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Abstract

Higher education institutions have been obliged to work extremely hard to ensure their sustainability and
growth to meet the ever-increasing demands of university students, parents, and stakeholders. Universities
have been under great pressure to remain competitive with a great deal of emphasis placed on being
innovative, building auxiliary structures, and acquiring qualified academics. The concept of service delivery of
academic departments in universities of technology has received minimal attention. This study explored
student expectations and perceptions of service quality provided by academic support departments with the
intention of enhancing the level of student satisfaction and experience. A quantitative research approach was
employed using questionnaires. A nonprobability convenience sampling was adopted to identify 260 students.
Data were coded and analyzed for descriptive analysis using SPSS Version 23.0. The findings revealed that
many students were not content with various services provided by the academic departments within the
university and that the academic departments did not offer students the services that they expected. The
SERVQUAL dimensions displayed a negative gap in services provided by academic administrative staff. On
the basis of these findings, it is recommended that the university attends to the identified key areas of
concern, particularly administrative staff competency.
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Introduction

Many scholars have identified service quality as an innovative strategy to attract students (Abu Hasan & Ilias,
2008; Lee, 2010; Ngibe & Lekhanya, 2016; Sultan & Wong, 2012). The need for higher education institutions
(HEIs) to remain competitive by attempting to attract and retain high-performing students has become a
major concern for universities (Koni et al., 2013; Malik et al., 2010; Mmutle & Shonhe, 2017). Consequently,
the quality of service delivered by HEIs has been acknowledged as essential for marketing and financial
performance (Khan et al., 2011) and is identified as the vehicle to attract and retain fee paying students (Green
& Ramroop, 2014). Rapid changes in the economic, social, and technological spheres and demographic
changes have necessitated greater demands for better quality of services offered by different institutions
(Alhabeeb, 2015). Service quality determines the reputation of an organisation. To gain a competitive edge in
the future, universities need to develop innovative strategies to attract students and to foster better and
stronger relationships with them (Abu Hasan & Ilias, 2008).

The importance of understanding the expectations of students as “customers” might improve the delivery of
service quality within HEIs. Universities need to clearly identify students’ perceptions of service quality to
develop mechanisms to improve and maintain quality of services provided. Recognizing students’ perceptions
of the quality of the services offered and evaluating their perceptions and expectations, universities can
implement mechanisms to develop quality promotion programs (Siamian et al., 2016).

Poor service delivery is prevalent in comprehensive universities in South Africa. Therefore, HEIs are obligated
to review their services constantly to ensure exceptional quality services which can provide them with
competitive edge (Albretch, 1991 as cited by Onditi & Wechuli, 2017). To understand the level of satisfaction of
students, the critical factors contributing to students’ dissatisfaction with services provided by academic
departments in the selected comprehensive university in South Africa were investigated.

Aims

The aim of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of academic support structures toward enhancing
service quality provided to students at a selected comprehensive university in South Africa.

Objectives

The objectives of the study were to analyze and determine critical factors that influence students’ perceptions
of services offered by academic support departments and to identify innovative approaches to improve
academic support structures at the selected comprehensive university.

Problem Statement

Service quality in the field of education, particularly in higher education, is not only essential but also an
important factor of educational excellence (Abidin, 2015). South African HEIs, more specifically, the selected
comprehensive university, have been found to been lagging behind in terms of delivering quality services to
students. The critical areas of poor service quality include inadequate support from academic administrative
staff, problems with student’s registration, use of inexperienced staff during peak registration periods and
poor academic facilities. This claim was further pointed out by van der Westhuizen (2014), who stated that
poor service quality in South African universities is widely known. Consequently, the ineffective academic
support structures will continue to have a negative impact on student academic performance. Conversely, an
effective student service would therefore be one that assists students in their pursuit of success (Neal, 2012).
Therefore, on their quest to become academic powerhouses of education and research enriched by industrial
and business experience (Council of Higher Education, 2010), universities need to identify, rectify, and
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revamp their academic support structures to manage and cater for the needs of the students and most
significantly enhance the standard of services provided to students.

