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Abstract

The SERVQUAL model has been widely adopted in higher education re-
search as a framework for measuring educational service quality through the
gap between users’ expectations and perceptions. Despite its extensive appli-
cation across diverse educational contexts, limited attention has been paid to
how SERVQUAL is conceptually framed with respect to stakeholders and ed-
ucational outcomes. This study presents a PRISMA-based systematic review
of 30 empirical studies published between 2004 and 2024 to examine how the
SERVQUAL model has been applied in measuring educational quality and
which stakeholder perspectives have guided these applications. The review
synthesizes evidence from studies conducted across multiple regions, includ-
ing the Middle East, North Africa, Asia, and Europe, and across various ed-
ucational settings such as public and private universities, postgraduate pro-
grams, and distance education. The findings indicate that SERVQUAL has
been applied predominantly as a student-centered service evaluation tool, fo-
cusing on operational and administrative dimensions such as facilities, relia-
bility, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. Across contexts, studies con-
sistently report negative gaps between students’ expectations and percep-
tions, highlighting areas for internal service improvement. Critically, none of
the reviewed studies conceptualized the labor market as the ultimate cus-
tomer of higher education or treated graduates as the primary service output
of educational institutions. Although employability and labor market align-
ment were occasionally acknowledged, they were not operationalized within
the SERVQUAL framework. The study calls for labor-market-oriented and
multi-stakeholder adaptations of SERVQUAL to support outcome-based ed-
ucational quality assessment.
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1. Introduction

Higher education institutions are increasingly expected to deliver high-quality ed-
ucational services that respond to the evolving expectations of students, society,
and the labor market. As universities expand in scale, diversify their academic of-
ferings, and operate within more competitive and resource-constrained environ-
ments, the quality of educational services has become a central concern for poli-
cymakers, institutional leaders, and researchers alike. Ensuring service quality is
no longer limited to academic content; it also encompasses facilities, administra-
tive support, responsiveness, reliability, and the overall educational experience
provided to learners (Tan & Kek, 2004; Abdullah, 2006).

In many regions, including the Arab world and other developing and emerging
economies, the rapid expansion of higher education has been accompanied by sig-
nificant structural challenges. Increased enrollment, particularly among female
students, diversification of programs, and the growth of public and private insti-
tutions have intensified concerns regarding graduate employability and the align-
ment between educational outcomes and labor market requirements (Hajdari,
2019; Goumairi et al., 2020). Although higher education systems have contributed
substantially to human capital development, mismatches between graduates’
competencies and labor market needs continue to persist, raising questions about
the effectiveness and quality of educational services.

Within this context, evaluating educational service quality has become an es-
sential mechanism for diagnosing performance gaps and guiding institutional im-
provement. Various approaches have been employed to assess service quality in
higher education, including satisfaction surveys, performance indicators, and struc-
tured measurement models. Among these, the SERVQUAL model has emerged
as one of the most widely used frameworks for measuring service quality by ex-
amining the gap between users’ expectations and their perceptions of actual ser-
vice delivery across five dimensions: Tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assur-
ance, and empathy (Parasuraman et al., 1988).

Due to its diagnostic clarity and adaptability, the SERVQUAL model has been
extensively applied in higher education research across diverse geographical and
institutional contexts. Empirical studies have used SERVQUAL to assess service
quality in public and private universities, engineering schools, postgraduate pro-
grams, distance education, and during crisis situations such as the COVID-19
pandemic (Gregory, 2019; Yousapronpaiboon, 2014; Li & Teh, 2021; Safar, 2021).
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These studies consistently highlight gaps between expected and perceived service
quality, indicating areas for improvement in infrastructure, administrative effi-
ciency, academic support, and responsiveness.

However, a critical examination of the existing literature reveals a dominant
conceptual orientation in SERVQUAL-based educational studies: the overwhelm-
ing majority conceptualize students as the primary—and often sole—customers
of educational services. Consequently, service quality assessment has largely fo-
cused on students’ satisfaction with teaching, facilities, and institutional support
during their studies (Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Leonnard, 2018; Saliba & Gorenc
Zoran, 2018). While this perspective provides valuable insights into the student
experience, it offers a partial view of educational quality by prioritizing short-term
satisfaction over longer-term outcomes.

Notably, far less attention has been paid to alternative stakeholder perspectives,
particularly those that view the labor market as the ultimate customer of higher
education and graduates as the primary service output of educational institutions.
From this perspective, educational quality should be evaluated not only by stu-
dents’ perceptions but also by the extent to which graduates’ skills, competencies,
and attributes align with labor market needs. Despite its relevance, this outcome-
oriented approach remains underrepresented in SERVQUAL-based educational
research.

