,
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy—are signifi-
cantly and positively associated with student satisfac-
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tion in higher education contexts (Abu-Rumman &
Qawasmeh, 2022; Al-Alak & Alnaser, 2012; Fuchs &
Fangpong, 2021; Magasi et al., 2022; Rahmawati et al.,
2023; Rashid. et al., 2021; Rodi¢ Luki¢ & Luki¢, 2020;
Thapa, 2022). The relationship between perceived
service quality and satisfaction has been investigated
across institutions and countries. All of them indicate

that students’” evaluations of educational services ex-
tend beyond academic instruction to encompass the
entire service environment (Athiyaman, 1997; Dado
et al., 2012; Hasan et al., 2008; Helgesen & Nesset,
2007; Malik et al., 2010; Rojas-Méndez et al., 2009).

Empirical studies (Hasan et al., 2008; Khan et al.,
2021; Sibai et al., 2021) consistently indicated that,
although all dimensions contribute to overall satis-
faction, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and
empathy are the most influential predictors. These
dimensions capture students’ perceptions of consis-
tent, dependable services, timely assistance, profes-
sional competence, and individualized support from
both academic and administrative staff. For example,
Hasan et al. (2008) found that assurance and empathy
were the two strongest determinants of satisfaction
among Malaysian students, while Dado et al. (2012)
confirmed that perceived service quality has a direct
positive effect on satisfaction, which subsequently in-
fluences students’ behavioral intentions such as loy-
alty and positive word-of-mouth communication.

Also, previous research (Helgesen & Nesset, 2007)
implied that satisfaction positively affects institutional
reputation and student loyalty. Athiyaman (1997) re-
ported that there is a reciprocal relationship between
perceived quality and satisfaction. While satisfaction
shapes perceptions of quality, perceived quality also
reinforces positive behavioral intentions. Other stud-
ies have highlighted the role of emotional and rela-
tional factors in shaping satisfaction (Rojas-Méndez
et al,, 2009), and have shown that service quality and
satisfaction enhance trust and commitment, which
ultimately drive student loyalty.

When taking into account the tangibles (physical
facilities, technological infrastructure, and the general
learning environment), they tend to exert a moder-
ate yet statistically significant effect on satisfaction
(Hanaysha et al., 2011; Malik et al., 2010) One study
(Malik et al., 2010) indicates that both high-quality
teaching environments and modern learning facilities
can significantly contribute to student satisfaction.
This is highlighted chiefly in the contexts where aca-
demic interaction and the physical setting are central
to learning effectiveness. The strength of these corre-
lations, however, may vary across contexts.
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Assurance was found to have the strongest predic-
tive power of student satisfaction in settings where
faculty expertise and institutional trust play impor-
tant role for the participants (Al-Alak & Alnaser,
2012; Rahmawati et al., 2023; Seitova et al., 2024).
Although there are many contextual variations, con-
sensus across studies remains that all SERVQUAL
dimensions collectively shape the student experience,
influencing both satisfaction and loyalty outcomes
(Dado et al., 2012; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Khan et
al,, 2021).

Findings from the previous research consistently
demonstrate that perceived service quality represents
a strong predictor of student satisfaction in higher
education. This highlights the need for universities
to adopt a comprehensive approach to quality man-
agement—one that goes beyond improving physical
facilities to also strengthen relational, emotional, and
trust-centered aspects of service delivery. By address-
ing all facets of the student experience, institutions
can effectively enhance satisfaction, promote engage-
ment, and encourage lasting loyalty among students.

In this research, the following hypotheses, based
on the results of previous findings, were tested:

HI: There is a statistically significant relationship be-
tween expectation of service quality and student satis-
faction.

H2: There is a statistically significant relationship be-
tween perception of service quality and student satis-
faction.

H3: There is a statistically significant relationship be-
tween perceived service quality dimensions and student
satisfaction.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Research objective

This study investigates the relationships among ser-
vice quality, student satisfaction, and behavioral inten-
tions in the context of higher education. The research
is based on the SERVQUAL model, which concep-
tualizes perceived service quality as the gap between
students’ expectations and perceptions across five key
dimensions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, as-
surance, and empathy.

