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1. ABSTRACT: t is relevant to assess the service quality that universities are providing to 

their customers. This paper analyzes a survey of 2,557 students graduated in the 

universities of Catalonia in 2013 in order to define and validate a scale to assess the 

quality provided by universities. Three main dimensions capture the perceived quality 

of university degrees: (i) "Curriculum", (ii) Student "Skills development", and (iii) 

“Services and facilities”. The paper provides clues to universities managers. 
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3. DEVELOPMENT: 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The function of Higher Education (HE) is mainly oriented to achieve excellence in teaching, 

training and research. Currently, this sector is being driven to commercial competition 

imposed by economic forces, and is focusing on the quality of the service as a way to obtain 

sustainable competitive advantages (Sohail & Shaikh, 2004; Poole et al., 2000).  The concept of 

service quality related to satisfaction is a central point of the HE industry over recent years 

(Oldfield & Baron, 2000; Abdullah, 2006).  In addition, policies carried out to implement 

academic modifications for education quality frequently fail due to a lack of comprehensive 

understanding of the specific nature of HE quality assurance (Cheng & Tam, 1997).  

Among the HE institutions' stakeholders, students can be considered as one of the most 

important concerns to be aware of when measuring quality (Hill, 1995). Service quality 

underlining student satisfaction is an interesting topic to enhance the research and `a newly 

emerging field of concern' (Nadiri et al., 2009). Following Dlačić et al. (2014), we consider 

students the primary customers of HE services. Indeed, the HE industry needs to understand 

the perceived quality of their students in order to attract and maintain them in their institution 

(Kara & DeShields, 2004). According to Brochado (2009), while there is agreement concerning 

the relevance of service quality in HE, the definition of a correct measurement instrument that 

ensures a complete understanding of the quality of students' experiences is a challenge for 

managers and academics.  

Consequently, the objective of this paper is to define and validate a scale to assess the 

perceived quality of students once they have graduated from a university.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

HE institutions are considered a valuable source for research that has studied the different 

aspects of HE and its quality assurance. These studies explore the different aspects of HE and 

its quality assurance in general and all the related services (such as library, cafeteria, student 

services, scholarships, internships, etc.). Quinn et al. (2009) studied six techniques for 

measuring and improving service quality in HE such as: Total Quality Management (TQM), 

Quality Function Deployment (QFD), Six Sigma, ISO 9001, the Malcolm Baldrige National 

Quality Award, and the Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP). They found that TQM 

has been widely used (e.g. among others, Ali et al., 2010; Mergen et al., 2000; Saunders & 

Walker, 1991). QFD is gaining in popularity, and while the use of Six Sigma has not been 

reported in the literature, it has been proposed for administrative areas. On the other hand, 

ISO 9001 certification is increasingly popular in some countries and is beginning to be seen in K 
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-12 education in the United States. Little evidence of impact on quality is currently available 

concerning the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award and for the AQIP. 

In particular, it has become of paramount importance to assess the quality provided in 

services. According to the literature (Ladhari, 2009), the most popular scales used to measure 

service quality are the SERVQUAL models (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Parasuraman et al., 1990). 

SERVQUAL operationalises service quality by comparing the perception of service received 

with expectations. In this sense, many scales for university quality such as SERVQUAL 

adaptations were suggested (Hasan et al., 2008; Nadiri et al., 2009; Yeo & Li, 2014; Dib & 

Alnazer, 2013; Dlačić et al., 2014). For example, Brown & Mazzarol (2009) adapt some 

SERVQUAL scales and findings show that one of the most important antecedents of perceived 

value in HE is the image of the institution, whereas the perceived quality of people and 

process, the infrastructure and tangible service elements have only a weak and indeterminate 

influence. Another study conducted by Yeo & Li (2014) extends SERVQUAL in HE by adding 

customer orientation, course design and delivery and support systems.   

Some studies compare the use of different scales of service quality measurements.  Abdullah 

(2006) tested and compared the relative efficacy of 3 measuring instruments of service quality 

(HEdPER, SERVPERD and the moderating scale of HEdPER- SERVPERD). More recently, 

Brochado (2009) examined the performance of different measures of service quality in HE 

industry (SERVQUAL, SERVPERF, HEdPER). 

