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Abstract:
Research Question: The paper will investigate the service quality of the higher education provided by the higher schools
of vocational studies using SERVQUAL methodology. Motivation: The paper will show the characteristics of higher education
of vocational studies, and it will point out the significance of creating and maintaining a quality management system in
higher education institutions. The new reform of higher education in Serbia and establishment of academies of vocational
studies are the main reasons why the question of service quality becomes one of the most important issues for higher
education institutions and basis for competitive advantage, better image and reputation. Also, a growing competition on the
higher education market and a smaller number of prospective students are also problems which higher vocational schools
are faced with. Idea: The goal of this research is to find the differences between expected and perceived service quality.
Furthermore, the paper will show if there are differences between perceived service quality among the students of different
study years, as well as differences between the students with State scholarship and the self-funded students. Data: The
research included 244 students of the first, second, and third years of bachelor studies from higher schools of vocational
studies in Novi Sad, significant and the second-largest educational centre in the Republic of Serbia. Tools: Statistical
methods used in this paper are frequency analysis, descriptive statistics, while the hypotheses are tested using the paired
sample t-test, the independent t-test, and the one-factor variance analysis – ANOVA. Findings: The results of the research
show that service quality of higher vocational education does not meet students’ expectations (sig.<0,001) and that the gap
is negative for all dimensions of service quality (Tangibles (-.32), Reliability (-.52), Responsiveness (-.49), Assurance (-.33),
and Empathy(-.26)). It is also shown by this research that there are no differences in higher education service quality based
on the status of students (sig.>0.05) and the year of studying (sig.>0.05). Contribution: The results can be used as basis
for introducing further measures to improve the quality of service provided by higher vocational institutions.
Keywords: service quality, SERVQUAL, higher education, higher vocational schools, Serbia
JEL Classification: I23, L89

1. Introduction
Education is the foundation of development and survival of society together with economic, political, and
cultural growth. For more than a decade, the goal of education reforms in Serbia has been the improvement
of service quality provided by higher education institutions. Providing high-quality service to satisfy and even
exceed not only students’ but also other stakeholders’ expectations in higher education is the basis of
creating competitive advantage of higher education institutions. In that way, institutions are creating a better
image, reputation, and attract a larger number of enrolled students. At the same time, the opportunity for
cooperation with economic, scientific, education and professional organizations is also raising. Greater
mobility, more shared projects, and other aspects, by consequence, improve the quality and the service
provided by a higher education institution.
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The trend of decrease in the number of students, an increasing gap between the numbers of planned and
those of enrolled students, as well as an increasing competition among higher education institutions in the
Republic of Serbia, have influenced the need that students, as primary users of services, have to be
considered as consumers (Yousapronpaiboon, 2014). In such an environment, the quality of services
provided by higher education institutions is becoming a key factor in differentiating and creating a superior
experience of studying (Woodall, Hiller, & Resnick, 2014; Nixon, Scullion & Hearn, 2018).
The choice of profession, a field of studies, and higher education institutions are some of the most important
decisions individuals have to make during a whole lifetime, and these are made based on a complex set of
personal preferences and capacities, but also on information obtained from the external environment.
Expectations formed before enrollment are the basis for the evaluation of higher education services in a
particular higher education institution. Students’ expectations are mainly focused on the quality of study
programmes, knowledge and skills applicable in the labour market, a diploma recognized by employers and
other higher education institutions, as well as an adequate academic environment (Đonlagic & Fazlic, 2015).
Service quality is based on students’ expectations, as well as on the perceptions of the received service. That
is the reason why the essential task of every service organization, including higher education institutions, is
to ensure students’ satisfaction through the levelling of received and expected services. Higher education
institutions can provide higher values for students through further efforts and thus exceed their expectations.
This creates students’ enthusiasm and higher satisfaction, loyalty, and spread a positive image of the
institution.
Quality monitoring in higher education is an obligation of every higher education institution and is possible
to achieve through the application of several methods: self-evaluation, peer-review, analysis of statistical
data, evaluation of students’ knowledge and competences, but also through stakeholder surveys (Harman
1998), where the insight into the student satisfaction is most important. The results obtained in this way
represent information of particular benefit to the management of higher education institutions for improving
future performance (Khanli, Daneshmandi & Choobineh, 2014), as well as for creating superior marketing
strategies (Gajic, 2012).
Previous studies on the quality of service in higher education in the Republic of Serbia, and especially in the
case of vocational education are insufficient. They do not take the students perception as crucial for service
quality (Rodic Lukic, 2016), which indicates an incomplete examination of this area and a necessity for the
proposed research.
The research into the service quality of higher education and the satisfaction of its primary consumers - the
students, is the subject of this paper.
The primary hypothesis of this research is:
H0. There is a difference between expected and perceived quality of service in higher vocational education.
From this primary hypothesis, specific hypotheses have been defined:
H1. There is a difference between perceived and expected service in higher education in terms of Tangibles
dimension;
H2. There is a difference between perceived and expected service in higher education in terms of Reliability
dimension;
H3. There is a difference between perceived and expected service in higher education in terms of
Responsiveness dimension;
H4. There is a difference between perceived and expected service in higher education in terms of Assurance
dimension;
H5. There is a difference between perceived and expected service in higher education in terms of Empathy
dimension.
In addition, previous research has shown that certain socio-demographic characteristics, the students status
and the background of students have an impact on satisfaction and perceived quality of service provided
by higher education institutions (Akareem & Hossain, 2016; Douglas et al., 2015; Fajčíková & Urbancová,
2019). Besides the primary objective of the research, this paper also deals with differences in consumer
perception of higher education services based on students’ status and the year of studying.
H6. There are differences in perceived quality between the students with the State scholarship and selffunded students.
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H7. There are differences in perceived service quality between students of the first, second, and third years
of study.
This paper will show the main features of higher vocational education, and it will indicate the importance of
providing a quality management system in higher education institutions. The results of the study will show
the current state and level of service quality of higher education of vocational studies, and they can be used
as a basis for the further direction of development and activities in the function of raising the quality of service
provided by higher vocational institutions.