The primary objective is to explore whether service
quality dimensions are associated with student satis-
faction.
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3.2. Sample

Data for this study were collected by using a struc-
tured, self-administered questionnaire. Question-
naires were distributed online to students at higher
education institutions in Serbia. A convenience sam-
pling method was used, involving participants who
were readily accessible and agreed to participate vol-
untarily in the study. While this non-probability sam-
pling approach limits generalizability, it is appropriate
for research focused on examining theoretical rela-
tionships among variables.

Participation was completely voluntary and anony-
mous. The online format allowed for extensive reach
and efficient data collection within the intended time-
frame. Prior to analysis, all responses were screened
for completeness. Only fully completed question-
naires were included.

The research sample consisted of 445 students.
The majority identified as female (76%), while 23.8%
identified as male. Most respondents were in their
second (52.6%) or third year (25.2%) of study, with
smaller proportions from the first year (22.2%). Ad-
ditionally, 9.9% were senior undergraduates, while
10.1% were enrolled in masters or doctoral programs.
Academic performance was diverse, with the largest
share reporting their grade point average 7.5 - 8.4
(40.7%), followed by 8.5 — 9.4 (28.6%). A smaller por-
tion achieved a 9.5-10 (11.7%), while lower averages
were less common. Regarding student status, 71% of
respondents were full-time students, and 27% were
employed while studying, indicating a balanced mix
of academic engagement and professional activity
within the sample.

3.3. Instrument

The modified SERVQUAL questionnaire was the pri-
mary instrument which is used in this research. It was
adapted for the application in higher education set-

Table 1: SERVQUAL dimensions

tings, following prior validated implementations (Al-
emu, 2023; Al-Refaei et al., 2024; Bahadori et al., 2011;
Dado et al., 2011; Fuchs & Fangpong, 2021; Goumai-
ri et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2021; Legcevi¢, 2009; de
Oliveira & Ferreira, 2009; Rodi¢ Luki¢ & Luki¢, 2020;
Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Sultan & Wong, 2011;
Utkirov, 2024). The instrument consisted of 48 items,
divided equally into two parts: 24 items measuring
students’ expectations (E) regarding what a world-
class faculty should provide, and 24 items measuring
students’ perceptions (P) of the actual service quality
at their current institution.

Each expectation item had a corresponding per-
ception item with identical wording but a different
referent. Students were instructed to rate all items on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strong-
ly agree). The 48 items were mapped onto the original
five SERVQUAL dimensions as shown in table 1.

The perceived service quality score (PSQ) was
calculated by subtracting perceptions from expecta-
tions for each item (PSQ = P-E), and then aggregat-
ed across dimensions. All dimensions demonstrated
strong internal consistency, with Cronbachs alpha
ranging from 0.84 to 0.96, indicating high measure-
ment reliability.

In addition to the SERVQUAL scale, a second in-
strument was used to measure student satisfaction.
It included 4 items also rated on a 5-point Likert
scale. The satisfaction scale was developed following
previous studies by Helgesen and Nesset (2007) and
Rojas-Méndez et al. (2009). It comprised four items,
assessing students’ overall satisfaction, their positive
perception of the faculty, perceived value of services
received, and the extent to which their pre-enrollment
expectations were fulfilled.

3.4. Data analysis procedures

The collected data were analyzed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Descriptive

LS 27 Description
section (E or P) P

Tangibles surroundings

Reliability
Responsiveness
Assurance

A BB B

Bulbaiy culture

Physical environment, infrastructure, digital presence, academic

Consistency, dependability, accurate service delivery

Timeliness, helpfulness, availability of academic and administrative staff
Professionalism, competence, communication, and institutional trust
Personalized attention, student understanding, and supportive academic

Source: Authors
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statistics were first computed to examine the demo-
graphic profile of respondents and assess the distri-
butional properties of key variables. Reliability of the
measurement scales was tested using Cronbach’s al-
pha, with values above 0.70 considered acceptable for
internal consistency.

To test the study’s hypotheses, multiple linear re-
gression analysis was performed to examine the re-
lationships between service quality dimensions and
outcome variable - student satisfaction. Separate re-
gression models were constructed for:

o Expectation of service quality (E) - Students’ ex-
pectations regarding service quality;

 Perceptions of service quality (P) - Students” per-
ceptions of the actual service received;

o Perceived service quality (P-E) - Discrepancy be-
tween perceptions and expectations of service
quality.