Literature Review
The Role of Academic Support Departments Toward University Students

Education is considered as one of the basic yet pivotal needs for human development (Sivakumar &
Sarvalingam, 2010) and is pronounced as an essential component in the development and sustainable growth
of the nation (Laurie et al., 2016). The need to provide efficient academic support structures to assist students
in pursuing their educational goals is crucial if universities want to retain their top achieving students.
Student support is one of the prerequisites of quality evaluation of HEIs and includes services such as
assistance and guidance provided for student enrolment into study programmes and career aspects
(Lacovidou et al., 2009; Morgan, 2012). However, to provide quality services, quality assurance is necessary
(Akareem & Hossain, 2016). Consequently, the concept and adoption of service quality has been prevalent in
the higher education domain as universities are competing incessantly to acquire top achieving students
(Green, 2014; Mmutle et al., 2017). Students are able to ascertain how reputable the academic support
department is in supporting teaching and learning by the quality of services rendered (Tamuliené, 2013).

Student Satisfaction in Higher Education

Satisfaction is a feeling of contentment and pleasure achieved when one’s needs and desires have been
accomplished (Tsinidou et al., 2010; Saif, 2014). It is a construct that relates to the assessment of the
perceived gap between expectations and perception of services received (Oliver, 1981, cited by Santini et al.,
2017). In recent years, researchers (Butt & Rehman, 2010; Fatima & Fernandes, 2012; Ngibe & Lekhanya,
2016) have paid much attention to the student satisfaction construct in an attempt to determine the general
satisfaction levels of students. This highlights the influence that service quality has on the sustainability of
universities nationally and abroad. The gap between the students’ expectation of the quality of service and the
perceived quality of the service received can be explained by the gaps model (Green, 2014) and SERVQUAL, a
service quality scale (Chou et al., 2011).

Both the students and their parents are looking for added value for their money (Sharabi, 2010), and HEIs
have to deliver quality that is compatible with students’ expectations and needs (Smith et al., 2007).
Therefore, it is important for universities to fully identify with their mission and the needs and expectations of
the students they serve (Manuel, 2008).

Measuring Tools: Gaps Model and the SERVQUAL Model

The measuring tools propose the significant extent in identifying the gaps that exist between the expected and
perceived services. The gaps model of service quality was first developed by Parasuraman and colleagues
(1988) and was popularly used as a framework for research in servicing marketing departments for over 2
decades (Onditi & Wechuli, 2017). This model measures and shows consistancy or inconsistencies of
perceived and experienced services by customers. The purpose for this is to indentify whether there are any
service quality gap in the services provided by university. Once service quality gaps have been identified, the
university can be able to identify remedial approaches to improve services provided to students. As indicated
by Dehghan and Shahin (2011), customer satisfaction can be secured when the actual performance meets or
surpasses the expectation of those being served. However, Foster (2010) argued that the developemnt of
SERVUAL by Parasuraman et al. has been integrated slowly and is gaining momentum in higher education
due to constant changes in social economy, demographics, and student preferences.
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Foster (2010) further stated that SERVQUAL identifies five discrepancies, or "gaps," that may cause problems
in service delivery and therefore influence customer evaluations of service quality: (a) between customer
expectations and management’s perception of these expectations, (b) between management’s perception of
what customers (students) want and the specifications that management develops to provide the service, (c)
between the service quality specifications (delivery systems) and the service that is actually provided, (d)
between what the service system actually provided and what the customer is told it provides (a
communication gap), and (e) between customers’ perceptions of service performance and their expectations.
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Figure 1. SERVQUAL Model

Parasuraman and colleagues (1988) originally proposed 10 dimensions of service quality: Tangibility,
Reliability, Responsiveness, Competence, Courtesy, Credibility, Security, Access, Communication, and
Understanding the Customer. Their research was later refined, leading to the development of the SERVQUAL
scale, which measures customers’ perceptions of service quality. The original 10 dimensions were compacted
into five: Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance, Empathy, and Tangibles.

Reliability
Yeo (2008) stated that the discrepancy between the service promise and service delivery is often mainly due to
inaccurate communication from advertisements and exhibitions.