Given the increasing emphasis on employability, skills relevance, and outcome-
based education, there is a clear need for a systematic synthesis of how the SERV-
QUAL model has been applied in educational contexts and which stakeholder
perspectives have guided these applications. A systematic review is particularly
valuable for identifying dominant trends, methodological patterns, and concep-
tual gaps in the literature, and for clarifying whether and how labor-market-ori-
ented perspectives have been incorporated into educational quality assessment.
Accordingly, this systematic review seeks to address the following central research
question:

How has the SERVQUAL model been applied in measuring the quality of edu-
cational services, and which stakeholder perspectives have been adopted in eval-
uating educational quality?

In addition, the review is guided by the following sub-question:

Have SERVQUAL-based educational studies conceptualized the labor market
as the ultimate customer and graduates as the service output of educational insti-
tutions?

By synthesizing evidence from existing studies, this review aims to provide a
comprehensive overview of SERVQUAL applications in education, identify pre-
vailing evaluation perspectives, and highlight critical gaps that can inform future

research and policy development in educational quality assessment.

2. Problem Statement

Despite the growing importance of educational service quality in higher educa-
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tion, there remains a lack of conceptual clarity regarding how quality should be
evaluated and whose perspectives should be prioritized in this evaluation. Many
higher education institutions have adopted service quality frameworks, particu-
larly the SERVQUAL model, to assess the effectiveness of their educational ser-
vices. These assessments commonly focus on the gap between students’ expecta-
tions and their perceptions of the services provided, emphasizing dimensions such
as facilities, responsiveness, reliability, assurance, and empathy. While this ap-
proach has contributed significantly to understanding the student experience
within universities, it tends to emphasize short-term satisfaction indicators rather
than broader educational outcomes.

A major limitation within the existing literature is the predominant treatment
of students as the primary—or sometimes the sole—customers of higher educa-
tion services. As a result, most SERVQUAL-based studies measure service quality
primarily through students’ perceptions during their academic experience. Alt-
hough this perspective provides valuable insights into institutional performance
from the learner’s viewpoint, it overlooks other critical stakeholders who are di-
rectly affected by the outputs of higher education, particularly employers and the
labor market.

In contemporary knowledge economies, higher education institutions are in-
creasingly expected to produce graduates who possess relevant competencies,
practical skills, and professional readiness that align with labor market demands.
However, persistent concerns about graduate employability and skills mismatches
suggest that current approaches to evaluating educational service quality may not
adequately capture the effectiveness of universities in fulfilling this broader socie-
tal role. The limited integration of labor-market-oriented perspectives in SERV-
QUAL-based educational research raises important questions about whether ex-
isting assessment models fully reflect the ultimate outcomes of higher education
systems.

Furthermore, the literature lacks a comprehensive synthesis that critically ex-
amines how SERVQUAL has been applied in educational contexts and whether
alternative stakeholder perspectives—particularly those that view the labor mar-
ket as the ultimate customer and graduates as the service output—have been
incorporated into quality assessment frameworks. Without such synthesis, it re-
mains difficult to identify prevailing research trends, methodological approaches,
and conceptual gaps that may limit the effectiveness of educational quality eval-
uation.

Accordingly, the central problem addressed by this study is the absence of a
systematic understanding of how the SERVQUAL model has been applied in
higher education research and the extent to which different stakeholder perspec-
tives have shaped these applications. Addressing this gap is essential for develop-
ing a more comprehensive and outcome-oriented understanding of educational
service quality that reflects both students’ experiences and the broader expecta-

tions of the labor market.
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3. Methodology

Systematic reviews are methodological studies that use structured, transparent da-
tabase searches to identify, evaluate, and synthesize existing research, thereby
providing objective, theoretically grounded insights into a specific research area.
Unlike narrative reviews, which often summarize prior knowledge without apply-
ing standardized and reproducible procedures or addressing clearly defined re-
search questions (Harrison et al., 2020), systematic reviews follow a rigorous
methodological process that enhances the validity and reliability of their findings.
Such an approach is particularly effective in minimizing reviewer bias and strength-
ening the credibility of research outcomes (Robinson & Lowe, 2018). High-quality
systematic reviews typically involve three interrelated stages—planning, conduct-
ing, and reporting—carried out through comprehensive, replicable search strate-
gies across multiple academic databases (Bramer et al., 2018). Despite the exten-
sive application of the SERVQUAL model in educational research, existing studies
remain dispersed across different contexts, educational levels, and stakeholder
perspectives, resulting in fragmented knowledge and limited cumulative under-
standing. This fragmentation highlights the need for a systematic synthesis to con-
solidate existing evidence and identify conceptual and methodological gaps in the

literature.

3.1. PRISMA

This systematic review was conducted in accordance with the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework, which
aims to enhance transparency, comprehensiveness, and methodological rigor in
systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Moher et al., 2009). PRISMA provides a
structured reporting approach that reduces the risk of bias and misinterpretation
throughout the review process. Although originally developed for health research,
the PRISMA methodology has been increasingly adopted in education, manage-

ment, and social science research due to its robustness and adaptability.