Regression diagnostics were conducted to verify
assumptions of linearity, normality, homoscedasticity,
and multicollinearity. Statistical significance was set at
p <.05, with p < .01 indicating strong evidence against
the null hypothesis.

4. RESULTS

This section presents the findings from three separate
multiple regression analyses conducted to explore the
relationship between service quality and student satis-
faction in higher education. Each analysis examined a
different aspect of service quality as the predictor vari-
able: first, expectations of service quality; then, percep-
tions of service quality; and lastly, perceived service
quality (the gap between perception and expectation).
In all three models, the dependent variable was student
satisfaction, while the five SERVQUAL dimensions:
tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and
empathy, served as the independent variables.

By structuring the analysis this way, the study aimed
to identify which specific dimensions of service quality
are most strongly associated with satisfaction, depend-
ing on whether students’ expectations, actual experi-
ences, or the discrepancy between the two were con-
sidered. This comparative research approach enables a
deeper understanding of how different dimensions of
service quality contribute to student satisfaction.

4.1. Model 1: Expectation of service
quality — Student satisfaction

The first regression analysis was conducted to assess
the relationship between expectation of service qual-
ity dimensions and student satisfaction. The overall
model was statistically significant at the 0.05 level
(F = 2.505; p = 0.030), suggesting that students’” ex-
pectations regarding service quality have a modest but
meaningful influence on their satisfaction.

The coefficient of determination (R* = 0.028) in-
dicates that the five SERVQUAL expectation dimen-
sions explain approximately 2.8% of the variance in
student satisfaction, with a multiple correlation coef-
ficient (R = 0.167) showing a weak but present linear
relationship between the predictors and the depen-
dent variable.

Among the five predictors, only reliability exhib-
ited a statistically significant relationship with student
satisfaction (P = -0.137, p = 0.021), with the effect in
a negative direction. This unexpected finding may
suggest that higher expectations for reliable service,
if unmet, can lead to decreased satisfaction, possibly
because students are disappointed when anticipated
standards are not met. The remaining dimensions—
tangibles, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy—
did not demonstrate significant predictive power in
this model. These findings imply that students’ expec-
tations alone are a weak predictor of overall satisfac-
tion unless they align with perceived or actual service
delivery.

Table 2: Relationship between expectation of service quality and student satisfaction

F-ratio = 2.505

Sig. F = 0.030*

R2=.028
Dimension B
1. Tangibles .021
2. Reliability -137
3. Responsiveness .035
4, Assurance -.090
5, Empathy .001

Part t- value Sig. t
.017 .358 .720
-.109 -2.312 (04l
.026 547 .585
-.067 -1.414 .158
.001 .021 .983

Note: **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05
Source: Authors

Perceived service quality and student satisfaction in higher education: A SERVQUAL-based study

139



Based on this analysis, Hypothesis H1, which pos-
its a relationship between expected service quality and
student satisfaction, is partially supported: only one
dimension (reliability) contributes significantly and
even then in a negative direction.

4.2. Model 2: Perceptions of service
quality — Student satisfaction

To examine how perceptions of service quality influ-
ences student satisfaction, a multiple regression analysis
was conducted with the five SERVQUAL dimensions
(as perceived by students) as independent variables. The
results, summarized in Table 3, indicate that the model
is statistically significant (F = 144.213, p < 0.001), dem-
onstrating a strong predictive relationship.

The coefficient of determination (R*> = 0.623)
shows that approximately 62.3% of the variance in
student satisfaction can be explained by the percep-
tions of service quality dimensions, with a multiple
correlation coeflicient (R = 0.789) suggesting a strong
positive association between perceived quality and
satisfaction. The Durbin-Watson statistic of 2.024 in-
dicates no autocorrelation in the residuals, supporting
the reliability of the regression results.

The perceptions of service quality scale comprised
24 items, distributed across five SERVQUAL dimen-
sions, and demonstrated high internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.96). The student satisfaction
scale, consisting of four items, also showed excellent
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.94).