According to Abdullah (2006) previous studies suggested the existence of difficulties resulting 

from the conceptual and empirical components of the measurement. There is not yet a 

conclusive scale to measure service quality and student satisfaction in HE (Yeo & Li, 2014). Not 

many scales for assessment exist in a holistic way for the entire university system in Catalonia. 

We take a wide range of data from 11 universities (3 of them private) and for all kinds of 

degrees in different fields of knowledge.  

  

3. METHOD 

In order to assess the perceived quality and student satisfaction in HE institutions, the authors 

signed an agreement with AQU (the Catalan University Quality Assurance Agency), to evaluate 

a survey that AQU had sent to recently graduated students of Catalan universities. The 

questionnaire included a section in which 20 items were collected to assess university degree 

quality. These items were gathered from previous studies performed by AQU. All of the items 

were presented as statements to which respondents indicated their agreement/disagreement 

on a five-point Likert-type scale (from 1 = strongly disagree, to 5 = strongly agree). Table 1 

shows the items of the questionnaire related to degree quality.  

Table 1  
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The survey was launched in October 2013, and 2557 questionnaires were collected. Table 2 

shows the demographics of the sample. 

Table 2  

The analysis began with establishing the scale. The definition of the scale started with a 

principal component analysis to explore the natural dimensions among the 20 items of 

`perceived quality'. This exploratory factor analysis (EFA) yielded three dimensions. 

Consequently, the dimensionality of each of these dimensions was analysed. Next, the analysis 

proceeded by assessing the reliability of these constructs in order to determine internal 

consistency and divergent validity. Once all of the dimensions showed the correct 

psychometric properties, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed, thus providing 

the definitive UnivQual scale. 

  

4. RESULTS 

The first step was to perform a principal components analysis of the 20 items of perceived 

quality. A Kaiser-Meier-Olkin statistic of 0.937 forecast a good result for this analysis. A Bartlett 

test also gave the same conclusion (2 = 7174.6 with 190 freedom degrees and p-value = 0.000). 

These results confirmed a linear dependence between the variables and supported our view 

that the results were sound (Hair et al., 2010). Four factors emerged with eigenvalues greater 

than one (Kaiser criterion), which accounted for 60.04% of the variance in the sample. 

However, the last eigenvalue was slightly on the threshold (1036) and it was dropped in order 

to simplify the analysis. Thereafter, a new exploratory analysis was performed, forcing it to 

extract three factors that accounted for the 54.86% of the variance. Table 3 shows the 

suggested factors, including the percentage of variance extracted. Only loads above 0.250 are 

shown. 

Table 3 

Accordingly, the first factor suggested refers to the syllabus of the degree (Tsinidou et al., 

2010; Letcher and Neves, 2010). Some aspects related to the general structure of the 

curriculum degree are included: the coordination of contents among subjects, the evaluation 

and assessment systems, the didactic methodologies used, and the workload volume required 

by different subjects. It also takes into account the overall satisfaction regarding the lecturers 

and the role of lecturers as guides and tutors for students. Accordingly, the label assigned to 

this factor is `Syllabus'. The factor accounts for 41.64% of the variance and is composed of 7 

items. 

This factor measures how the degree is designed and implemented. It responds to the internal 

coherence of the curriculum in terms of the content coherence of the subjects. It also includes 

progression in the difficulty of the subjects, equilibrium and balance of the effort and work 
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required, and also the complementarity of the subjects. The subjects taught in the first courses 

are general; they do not require important previous knowledge, yet at the same time are 

important in order to study subsequent subjects in higher level courses. The faculty 

government is in charge of these questions, therefore this factor is assessing a duty that 

belongs to the faculty. 

The first factor also collects part of the lecturer's work, not only as a lecturer (i.e. an academic 

that delivers some lectures and evaluates his/her students), but also as a mentor throughout 

the degree. Consequently, this factor is also assessing the lecturer's work.  