2. Quality of Service in Higher Education
Quality of service in higher education is based on the difference between perceived and expected service
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988). The result of comparing the expected with the realized or received
service determines consumers’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the service.
The Action Plan for The Implementation of The Strategy for Education Development by 2020 (2015) says that
quality in higher education is one of the key objectives for the development of education. Responsible for
the improvement and development of the quality of higher vocational education in Serbia are the National
Entity for Accreditation and Quality Assurance in Higher Education in Serbia, the National Council and
Conference of Academies and Higher Schools. Higher vocational schools in Serbia have the obligation of
the external quality check of the higher education institution implemented by the Commission for
Accreditation. Furthermore, higher education institutions have the obligation of performing self-evaluation
and grading the quality of their curricula, classes, and work conditions. The education reform brings about
new things because the new Law of Higher Education (2018) introduces a direct influence of international
factors on the quality. It is represented through the anticipation that the teacher of higher education
institutions in Serbia, but also the teachers who have specific titles in the higher education institutions that
are not in the country, can be on the reviewers’ list in the accreditation process.
In order to increase the quality of vocational education, a new reform of higher vocational education in Serbia
started in 2018, also including higher vocational schools in Novi Sad. The new reform of the Government of
Serbia includes the formation of the academies of vocational studies. This can be achieved either by the
transformation of the existing higher schools of vocational studies or by merging several higher schools of
vocational studies into a new higher education institution - the Academy of Vocational Studies. Numerous
schools have already been joined into academies, yet this process has not been finalized to this day.
The ever-growing competition on the higher education market, the opening of many private higher education
institutions, a smaller number of potential students compared to that of a decade ago, labour market
requests in terms of new jobs and professions, the need for internationalization, the lack of competent
personnel for working in vocational schools and the insufficient connection between vocational education
institutions and the labour market and practice – all these create the need for constant changes and the
increased care for students. That being said, the service quality of higher schools is of crucial importance
for achieving student satisfaction, which is why the research of the level of satisfaction with the higher
education service is of great importance.
The significance of the service quality in higher education is seen in its direct correlation with students’
satisfaction (Dado et al., 2012; Weerasinghe & Fernando, 2018), and their loyalty (Darawong & Sandmaung,
2019). This is the basis for making a profit (Șerban & Stoian, 2019) and for creating the positive image and
reputation (Merchant et al., 2015), and it is one of the key factors for the students when it comes to enrolling
at the competitive institution. If the expectations of students are not met, there is dissatisfaction, and if the
perceived quality is low, these can all have severe consequences on the number of enrolled students, on
spreading the negative image among other students, which can lead to the decline of the institution.
Service quality in higher education has been the main subject of research of many authors (e.g., Dado et
al., 2012; Latif et al., 2019; Teeroovengadum et al, 2019; Hwang & Choi, 2019; Bsharat, & Ibrahim, 2020). In
Serbia there are also many studies that focus on service quality and student satisfaction (e.g., Dado, 2012;
Rodic Lukic, 2016; Jevremov, Lungulov & Dinic 2016, Nesic et al., 2017; Milojevic & Radosavljevic, 2019) and
a smaller number of studies that focus on students of higher schools of vocational studies (Vranjes, Gasevic
& Drinic, 2014; Josanov-Vrgovic et al., 2020; Damnjanovic, Jovicic Vukovic, & Papic-Blagojevic, 2020).
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There are different research methodologies for testing the service quality and student satisfaction in higher
education: SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al, 1988), SERVPERF (Cronin & Taylor, 1992), HedPERF (Abdullah,
2005), EduQUAL (Mahapatra & Khan, 2007), PHEd (Sultan & Wong, 2010), PGSQUAL (Govender &
Ramroop, 2012), HiEDQUAL (Annamdevula & Bellamkonda, 2012), HESQUAL (Teeroovengadum,
Kamalanabhan & Seebaluck, 2016), HiEduQual (Latif et al., 2019), UnivQual (Marimon et al., 2019). The
instruments mentioned above are differentiated in terms of concept, dimensions, and the numbers of
variables. The SERVQUAL is one of the most frequently used models, and it measures the quality of service
in higher education by using five dimensions of quality (reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and
tangibles (Legcevic, 2009; Shekarchizadeh, Rasli, & Hon-Tat et al., 2011).