Among the predictors, tangibles (p = 0.358, p <
0.001), empathy (p = 0.348, p < 0.001), and assur-
ance (p = 0.141, p = 0.014) were statistically signifi-
cant. These results suggest that the physical learning
environment, staft attentiveness and understanding,
and the professionalism and trustworthiness of insti-
tutional staff are the most influential factors driving
student satisfaction. Meanwhile, reliability and re-
sponsiveness did not significantly predict satisfaction
in this model.

Based on these findings, Hypothesis H2, which
posits a positive relationship between perceptions of
service quality and student satisfaction, is strongly
supported. The results reinforce the importance of
delivering high-quality educational services that not
only meet but exceed students’ expectations in tan-
gible and relational aspects.

4.3. Model 3: Perceived service quality
(Gap score) — Student satisfaction

A third regression model was conducted to evaluate
the relationship between perceived service quality,
defined as the gap between students’ perceptions and
expectations (P — E), and their overall satisfaction.
The five SERVQUAL gap dimensions (tangibles, reli-
ability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy) were
used as independent variables, while student satisfac-
tion served as the dependent variable.

As shown in Table 4, the model is statistically sig-
nificant (F = 118.263, p < 0.001), confirming that per-
ceived service quality significantly predicts student
satisfaction. The model explains 57.5% of the variance
in student satisfaction (R* = 0.575, R = 0.758), indicat-
ing a strong positive relationship. The Durbin-Watson
value of 1.985 suggests that residuals are independent,
meeting a key regression assumption.

The perceived service quality scale was constructed
from 24 gap scores, calculated as the difference be-
tween students’ perceptions and expectations (P - E),
and organized according to the five SERVQUAL di-
mensions. The scale demonstrated excellent internal
consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.96, while the
student satisfaction scale also showed high reliability
(a=0.94).

The regression analysis revealed that four of the
five perceived service quality dimensions significantly
influenced student satisfaction. Tangibles, empathy,
assurance, and reliability showed positive and statisti-
cally significant relationships with satisfaction, indi-
cating that improvements in these areas, such as the

Table 3: Relationship between perceptions of service quality and student satisfaction

Sig. F = 0.000**

R?= 0.623 F-ratio = 144.213
. Dimension
1. Tangibles 0.358
2. Reliability 0.079
S Responsiveness -0.060
4. Assurance 0.141
5 Empathy 0.348

t- value
0.229 7.803 0.000**
0.043 1.453 0.147
-0.031 -1.042 0.298
0.073 2472 0.014~*
0.174 5.925 0.000**

Note: **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05
Source: Authors
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Table 4: Relationship between perceived service quality and student satisfaction

F-ratio = 118.263

Sig. F = 0.000**

R?= 0.575
- Dimension ]
1. Tangibles 0.283
2. Reliability 0.156
8 Responsiveness -0.068
4, Assurance 0.169
5, Empathy 0.302

Part t- value Sig. t
0.186 5.964 0.000**
0.087 2.792 0.005**
-0.035 -1.120 0.263
0.089 2.845 0.005**
0.157 5.027 0.000**

Note: **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05
Source: Authors

quality of physical facilities, personalized support,
trust in staff and consistency of service, are likely to
enhance the overall student experience. In contrast,
the responsiveness dimension did not significantly
predict satisfaction within this model.

These findings provide strong support for Hypoth-
esis H3, confirming that perceived service quality is
a significant predictor of student satisfaction. They
also underscore the importance of reducing the gap
between expectations and actual experiences across
multiple service dimensions to foster greater satisfac-
tion in higher education settings.

5. DISCUSSION

The findings of this study provide insights into the
relationship between service quality and student sat-
isfaction within the framework of the SERVQUAL
model. While existing literature has consistently
confirmed a positive association between the five
SERVQUAL dimensions and student satisfaction in
higher education (Abu-Rumman & Qawasmeh, 2022;
Al-Alak & Alnaser, 2012; Fuchs & Fangpong, 2021;
Magasi et al., 2022; Rahmawati et al., 2023; Rashid. et
al., 2021; Rodi¢ Luki¢ & Luki¢, 2020; Thapa, 2022) this
study reveals that the strength and nature of these as-
sociations are contingent upon whether expectations,
perceptions, or the gap between them are considered.