Responsiveness

According to Govender and colleagues (2014), responsiveness refers to the promptness and willingness to
serve the staff demonstrates during the service encounter. This dimension focuses on attentiveness and
promptness in dealing with customers’ requests, queries, complaints, and problems.
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Assurance

Assurance relates to the ability of the staff to provide a courteous and secure service. As stated by Arasli et al.
(2005), assurance includes employees’ knowledge, courtesy, and the ability to instill trust and confidence in
the customers.

Empathy
The focal point of empathy is the message that customers are unique and special. Curry & Sinclair (2002)
viewed empathy as providing caring, personalized attention to the customers.

Tangibles

According to van de Westhuizen (2014), tangibles are viewed as facilities, equipment, and the personal
appearance of staff at the institution. Tangibles provide physical representations that students will use to
evaluate service quality.

Research Methodology

A quantitative, descriptive research approach was adopted for this study. Descriptive research attempts to
describe characteristics of a sample and relationships between phenomena, situations, and events observed by
the researcher (Offredy & Vickers, 2010; Thyer, 2010). The use of this approach enabled the researcher to
identify and examine the factors contributing to students’ dissatisfaction toward the services provided by
academic support staff.

Study Sample Size

The target population for this study consisted of 260 full-time registered students with adequate knowledge
pertaining to the services provided by the academic support department within the university. A
nonprobability convenience sampling technique was used to target individuals whose experience would be of
value to the study. Subsequently, a convenience sampling technique was employed based on its flexibility to
allow the researcher to focus on how relevant the sample is rather than on how representative it is (Offredy &
Vickers, 2010).

Data Collection Method

A carefully designed, closed-ended questionnaire was used. Using a 5-point Likert scale format, the
questionnaire captured the levels of expectations and perceptions of the respondents toward the services
provided by the academic support departments. Questionnaires were randomly disseminated to 260 students.
A 100% response rate was achieved.

The development of the questionnaire was designed strictly in line with the SERVQUAL instrument developed
by Parasuraman et al. (1988). The questionnaire tested the dimensions of Reliability, Responsiveness,
Assurance, Empathy, and Tangibles. The adoption of the instrument helped to identify and highlight gaps in
the services provided by academic support departments.

Data Analysis

Prior to the analysis of data, a thorough cross-check and data cleaning were conducted to ensure that the data
were error free. A descriptive analysis was performed using SPSS Version 23.0. Frequencies were used to
determine the number of responses that each question received to make meaningful comparisons. The
information gathered from the frequencies allowed for a comparison between key variables. Descriptive
analysis will be presented.
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Validity and Reliability

The questionnaire was reviewed by research experts in the field, a statistician, and a professional editor prior
to distribution for data collection. The reliability test was conducted using Cronbach’s alpha, resulting in a
coefficient of 0.70. The results indicate that the reliability scores of the study were acceptable. Table 1 depicts
the reliability scores for each dimension of the SERVQUAL instrument.

Table 1. Academic Support Structure Reliability Scores for Each Dimension of the SERVQUAL

Instrument
Expectations Perceptions

SERVQUAL

dimension Items, N Cronbach's a Items, N Cronbach's a
Reliability 6 0.831 6 0.755
Responsiveness 4 0.862 4 0.761
Assurance 8 0.927 8 0.878
Empathy 6 0.912 6 0.816
Tangibles 7 0.913 7 0.807
Results

The scoring patterns of the respondents per variable per section are presented here. The gaps identified result
from the discrepancy between the measure of students’ expectations and their perception of the services
received.

Reliability

Reliability was scored as the ability of the academic administrators to perform the promised services
independently and accurately (Figure 2). The overall gap score of —1.8 is similar to the individual gaps for
each statement. A gap score of approximately —2 is considered significant. The expectation scores are high
(=4.2) and correspond to strong levels of agreement with each of the statements. The perceptions score (2.3)
averages between the levels of agreement are neutral. The statement whether the institution provides services
within the expected time (Statement B1Rel1) resulted in the highest gap score of —2.0. The statements as to
whether academic administrators solved problems and dealt with complaints with concern and sympathy
(Statement B1Rel4), behaved in a manner that gave the students trust and confidence in them (Statement
BiRel5), and provided a service that was dependable and reliable (Statement BiRel6) resulted in the next
highest gap scores of —1.9. The statement as to whether academic administrators have the requisite knowledge
to answer questions relating to courses offered (Statement B1Rel2) resulted in a gap score of —1.8. The lowest
gap was —1.6, given in response to the statement concerning accurate and retrievable records being kept by
administrative staff (Statement Bi1Rel3). This means that the students were not entirely satisfied with the
information given to them by administrators in any of the services tested by the model.