3.1.1. Resources

A comprehensive electronic literature search was conducted across multiple aca-
demic databases to ensure broad coverage of international and Arabic-language
studies on the application of the SERVQUAL model in educational contexts. The
databases included Dar Almandumah, Scopus, Web of Science (WoS), and Google
Scholar. Dar Almandumah is a major Arabic academic database that includes
peer-reviewed journals, theses, conference proceedings, and scholarly publica-
tions across the fields of education, the social sciences, management, and the hu-
manities. Scopus provides access to a large collection of peer-reviewed journals
across the education, social sciences, and interdisciplinary fields, as well as ad-
vanced citation analysis tools. Web of Science (WoS) offers extensive multidisci-
plinary coverage and includes high-impact journals relevant to educational qual-

ity and service evaluation. Google Scholar was used as a supplementary source to
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identify additional relevant studies not indexed in the primary databases. These
databases were selected to ensure comprehensive inclusion of both global and re-
gional research, reflecting the dual focus of this review on international SERV-
QUAL applications and studies conducted within Arab and developing-country
educational contexts.

3.1.2. Systematic Review Process
The systematic review followed three key stages: identification, screening, and el-
igibility assessment, in accordance with PRISMA guidelines (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. PRISMA systematic review process.

3.1.3. Identification

During the identification stage, a systematic process was used to develop relevant
keywords and search terms aligned with this review’s research questions. The ob-
jective was to ensure comprehensive retrieval of studies that apply the SERV-
QUAL model to measure educational service quality across different educational
settings. This process involved identifying synonyms, related concepts, and alter-
native expressions for key constructs such as SERVQUAL, service quality, educa-
tional quality, higher education, technical and vocational education, students,
graduates, employers, and labor market. Following the framework proposed by
Okoli (2015), the initial list of keywords was refined using established terminology

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2026.148005

70 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2026.148005

A. M. J. Mandili, M. Mirahan-Zedan

from prior literature, online thesauri, and expert judgment. To maximize search
precision and retrieval breadth, Boolean operators (OR/AND), phrase searching,
truncation, and wildcard symbols were incorporated into the final search strings.
These search strategies were systematically applied across all selected databases,
and the final search strings and database-specific keyword combinations are pre-
sented in Table 1. As a result of the identification process, 98 records were re-
trieved during the initial search phase, forming the preliminary dataset for subse-
quent screening and eligibility assessment.

Table 1. Search strings used in the systematic review.

Database = Keywords Used

“SERVQUAL” OR “Service Quality” OR “Educational Service Quality” OR
Dar Alman- “Higher Education Quality” OR “University Services” OR “Quality of
dumah Educational Services” OR “Student Satisfaction” OR “Graduate Outcomes”
OR “Labor Market Needs” OR “Educational Quality Measurement”

“SERVQUAL” OR “Service Quality in Education” OR “Higher Education
Service Quality” OR “Educational Quality Assessment” OR “Student

Scopus Satisfaction” OR “Graduate Employability” OR “Labor Market Alignment”
OR “Quality of Higher Education”
Web of “SERVQUAL” OR “Educational Service Quality” OR “Higher Education
‘e © Quality” OR “University Service Quality” OR “Student Perceptions” OR
Science « R Hen ym . »
Graduate Skills” OR “Employability” OR “Education and Labor Market
Google “SERVQUAL” OR “Service Quality in Higher Education” OR “Educational
Sch gl . Service Quality” OR “Student Satisfaction” OR “Graduate Employability”
chola

OR “Labor Market Requirements” OR “Quality of Education”

3.1.4. Screening

The second stage involved a systematic screening process designed to refine the pre-
liminary dataset and ensure the methodological rigor and relevance of the included
studies. Initially, duplicate records identified across the selected databases were re-
moved, resulting in the exclusion of 18 overlapping records and leaving 80 unique
studies for further assessment. The remaining records were subsequently screened

using predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Criteria Included Studies Excluded Studies

Conference papers, book chapters,

Document Empirical, peer-reviewed journal books, dissertations, systematic
Type articles reviews, and other non-empirical
sources
Language English and Arabic publications Publications in other languages
Stud Application of the SERVQUAL model Studies not applying SERVQUAL,
u
- ¥ or SERVQUAL-based gap analysis in  focusing on non-educational sectors,
ocus

educational service quality assessment or lacking methodological clarity
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Only peer-reviewed journal articles presenting empirical research were consid-
ered, as these provide robust methodological foundations and original findings
relevant to the objectives of this review. Review articles, book chapters, conference
proceedings, dissertations, systematic reviews, and other non-empirical sources
were excluded. To ensure linguistic accessibility and contextual relevance, only
studies published in English or Arabic were included. The screening also focused
on the thematic scope of the articles. Studies were required to explicitly apply the
SERVQUAL model or a SERVQUAL-based perceptions—expectations framework
in educational contexts, including higher education, technical and vocational ed-
ucation, postgraduate education, or distance learning environments. Articles that
did not employ SERVQUAL, focused on non-educational sectors, or lacked suffi-
cient methodological clarity were excluded at this stage, as detailed in Table 2.
Applying these screening criteria excluded 45 studies, leaving 35 articles eligible

for full -text assessment in the subsequent eligibility stage.