3. Methodology
The research included 244 students of the first, second, and third years of bachelor studies from higher
schools of vocational studies in Novi Sad.
This research used a pen and paper survey, which had two parts. The survey’s first part focused on students’
socio-demographic data (Table 1). The second part included the usage of SERVQUAL methodology
developed and tested by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berrydevel (1988; 1991; 1994). In this study, the
adopted version of the SERVQUAL model in higher education was used (Rodic Lukuc, 2016). In the first part,
the survey included 29 questions related to the expectations the student had. In comparison, the second part
included 29 questions related to their perceptions of the service quality of the higher education institution
they are enrolled at.
Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of students
Variable
Gender
Place of residence
Year of study
Students’ status

Category
Male
Female
Rural
Urban
First
Second
Third
State scholarship
Self-funding

Frequency

Valid Percent

84
159
89
152
88
105
51
176
68

34.6
65.4
36.9
63.1
36.1
43
20.9
72.1
27.9

Source: Calculations of the authors

The students were required to state how much they agree with the statements on the Likert scale ranging
from 1 (the lowest value) to 5 (the highest value). The levels were divided into five dimensions:
- Tangibles - refer to the material elements of the service (nine items);
- Reliability - refer to the ability of the higher education institution to adequately respond to requests,
without errors and on time (four items);
- Responsiveness - refer to the readiness of a higher education school to give quick service and to
provide information about the time frames of the service (six items);
- Assurance - refer to the material and physical safety, as well as to the knowledge of the employees,
the way they are addressing students and the level of trust the students have in the school (five items);
- Empathy - refers to service personalization in line with consumers’ requests and a better
understanding of students’ needs (five items).
Furthermore, the total of the expected and perceived quality is calculated. It included all 29 items that refer
to perceptions, as well as 29 items that relate to the expectations of students.
The analysis of the research results included the calculation of the gap between the average values of the
expected level of service and average values of perceived service quality. The results show whether the level
of received service is below the expected service, whether it was in the line of expected service or whether
it exceeded the expectations of students.
The data were analyzed using frequency analysis, descriptive statistics. In contrast, the paired sample ttest, the independent t-test, and the one-factor variance analysis - ANOVA, were used for testing the
hypothesis.
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4. Results and Discussion
The results of the differences between perception and expectations of students in terms of the quality of
higher education services were obtained using paired sample T-test.
In the first part of the research, all dimensions of the SERVQUAL questionnaire were analyzed, and the
hypothesis of the existence of differences between the expected and perceived quality was confirmed. It
indicates a need for a more significant investment in the quality of service provided at higher education
institutions. The process of accreditation and self-evaluation of higher education requires constant
improvement and development of human, spatial and educational resources. Also, the opinion of students,
in addition to existing quality surveys, must be strengthened with additional research.
The results presented in Table 2 showed that there was a statistically significant difference within the pair
results (Sig.<0.05), which confirms the hypotheses H1-H5. This gap is negative for all dimensions, which
shows that the services were of insufficient quality, and did not meet the expectations of students. The most
significant differences were recorded with the Reliability and Responsiveness dimensions, whereas the
smallest negative gap was filed with the Empathy dimension. Based on that, it can be concluded that the
students were the least satisfied with the ability and readiness of the higher education institution to respond
to their requests and provide the necessary information on time and with as few mistakes as possible. On
the other hand, the existence of empathy and a better understanding of students’ individual needs has made
this dimension the best evaluated.
According to similar research, Khanli, Daneshmandi & Choobineh (2014) showed that the smallest negative
gap is found in the Responsiveness dimension, whereas the most significant difference was in the Empathy
dimension (e.g., Legcevic, 2009; Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011). Other studies showed that the smallest
negative gap is in the case of the Reliability dimension (e.g., Legcevic, 2009) and Assurance (Dado et al.,
2012). Compared to the research of students at the University of Novi Sad (Rodic Lukic, 2016), the results
were similar, with the most significant gap being recorded with the Reliability dimension, which is in line with
this research, while the smallest difference was found in the Tangibles dimension. In order to examine the
size of the influence of the observed variables, in Table 2 shows the effect size for paired samples t-test
(according to Cohen (1988) values up to 0.01 show poor effect, up to 0.06 show medium effect, and over
0.14 show a significant effect). Bearing in mind that the effect was estimated as significant for all data pairs,
we conclude that there is a significant difference between the perceived and expected quality for all observed
dimensions. It confirmed the H1-H5 hypotheses once again.
Table 2: Paired Sample T-Test of SERVQUAL dimensions
Servqual dimensions –
Pairs
Tangibles
Reliability
Responsiveness
Assurance
Empathy
Service quality Total