In line with past research (Helgesen & Nesset,
2007; Dado et al.,, 2012), perceived service quality
emerged as the strongest predictor of student satis-
faction, explaining over 62% of the variance. These
findings strongly supported Hypothesis H2, which
assumes a positive relation between perceptions of
service quality and student satisfaction. Of all di-
mensions, tangibles, empathy, and assurance have a
statistically significant influence on student satisfac-
tion. This highlights that the physical environment,
emotional support from faculty staft as well as insti-
tutional trust are the most important factors in stu-
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dent experiences and satisfaction, consistent with
prior findings that quality perceptions extend beyond
academic content to include interpersonal and infra-
structural aspects (Malik et al., 2010; Rojas-Méndez et
al,, 2009). The prominence of tangibles in this model
aligns with Hanaysha et al. (2011), emphasizing that
well-maintained facilities and modern infrastructure
enhance the educational experience.

Our study suggests that reliability and responsive-
ness are not significantly predictive of satisfaction
when only perceptions are considered, which partially
diverges from earlier studies (Hasan et al., 2008; Sibai
et al., 2021). These results indicate that Hypothesis
H2 is not completely supported and there is a cer-
tain place for future research. This may suggest that
in mature or resource-constrained higher education
contexts, students take baseline levels of consistency
and promptness for granted, and thus assign greater
weight to affective and relational factors.

When only perceived service quality (gap scores)
were investigated, the obtained results further support
these observations and demonstrate that minimizing
gaps in tangibles, empathy, assurance, and reliability
positively influence satisfaction. These findings give
strong confirmation for Hypothesis H3, which as-
sumes that perceived service quality is a significant
predictor of student satisfaction. This aligns with the
gap theory underpinning SERVQUAL, where satisfac-
tion is enhanced when perceived performance meets
or exceeds (Parasuraman et al., 1988). The significance
of reliability in this model, but not in the perception-
only model, indicates that discrepancies between ex-
pected and actual dependability can markedly affect
satisfaction, likely because unmet expectations are
salient.

One fascinating result in this study was that respon-
siveness did not significantly predict satisfaction in any
of the models, contradicting some prior research (Khan
et al., 2021; Sibai et al., 2021). These results show that
none hypothesis has been fully confirmed, although
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two of them — Hypothesis 2 and 3 have been confirmed
to a significant extent, so through future studies should
additionally test relevant dimensions. This finding
could reflect contextual differences in student priorities
or institutional limitations on staft availability, in which
students may have adjusted their expectations down-
ward over time. Alternatively, responsiveness may in-
teract with other variables such as communication clar-
ity or digital engagement, suggesting a need for future
studies to explore moderating effects.

The model based solely on expectations yielded
the weakest explanatory power, with only reliability
emerging as a significant (albeit negatively related)
predictor. These results show that Hypothesis H1,
which assumes a relationship between expected ser-
vice quality and student satisfaction, is just partially
supported. This finding underscores the limitations
of assessments based only on expectations, as satis-
faction is fundamentally shaped by real experiences
rather than abstract anticipations (Athiyaman, 1997).
The negative coeflicient for reliability may reflect a
disconfirmation effect, in which unfulfilled expecta-
tions lead to dissatisfaction, which is a well-known
phenomenon supported by expectation-disconfirma-
tion theory (Oliver, 1980).

Overall, these results confirm and refine the
SERVQUAL model’s applicability in higher educa-
tion by demonstrating that students’ perceptions and
perceived service quality are far more consequential
for student satisfaction than expectations alone. This
suggests the need for ongoing service quality evalua-
tions in order to identify areas for improvement, that
directly shape student experiences, specifically infra-
structure, staff engagement, and institutional trust.

6. CONCLUSION

Regarding the theoretical implications, the presented
study examined the relationship between perceived
service quality and student satisfaction in higher edu-
cation by using the SERVQUAL framework, while
also analyzing the influence of expectations, percep-
tions, and the perception-expectation gap (perceived
service quality) across five dimensions: tangibles, reli-
ability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. Using
a robust empirical design involving multiple regres-
sion analyses, the findings affirm that perceived ser-
vice quality is a stronger predictor of student satisfac-
tion than expectations alone.