3.1.5. Eligibility

The eligibility stage involved a detailed full-text review of the 35 remaining studies
to verify their alignment with the research objectives. Each article was manually
examined to assess its theoretical focus, methodological transparency, and empir-
ical contribution to understanding educational service quality through the SERV-
QUAL model. Particular attention was given to identifying the stakeholder per-
spective adopted in each study, including whether students, graduates, employers,
or the labor market were conceptualized as customers. Studies that failed to meet
the inclusion criteria, demonstrated significant methodological limitations, or
were identified as retracted publications, were excluded at this stage. As a result
of the eligibility assessment, 5 studies were excluded, leaving a final sample of 30

that met all inclusion criteria and were included in the qualitative synthesis.

3.1.6. Quality Assessment

To ensure the reliability and validity of the review findings, a quality appraisal was
conducted for the included studies. Each study was assessed for research design
clarity, appropriateness of data collection and analysis methods, and relevance to
the research questions. Studies that met acceptable quality standards were re-
tained for synthesis, ensuring that the review’s conclusions were based on meth-

odologically sound evidence.

3.1.7. Data Extraction and Analysis

Following the eligibility and quality assessment stages, a structured data extrac-
tion and analysis process was undertaken. Key information extracted from each
study included the publication year, country, and educational context; the SERV-
QUAL dimensions used; measurement objectives; the stakeholder perspective;
and the main findings. The extracted data were organized into structured matrices
to facilitate cross-study comparison. A thematic analysis approach was then ap-
plied, following the procedures outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). This process
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enabled the identification of recurring patterns and the classification of SERV-
QUAL applications according to measurement focus and stakeholder perspective.
Thematic synthesis provided the basis for identifying dominant trends, method-

ological patterns, and gaps in SERVQUAL-based research on educational quality.

4. Results

This section presents the findings of the systematic review based on the 30 studies
that met the inclusion criteria following the PRISMA screening and eligibility pro-
cess. The results are organized to reflect:

1) general characteristics of the included studies;

2) patterns in SERVQUAL applications in educational contexts;

3) stakeholder perspectives adopted in evaluating educational quality.

4.1. Study Selection Results

The systematic search across selected databases yielded 98 records during the
identification stage. After removing 18 duplicate records, 80 unique studies were
screened based on titles and abstracts. After applying predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 45 studies were excluded as irrelevant, lacking empirical evi-
dence, using non-SERVQUAL instruments, or focusing on non-educational sec-
tors. A total of 35 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Of these, 5 studies
were excluded due to methodological limitations, insufficient alignment with the
review objectives, or retraction status. Consequently, 30 studies were retained for

qualitative synthesis.

4.2. General Characteristics of the Included Studies

The studies included in this review were published between 2004 and 2024, indi-
cating sustained academic interest in applying the SERVQUAL model within ed-
ucational contexts over the past two decades (Tan & Kek, 2004; Abdullah, 2006;
Utkirov, 2024). The geographical distribution of the studies reflects a strong rep-
resentation of developing and emerging economies, including countries in the
Middle East, North Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe. Examples include studies
conducted in Saudi Arabia (Al-Zahrani & Mohammed, 2010; Hasnain & Al-Shar-
binni, 2017; Safar, 2021), Egypt (Abu Warda, 2007), Morocco (Goumairi et al.,
2020), Yemen (Al-Ghaili, 2018), Malaysia (Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Ramaiyah
et al., 2009), Thailand (Yousapronpaiboon, 2014), Indonesia (Leonnard, 2018),
Albania (Hajdari, 2019; Cerri, 2012), and Uzbekistan (Utkirov, 2024).

In the educational context, most studies have focused on higher education in-
stitutions, including public and private universities, engineering schools, and
postgraduate programs (Gregory, 2019; Goumairi et al., 2020; Saliba & Gorenc
Zoran, 2018). A smaller number of studies examined technical and vocational ed-
ucation, community colleges, and distance or online learning environments, par-
ticularly during the COVID-19 pandemic (Li & Teh, 2021; Safar, 2021).

Methodologically, most studies adopted a quantitative research design, relying
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on questionnaire-based surveys grounded in the SERVQUAL perceptions—expec-
tations gap model originally proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988). Sample sizes
varied considerably, ranging from fewer than 100 respondents in specialized pro-
grams (Gregory, 2019) to several hundred students in large public universities
(Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Yousapronpaiboon, 2014).