P
E
P
E
P
E
P
E
P
E
P
E

M

N

SD

4.0119
4.3329
4.0021
4.5195
4.0412
4.5336
4.2017
4.5314
3.9802
4.2428
4.0429
4.4191

243
243
243
243
243
243
236
236
243
243
233
233

.58408
.48511
.73258
.48413
.66539
.46934
.85810
.43451
.68895
.62679
.56889
.40598

t

Sig.

Servqual
gap and
rank

-7.900

.000

-.32099 (3)

-9.972

.000

-.51749 (1)

-10.500

.000

-.49246 (2)

-5.589

.000

-.32966 (4)

-5.530

.000

-.26255 (5)

-10.004

.000

Effect size
and result
0.23
(large effect)
0.28
(large effect)
0.30
(large effect)
0.23
(large effect)
0.14
(large effect)

df=342, P-Perceptions, E-Expectations
Source: Calculations of the authors

Moreover, the gap was calculated between the total of perceived quality and the total of expected quality of
the service of higher education (Table 2). The result has shown that the average value of the expected service
(M=4.41) is higher than the received service (M=4.04) which further shows that there is a statistically
significant difference (Sig.<0.05), and that there is a negative gap (M perceived-M expected =-0.37). The
results show that the perceived service quality is not in line with the expectations, which confirms hypothesis
H0. These results are in line with the results of the previous studies (e.g., Legcevic, 2009; Dado et al., 2012;
Shekarchiza et al., 2011; Ilyas et al., 2013, Rodic Lukic, 2016).
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Table 3: Independent t-test according to the status of students
Variable
Tangibles
Reliability
Responsiveness
Assurance
Empathy
Service quality
Total

Student status

N

M

State scholarship
self-funded
State scholarship
self-funded
State scholarship
self-funded
State scholarship
self-funded
State scholarship
self-funded
State scholarship
Self-funded

176
68
176
68
176
68
173
65
176
68
173
65

4.0385
3.9510
4.0028
4.0074
4.0341
4.0662
4.1919
4.2062
3.9784
3.9912
4.0480
4.0249

SD
.57960
.59461
.76904
.63034
.69014
.59791
.93892
.59158
.67966
.71440
.58479
.53157

t

Sig.