Among the five dimensions, tangibles, empathy,
and assurance consistently emerged as the most in-
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fluential across models. This underscores the critical
importance of the physical learning environment,
personalized support, and professional credibility of
staff in shaping students’ academic experiences. In
contrast, responsiveness, despite being a central tenet
of traditional service models, did not significantly im-
pact satisfaction in any model, suggesting a potential
reevaluation of its relevance or measurement in mod-
ern higher education contexts.

These results have important practical implications
- in the domain of their quality improvements, higher
education institutions should focus their activities on
modernizing their facilities and digital infrastruc-
ture (tangibles), strengthening interpersonal engage-
ment (empathy), and improving institutional trust
(assurance). Thus, requests are not solely for capital
investments. There is also a need for staff training to
increase staft engagement and to create student-cen-
tered policies. Aligning service delivery with student
expectations, particularly in reliability, can mitigate
dissatisfaction driven by unmet expectations. That
further underscores the need for effective expectation
management and proactive service design in higher
education institutions.

In conclusion, this research reinforces the endur-
ing relevance of the SERVQUAL framework in eval-
uating higher education service quality, while also
calling for its thoughtful adaptation to contemporary
educational realities. Institutions that prioritize tan-
gible enhancements, relational quality, and alignment
between promises and performance are better posi-
tioned to foster meaningful, lasting student satisfac-
tion.

Possible limitations of this study are reflected in
used transversal research design, selection of relevant
SERVQUAL dimensions and specifics of the sample
of participants. Given these limitations, recommenda-
tions for their overcoming have been made, through
suggestions for future studies.

In the context of previous insights, recommenda-
tions for future research include expanding the scope
of analysis through longitudinal and mixed-method
designs to capture the evolution of satisfaction over
time and the underlying drivers of student percep-
tions. Future studies should also explore modern
adaptations of SERVQUAL by incorporating dimen-
sions such as online engagement quality, virtual staff
responsiveness, and online service delivery. Finally,
cross-cultural comparative studies would help vali-
date the generalizability of the findings and uncover
contextual differences in the drivers of student satis-
faction across diverse educational ecosystems.
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Apstrakt

Percipirani kvalitet usluge i zadovoljstvo
studenata u visokom obrazovanju: studija
zasnovana na SERVQUAL modelu

Vesna Rodi¢ Luki¢, Nemanja Lukic¢,
Mladen Suboti¢, Mia Mari¢, Natasa Brankovi¢

Rad istrazuje odnos kvaliteta usluge i zadovoljstva stude-
nata u visokom obrazovanju primenom SERVQUAL mo-
dela. Podaci su prikupljeni od studenata na univerzitetima
u Srbiji. Kako bi se ispitao uticaj o¢ekivanja studenata, per-
cepcija i jaza izmedu njih (percipirani kvalitet usluge) na
zadovoljstvo studenata, sprovedene su tri regresione anali-
ze. Dobijeni rezultati pokazuju da su percepcije studenata
o njihovom iskustvu i percipirani kvalitet usluge znacajniji
prediktori zadovoljstva studenata nego sama ocekivanja.
Od svih SERVQUAL dimenzija, samo opipljivost, empatija
isigurnost pokazale su se kao klju¢ni pokretaci zadovoljstva
studenata. S druge strane, spremnost da se odgovori nije
pokazala znacajan uticaj na zadovoljstvo studenata. Nalazi
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istrazivanja ukazuju na znacaj uskladivanja pruzanja usluge
i percepcija studenata u institucijama visokog obrazovanja
kako bi se postigao visi nivo zadovoljstva studenata. Ove
institucije mogu raditi na unapredenju svoje materijalne
infrastrukture, emocionalne podrske od strane osoblja, kao
i institucionalnog poverenja. Rezultati ovog istraZivanja
mogu doprineti diskusijama o obezbedenju kvaliteta u vi-
sokom obrazovanju, kao i pruziti prakti¢ne uvide u unapre-
denje kvaliteta usluga u institucijama visokog obrazovanja.

Kljucne reci: zadovoljstvo studenata, SERVQUAL, visoko
obrazovanje, ocekivanja, percepcije, jaz u kvalitetu
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