4.3. Applications of the SERVQUAL Model in Education

Analysis of the included studies indicates that the SERVQUAL model has been
applied in educational research for various measurement purposes. While these
applications differ in scope and context, they share a common conceptual foun-
dation rooted in the original expectations—perceptions gap logic, in which educa-
tional quality is assessed through the subjective evaluations of service recipients.
Across the reviewed literature, three dominant application patterns emerge, re-
flecting differences in research objectives, institutional focus, and analytical in-
tent. Notably, none of these application patterns conceptualize students as outputs

or graduates as products of the educational system.

4.3.1. Assessment of Educational Service Delivery

The most widespread application of SERVQUAL involved assessing the quality of
educational service delivery from students’ perspectives. In this dominant stream,
SERVQUAL was used primarily to evaluate operational and support dimensions
of education, including physical infrastructure, administrative services, teaching
facilities, communication processes, and institutional responsiveness. Across di-
verse geographical and institutional contexts, empirical evidence consistently re-
vealed negative gaps between students’ expectations and perceptions across all five
SERVQUAL dimensions, indicating that perceived service quality frequently
failed to meet expectations (Abdullah, 2006; Yousapronpaiboon, 2014; Hajdari,
2019; Al-Zahrani & Mohammed, 2010). These gaps were most pronounced in the
dimensions of tangibility, reliability, and responsiveness, highlighting persistent
deficiencies related to facility adequacy, adherence to academic schedules, availa-
bility of learning resources, and timely administrative support (Leonnard, 2018;
Al-Ghaili, 2018; Goumairi et al., 2020; Barakat, 2010). Importantly, within this
application pattern, students are consistently positioned as end users of educa-
tional services rather than as developmental outputs of the system. Even when
studies address curriculum relevance or academic quality, these elements are eval-
uated solely in terms of students’ satisfaction during their studies, not in terms of
graduates’ competencies, skills, or employability. As such, SERVQUAL functions
as a diagnostic tool for service delivery efficiency, rather than as a mechanism for

assessing the effectiveness of education as a production process.

4.3.2. Evaluation of Program Effectiveness and Institutional
Performance

A second cluster of studies extended SERVQUAL beyond basic service delivery

assessment and employed it as a strategic diagnostic instrument to evaluate pro-
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gram effectiveness, institutional performance, and comparative quality across or-
ganizational units. In these studies, SERVQUAL findings were interpreted as in-
puts for quality assurance, benchmarking, and strategic planning, rather than as
isolated satisfaction metrics. Comparative analyses frequently examined differ-
ences between public and private higher education institutions, revealing system-
atic variations in perceived service quality. For example, Saliba and Gorenc Zoran
(2018) demonstrated that public universities consistently exhibited larger negative
gaps in reliability and responsiveness than private institutions, suggesting struc-
tural constraints related to governance, funding, and administrative flexibility.
Similar comparative approaches were adopted in studies examining differences
across faculties, departments, or academic programs within the same institution
(Gregory, 2019; Hajdari, 2019). Despite this broader institutional focus, SERV-
QUAL applications within this category remain firmly anchored in student per-
ceptions. Program effectiveness is assessed by how well services are delivered to
students, rather than by how effectively programs transform students into com-
petent graduates. Consequently, students are still treated as customers rather than
as products of the educational process, and institutional performance is evaluated
without reference to labor market outcomes, graduate quality, or employer satis-

faction.

4.3.3. Context-Specific and Adapted Applications

A smaller yet meaningful subset of studies applied SERVQUAL to context-specific
educational settings, demonstrating the model’s adaptability while preserving
its five-dimensional structure. These contexts included postgraduate education
(Hasnain & Al-Sharbinni, 2017; Al-Rabbah, 2020), international student experi-
ences (Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011), and distance or emergency remote education
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Li & Teh, 2021; Safar, 2021). In postgraduate-
focused studies, SERVQUAL was adapted to capture expectations related to aca-
demic supervision, research support, and administrative efficiency. Although
these studies reported significant gaps—particularly in responsiveness and empa-
thy—the evaluative focus remained on postgraduate students’ service experiences
rather than on the quality or market relevance of postgraduate qualifications. Sim-
ilarly, studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic emphasized digital
infrastructure and institutional responsiveness, yet assessed success primarily
through students’ immediate perceptions of online learning environments. Across
all adapted applications, SERVQUAL proved effective in identifying context-spe-
cific service deficiencies, but its evaluative scope remained limited to short-term
service experiences. Even in these specialized contexts, students were never con-
ceptualized as outputs, nor were graduates evaluated as products whose quality

could be judged by external stakeholders such as employers.