The second factor gathers items that account for the impact of the formation on the student: 

assimilation of the formation. More precisely, the concept that underlies this factor is how the 

degree has enabled an individual to develop personal skills, such as skills in communication, 

working in a team or leadership. There are also some additional skills considered (self-esteem, 

decision-making capacity, critical ability, etc. …). The label for this factor is `Skills development' 

and accounts for 7.39% of the variance, and is composed of four items. 

This second factor assesses how the student is integrating into his/her life what it is taught by 

the faculty. It responds to the extent to which the student improves his/her skills and abilities. 

Therefore, the score for this factor depends mainly on the student. Nevertheless, it seems 

obvious that the first factor is needed in order to excel in this factor. A good curriculum 

enables and enhances skill development throughout the degree. 

The third factor includes six items that collect information about the general services, facilities 

and equipment of the university (Tsinidou et al., 2010; Letcher and Neves, 2010). It accounts 

the 5.83% of the variance. The label for this factor is `Services and facilities', due to the fact 

that the items relate to satisfaction with the library, the classrooms, other teaching 

equipment, support for mobility actions, quality of information on the website (in terms of 

useful and updated information), information related to the matriculation process, grants, 

etc.… There is another item related to the satisfaction coming from the answer received about 

complaints and suggestions. 

This third and final factor is therefore an assessment of the services deployed and conveyed by 

the university. Depending on the strategy of the university, these services depend on central 

services, whereas in other cases, the faculty has the resources to provide these services and 

consequently assume responsibility for them. 

Finally, in the same way that the students need a good syllabus (first factor) in order to 

develop their skills properly, it can also be stated that they need a good environment in terms 

of physical facilities and services. 

To examine the unidimensionality of these new constructs, three CFAs were conducted using 

EQS 6.2 software. The three analyses extracted only one factor each. Table 3 shows the 
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statistics for reliability and convergent validity. The reliability of these three factors was then 

assessed.  

Table 4 

Table 5 provides the results of the analysis of discriminant validity which was analysed using 

linear correlations or standardized covariances between latent factors by examining whether 

the inter-factor correlations were less than the square root of the average variance extracted 

(AVE) (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Table 4 shows that the square roots of each AVE were 

greater than the off-diagonal elements. Discriminant validity was confirmed. 

Table 5 

The next step was to analyse these three dimensions of UnivQual as dimensions of a CFA. The 

model was estimated using the robust maximum likelihood method from the asymptotic 

variance-covariance matrix. The fit indices obtained in the measurement model estimation 

showed that the variables converged toward the factors established in the CFA (see Table 6). 

Taking the significance of the robust χ2 statistic with caution, and noting the global indicators, 

the global fit was acceptable (Hair et al., 2010). 

Table 6  

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The paper analyses the assessment of perceived quality in the university degrees, and provides 

a scale. The first finding is that the quality of the university degree is a multifactor construct. It 

is measured using a scale of 17 items arranged according to three dimensions: syllabus, skill 

development and services and facilities. 

The first contribution is that the quality of an academic programme is a multifactor construct. 

An in-depth analysis of the aforementioned three dimensions suggests considering two of 

these factors as `enablers' --syllabus, and services and facilities --for the `result' of the service 

provided  -skill development. How the `syllabus' is designed and implemented strongly affects 

how students improve their skills (both soft and hard); however, the `services and facilities' 

play a second-order role, acting as enablers of the learning process. Nevertheless, both factors 

are necessary and mutually reinforce each other. 

All these conclusions might shed some light for the managers of the university when they 

develop a global strategy for the university. The students are their clients and their voices 

should be heard. The paper also offers some clues to the authorities of a local region or 

country who allocate budgets to this particular public service. 
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Although this paper provides an original contribution to the existing literature on the quality of 

university degrees, we hope that these findings encourage further research and that they can 

be applied to help define the curricula that universities offer. Future research (both qualitative 

and quantitative) will benefit also the authorities that are in charge of allocating resources to 

the different public services of a region or country. 

We believe this paper provides an original contribution to the existing literature on assessing 

quality at universities from the student perspective. We hope our findings can be applied to 

help define attractive academic programs and provide useful insights into how the supporting 

facilities should be designed to allow students to take advantage of their learning process at 

university. 
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