1.050

.295

-.047

.963

-.337

.736

-.114

.909

-.130

.897

.278

.781

df=232
Source: Calculations of the authors

Further analysis included the perception of the quality of service among students depending on their status,
that is, whether they have state scholarships or they are self-funded.
The independent t-test results show that at the level Sig.<0.05, there are no significant statistical differences
between dimensions’ average values. These measures were used to measure the quality of service between
self-funded students and students with state scholarships (Table 3) and hypothesis H6 is rejected. The
previous study done on the students of the University of Novi Sad showed that there were statistically
significant differences in the perceptions of service quality in case of all variables among the students with
both the state scholarship and self-funded students, except when it comes the Tangibles variable (Rodic
Lukic, 2016), where the students with the state scholarship perceived that the service is of higher quality than
the students who were self-funded. The other research by Akareem & Hossain (2016) showed that students
with scholarships who received scholarships based on their success during studies had higher expectations
in terms of service quality than those who did not have scholarships.
The last hypothesis is tested using the one-factor variance analysis - ANOVA, to find the differences in the
perceived service quality in higher education among three groups of students, classed on the basis of the
year of studying. The results are shown in Table 4.
Table 4: ANOVA test according to the year of studying
Variable - Year of studying

N

M

SD

F

Sig.

First year
Second year

88
100

3.9608
4.0476

.48375
.62379

2.231

.110

Third year
Total

50
238

4.1724
4.0417

.58228
.56973

df=232
Source: Calculations of the authors

Based on the results, it is established that there are no statistically significant differences at the level Sig<0.05
among the three student groups - the students of the first, the second and third years of study, which is why
the hypothesis H7 is rejected. The research results are in line with the results of the studies by the authors
Ilyas et al. (2013) and Corts et al. (2000) and are not in accordance with the study of the author Douglas et
al. (2006) and Jevremov, et al. (2016). The third-year students graded the quality of service with the highest
average value (M=4.17) compared to other years. At the same time, the least satisfied were the students in
the first year (M=3.9), which indicates that satisfaction is increased by the year of study.

26

Management: Journal of Sustainable Business and Management Solutions in Emerging Economies

2022/27(1)

Conslusion
Until the implementation of the Bologna Process and the new conditions at the higher education market, the question of
quality in higher education, even though it was essential, wasnot the key issue for the higher education institutions for
many years. With the education reforms, the opening of many private higher education institutions, the decrease in the
number of students, and the application for the resources with the international funds have become and are the crucial
points that every higher education institution is faced with. The new possibilities of participation in the academic exchange,
the lack of expert teaching staff, new requests of the labour market, and other changed circumstances that have happened
in the last ten years are also in focus. On the other hand, the higher education institutions are constantly under pressure
and expectations of the students who demand added value, so the question of quality and the constant improvement of
the service of higher education becomes a key issue.
The development of vocational education and raising the competencies of teachers employed in higher vocational schools
are part of the National Strategy for Education Development. Its implementation is envisaged by individual actions defined
in the Action Plan for the implementation of the strategy. The results presented so far have shown that this part of higher
education has not been paid sufficient attention and that further investment is necessary to raise the quality of service at
all levels.
At the same time, the research of the analysis of the quality in higher education in the Republic of Serbia generally has not
had the students of higher schools of vocational studies in its focus. Therefore, the gap in this segment has been filled with
this research.
The results show that there is a negative gap between the expectation and the perception of the students. They also show
that it is necessary to work on the improvement of all the aspects of the service. The effect size, according to Cohen’s
criteria, is proven as significant, and the authors believe that the issue of service quality in higher vocational schools,
especially in the field of providing accurate and timely information, needs additional attention. Strengthening the digital
competencies of support services, greater digitalization of the teaching process, and greater transparency of relevant
information could contribute to greater student satisfaction with the offered quality.
Moreover, it shows that there are no differences in the perception of the service quality between the state scholarship
students and self-funded students. The results have shown that the perceived service quality is not statistically different from
study year to study year. Still, it has also shown that the rating of the quality of service increases by the year of study.
The research results provide relevant information to the management of the higher educational institutions with the
feedback on whether the requests and the students’ expectations were met. It can give information about the current level
of satisfaction and the quality of service, or dissatisfaction of students as the most essential and primary consumers of the
service.
The results show that improvement of all the aspects of the service quality is needed so that the image and the reputation
of the higher schools of vocational studies in Novi Sad and Serbia can be improved. Higher market orientation, flexibility,
the measures for the improvement of quality, and the creation of added value for the students are of crucial importance to
the institutions that this research deals with.
The research has certain limitations in terms of the size of the sample, which is why the generalization of the results is not
recommended. Furthermore, it would be useful to provide longitudinal research so that the information on the service
quality and the satisfaction of students would be practically and scientifically more relevant. It would be of great interest
to the higher education institutions, government entities, and the creators of strategy and the politics of quality in higher
education. This way, both internal and external issues can be dealt with as it can provide more advanced internal and
external mechanisms for the management of quality.
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