4.4. Stakeholder Perspectives in SERVQUAL-Based Studies

Analysis of stakeholder perspectives reveals a clear and persistent dominance of

the student-centered evaluation paradigm across all reviewed studies. The vast
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majority of SERVQUAL-based educational research conceptualizes students as
the primary—and often exclusive—customers of educational services, with qual-
ity measured solely through their expectations and perceptions (Parasuraman et
al., 1988; Abdullah, 2006; Gregory, 2019; Yousapronpaiboon, 2014). Some studies
broadened the respondent base to include postgraduate students, international
students, or teachers, yet these groups were still treated as direct service recipients
rather than as participants within a broader education-to-employment value
chain (Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Hasnain & Al-Sharbinni, 2017; Al-Badawi &
Al-Qahtani, 2019). Even when employability, skills relevance, or labor market
challenges were acknowledged in discussion sections, such issues remained con-
ceptual or interpretive, and were not operationalized within the SERVQUAL
measurement framework (Goumairi et al., 2020; Utkirov, 2024). Critically, none
of the 30 reviewed studies conceptualized students as products or graduates of
educational institutions. Likewise, the labor market was never positioned as the
ultimate customer whose expectations and perceptions should inform quality as-
sessment. This absence persists across regions, educational levels, and time peri-
ods, including contexts where graduate unemployment and skills mismatches are

explicitly identified as national policy challenges.

4.5. Summary of Key Findings

The findings of this systematic review demonstrate that the SERVQUAL model
has been widely and consistently applied to assess educational service quality
across diverse institutional types and geographical settings. The model has proven
effective in identifying service delivery gaps, supporting managerial decision-
making, and informing continuous improvement initiatives within educational
institutions. However, the review also reveals a systematic conceptual limitation
in existing SERVQUAL-based educational research. Applications remain over-
whelmingly student-satisfaction oriented, focusing on perceived service quality
during the study period. While this perspective provides valuable insights into
operational and administrative performance, it offers only a partial evaluation of
educational quality because it excludes outcome-oriented measures of graduate
competence, employability, and labor market alignment. Most importantly, the
complete absence of studies that conceptualize students as products and the labor
market as the ultimate customer highlights a critical gap in the literature. Address-
ing this gap presents a significant opportunity for future research to reconceptu-
alize SERVQUAL applications in education, shifting from a service-consumption
perspective to a value-creation, outcome-based framework that aligns educational

quality assessment with workforce and societal needs.

5. Discussion

This systematic review examined how the SERVQUAL model has been applied in
measuring the quality of educational services and which stakeholder perspectives

have guided these applications. By synthesizing evidence from 30 empirical stud-
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ies published between 2004 and 2024, the review directly addresses the central
research question and its gap-driven sub-question. The discussion not only con-
solidates dominant application patterns of SERVQUAL in educational contexts
but also exposes a persistent and theoretically significant limitation in how edu-

cational quality has been conceptualized and measured.

5.1. Addressing the Central Research Question

How has the SERVQUAL model been applied in measuring the quality of educa-
tional services, and which stakeholder perspectives have been adopted?

The findings of this review demonstrate that SERVQUAL has been applied in
education predominantly as a student-centered service quality assessment tool.
Across a wide range of geographical regions and institutional types, SERVQUAL
has been used to measure gaps between students’ expectations and perceptions
regarding educational services, with consistent attention to the five core dimen-
sions of tangibility, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy (Abdullah,
2006; Yousapronpaiboon, 2014; Gregory, 2019).

Most reviewed studies employed SERVQUAL to evaluate educational service
delivery, focusing on facilities, administrative efficiency, staff behavior, academic
support, and institutional responsiveness (Hajdari, 2019; Al-Ghaili, 2018; Gou-
mairi et al., 2020). A second stream of applications used SERVQUAL more stra-
tegically, interpreting gap results as indicators of program effectiveness and insti-
tutional performance, often by comparing public and private universities or across
faculties and departments (Saliba & Gorenc Zoran, 2018; Gregory, 2019). A third,
smaller group of studies adapted SERVQUAL to specific educational contexts,
such as postgraduate education, international students, and emergency distance
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic (Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011; Li & Teh,
2021; Safar, 2021).

Despite this apparent diversity of applications, the stakeholder perspective
adopted across studies is strikingly uniform. Almost all SERVQUAL-based edu-
cational studies conceptualize students as the primary customers and define edu-
cational quality as students’ satisfaction with services received during the study
period. This approach mirrors the original SERVQUAL logic developed for com-
mercial service settings (Parasuraman et al., 1988), where service quality is evalu-
ated based on the perceptions of direct service consumers. From a theoretical
standpoint, this dominant application positions SERVQUAL in education as a
tool for assessing operational service quality, rather than as a framework for eval-
uating the effectiveness of education as a developmental or productive process.
Consequently, educational quality is frequently equated with perceived service
satisfaction, rather than with learning outcomes, skill acquisition, or societal and

economic impact.

5.2. Addressing the Sub-Question

Have SERVQUAL-based educational studies conceptualized the labor market as
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the ultimate customer and graduates as the service output of educational institu-
tions?

One of the most significant contributions of this review lies in its clear and un-
equivocal answer to the sub-question. The analysis reveals that none of the 30 re-
viewed studies explicitly conceptualized the labor market as the ultimate customer
of higher education, nor did any operationalize graduates as the primary service
output within a SERVQUAL-based evaluation framework. Although several stud-
ies acknowledged labor market pressures, employability concerns, or skills mis-
matches in their introductory or discussion sections—particularly in technical
and professionally oriented fields (e.g., Goumairi et al., 2020; Utkirov, 2024)—
these issues were not integrated into the SERVQUAL measurement logic. Em-
ployers were never included as evaluators of service quality, and graduate compe-
tencies, employability outcomes, or workforce readiness were not incorporated as
measurable dimensions of quality. Instead, SERVQUAL applications consistently
terminated at the point of service delivery to students, treating education as a con-
sumptive experience rather than as a value-creation process. As a result, graduates
were implicitly framed as satisfied or dissatisfied customers rather than as prod-
ucts whose quality could be assessed by external stakeholders such as employers
or labor market institutions.

This finding highlights a systematic conceptual limitation in SERVQUAL-
based educational research. By excluding labor market perspectives, existing ap-
plications offer a partial, inward-looking assessment of educational quality—one
that prioritizes internal service processes while overlooking the external validation
of educational outcomes. This limitation is particularly consequential in contexts
characterized by graduate unemployment, skills gaps, and increasing demands for

accountability in higher education systems.

5.3. Comparison with Prior Reviews and Related Literature

The findings of this review are broadly consistent with earlier research document-
ing the widespread adoption of SERVQUAL in higher education and its effective-
ness in identifying service quality gaps from the student perspective (Tan & Kek,
2004; Ramaiyah et al., 2009; Saliba & Gorenc Zoran, 2018). Like prior studies, this
review confirms SERVQUAL'’s flexibility, diagnostic clarity, and ease of applica-
tion in educational environments. However, the present review extends existing
literature in two important ways. First, rather than focusing primarily on instru-
ment validity or dimensional structure, it explicitly examines whose perspective
is being measured. While earlier studies proposed modifying SERVQUAL to bet-
ter fit educational contexts (Abu Warda, 2007; Cerri, 2012), these adaptations
largely preserved the underlying assumption that students are the primary cus-
tomers. Second, when compared with the broader higher education quality assur-
ance and employability literature—which increasingly emphasizes learning out-
comes, graduate attributes, and employer satisfaction—the SERVQUAL-based

education literature appears theoretically conservative. This disconnect suggests a
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growing gap between quality discourse, which stresses outcome-based education
and labor market alignment, and quality measurement practice, which remains

focused on student satisfaction and service delivery.

5.4. Implications for Educational Institutions and Policymakers

From an institutional perspective, the findings suggest that higher education in-
stitutions relying exclusively on SERVQUAL-based student satisfaction surveys
may obtain an incomplete and potentially misleading picture of educational qual-
ity. While such assessments are valuable for improving facilities, administrative
processes, and student support services, they provide limited insight into whether
programs are producing graduates who meet labor market expectations. For pol-
icymakers, accreditation agencies, and quality assurance bodies, the results under-
score the need to promote multi-stakeholder evaluation frameworks. Integrating
employer feedback, graduate performance indicators, and labor market outcomes
with SERVQUAL-based student assessments would support more comprehen-
sive, outcome-oriented quality assurance systems, particularly in technical and

vocational education.

5.5. Future Research Directions

Building directly on the answers to the research questions, several directions for
future research emerge:

Labor-market-oriented SERVQUAL adaptations should be developed that ex-
plicitly treat employers as customers and graduates as service outputs.

Multi-perspective SERVQUAL studies should simultaneously capture and
compare the perceptions of students, graduates, employers, and academic staff.

Longitudinal research designs should extend SERVQUAL assessments be-
yond graduation to examine links between perceived service quality and em-
ployment outcomes. Comparative studies should evaluate SERVQUAL along-
side outcome-based and employability-focused models to assess their relative
explanatory power.

In direct response to the research questions, this systematic review demon-
strates that SERVQUAL has been widely applied in education primarily as a stu-
dent-centered service quality assessment tool, with limited stakeholder diversity.
Most importantly, none of the reviewed studies conceptualized the labor market
as the ultimate customer or graduates as the primary service output of educational
institutions. Addressing this gap represents a critical opportunity to advance ed-
ucational quality assessment and to realign SERVQUAL-based evaluation with
contemporary demands for employability, accountability, and labor market rele-

vance.

6. Conclusion and Contributions

This systematic review examined how the SERVQUAL model has been applied to

measure the quality of educational services and identified the stakeholder perspec-

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2026.148005

79 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2026.148005

A. M. J. Mandili, M. Mirahan-Zedan

tives that have guided these applications. Drawing on 30 empirical studies pub-
lished between 2004 and 2024 and selected through a rigorous PRISMA-based re-
view process, the study provides a comprehensive and structured synthesis of
SERVQUAL use in educational contexts across diverse geographical regions, in-
stitutional types, and educational levels.

In response to the central research question, the findings demonstrate that
SERVQUAL has been widely and consistently used to assess educational service
quality, primarily by measuring gaps between students’ expectations and percep-
tions across the five core SERVQUAL dimensions: tangibility, reliability, respon-
siveness, assurance, and empathy. Across public and private universities, post-
graduate programs, and distance education settings, SERVQUAL has been used
predominantly to evaluate operational and administrative aspects of education,
such as facilities, service efficiency, staff behavior, and institutional responsive-
ness. The reviewed studies collectively confirm SERVQUAL’s diagnostic value in
identifying service quality deficiencies and supporting internal improvement ini-
tiatives within educational institutions.

Regarding the sub-question, this review reaches a clear and unequivocal con-
clusion: SERVQUAL-based educational studies have not conceptualized the labor
market as the ultimate customer, nor have they treated graduates as the primary
service output of educational institutions. Although several studies acknowledged
employability concerns, skills mismatches, or labor market challenges in their
contextual discussions, these considerations were not operationalized within the
SERVQUAL measurement framework. Employers were not included as evalua-
tors, and graduate outcomes were not embedded as dimensions of educational
service quality. Consequently, SERVQUAL applications in education remain pre-
dominantly student-centered and inward-looking, emphasizing service delivery
during the period of study rather than outcome-oriented assessments of graduate

readiness, workforce relevance, or societal impact.

6.1. Theoretical Contributions

This review makes several important theoretical contributions to the literature on
service quality and educational evaluation. First, it advances SERVQUAL schol-
arship in education by adopting a stakeholder-oriented synthesis, shifting the an-
alytical focus from how SERVQUAL is measured to whose perspectives are being
measured. By systematically examining stakeholder representation across studies,
the review reveals a persistent conceptual bias toward the student-as-customer
paradigm, thereby exposing a foundational limitation in existing SERVQUAL-
based educational research. Second, the study contributes to educational quality
theory by highlighting the conceptual distinction between service satisfaction and
educational effectiveness. The dominance of student-centered SERVQUAL appli-
cations underscores the risk of equating perceived service quality with educational
success, while neglecting outcome-based dimensions such as learning effective-

ness, skill development, and employability. This distinction reinforces the need to
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reconceptualize educational quality as a multi-stakeholder construct rather than
a unidirectional service encounter. Third, and most significantly, this review iden-
tifies and articulates a novel conceptual gap by explicitly framing the labor market
as a missing stakeholder in SERVQUAL applications. By demonstrating that grad-
uates have never been treated as service outputs and employers as ultimate cus-
tomers, the study opens new theoretical pathways for integrating service quality
theory with outcome-based education, employability frameworks, and human

capital development models.

6.2. Methodological Contributions

From a methodological standpoint, this study demonstrates the value of applying
a PRISMA-based systematic review approach to service quality research in educa-
tion. By transparently documenting the identification, screening, and eligibility
stages that reduced an initial pool of 98 records to a final sample of 30 studies, the
review enhances methodological rigor, transparency, and replicability. In addi-
tion, classifying SERVQUAL applications by measurement purpose (service de-
livery assessment, institutional performance evaluation, and context-specific ad-
aptation) and stakeholder perspective provides a structured analytical framework
that can be adopted in future systematic reviews and empirical investigations of

service quality models in education and related fields.

6.3. Practical and Policy Contributions

The findings of this review have important implications for educational institu-
tions, quality assurance agencies, and policymakers. While SERVQUAL-based
student satisfaction assessments offer valuable insights for improving internal ser-
vice delivery and enhancing the student experience, reliance on such assessments
alone may yield partial and potentially misleading evaluations of educational qual-
ity. For educational institutions, the results suggest the need to complement stu-
dent-centered SERVQUAL assessments with outcome-oriented indicators, includ-
ing graduate employability, employer satisfaction, and workforce performance. For
policymakers and accreditation bodies, the review underscores the importance of
promoting multi-stakeholder quality evaluation frameworks that align educa-
tional quality measurement with national employment strategies, workforce plan-
ning objectives, and qualification frameworks.

In conclusion, this systematic review demonstrates that although SERVQUAL
remains a widely used and effective tool for assessing educational service quality,
its application has been largely confined to student-centered evaluations of service
delivery. The systematic absence of labor-market-oriented perspectives and the
failure to treat graduates as service outputs represent a critical theoretical and
methodological gap in the literature. Addressing this gap offers a promising path-
way to advance educational quality assessment and strengthen the alignment be-
tween higher education systems and labor market needs in an increasingly ac-

countability-driven, skills-oriented global environment.
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