It is common knowledge that clients normally expect services to be carried out reliably, accurately, and
effectively and within a good turnaround time (Reddy, 2014). Rosa and colleagues (2012) emphasized that
when a student requests a service, the institution or department should adequately fulfill that request. As
concluded by Pathmini (2016) in a study on the impact of service reliability on student satisfaction conducted
in Sri Lanka, service reliability is significant to student satisfaction. This dimension shows that the ability of
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the academic administrators to perform their service dependably and accurately needed improvement across
all measured segments.
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Figure 2. Reliability Dimension Score. P = perceptions; E = expectations.

Responsiveness

Responsiveness was indicated by the willingness of academic administrators to help students and provide a
prompt service (Figure 3). The overall gap score of -1.8 is similar to the individual gaps for each statement.
The expectation scores are high (=4.1) and correspond to strong levels of agreement with each of the
statements. The perceptions score (2.3) average between the levels of agreement and neutral. This indicates
that the respondents perceived that the services provided by the academic administrators were somewhat

lacking.
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Figure 3. Responsiveness Dimension Score. P = perceptions; E = expectations.

The highest gap is —2.0 based on whether academic administrators deal with queries within the university
efficiently and promptly (Statement Bi1Res7). The statement whether administrative staff show willingness to
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assist students (Statement B1Res8) resulted in a gap score of —1.9. The statements whether administrative
staff were never too busy to respond to a request for assistance (Statement BiRes9), and whether they can be
contacted easily by telephone (Statement BiRes10) resulted in similar gap scores of —1.8 indicating the lowest
gap scores in this dimension. Academic administrators are perceived as not willing to assist students as
expected and that the students are also not fully informed about the types services rendered. As highlighted
earlier, the promptness and efficiency of academic administrators in dealing with students’ queries within the
institution, has recorded the highest gap score of —2.

Assurance

Assurance was measured by the knowledge and courtesy of the academic administrators and their ability to
convey trust and confidence (Figure 4). The perceptions score (2.3) average between the levels of agreement
and neutral. The largest gap score of —1.8 referred to statements whether academic administrators make
students feel entirely safe in dealing with their transactions (Statement B1Ass13), are friendly and polite
(Statement B1Ass14), have adequate staff members to carry out the duties and services they provide
(Statement B1Ass16), and are always willing to help students (Statement B1Ass18). Statements on whether
academic administrators deal with queries within the institution efficiently and promptly (Statement
B1Ass11), respect confidentiality when information is disclosed to them (Statement B1Ass12) and have the
knowledge needed to answer customer enquiries (Statement B1Ass15) had a gap score of —1.7. The lowest gap
score is —1.6, based on the statement whether academic administrators provide helpful answers which are
easy to understand when handling student queries (Statement B1Ass17). Therefore, respondents were not
entirely happy with the way the academic administrators communicated, meaning that the information
communicated to them was sometimes inaccurate and not always easy to understand. Noe (2010) stated that,
in building trust and good collaborative working relationships, it is essential to have good communication
skills and the ability to convey clear and precise information to students. The students did not feel completely
secure nor did they entirely trust academic administrators in terms of information protection during the
problem-solving process. The findings suggest that there is certainly a gap in terms of trust that needs be
addressed to enable academic administrators to follow all the necessary steps to protect students’ information.
It is important to gain students’ trust as emphasized by Montoya and colleagues (2010), who believed that
trust is at the core of the relationship.
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Figure 4. Assurance Dimension Score. P = perceptions; E = expectations.
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Empathy

Empathy scores considered the individualized attention provided to students by academic administrators
(Figure 5). The average expectation is 4.2 while the average perception is 2.4. The responses to the statements
that the academic administrators always give students individual attention (Statement BitEmp19), and
whether the safety of students is guaranteed (Statement B1Emp24) resulted in a high gap score of —1.9. The
average gap score of —1.8 referred to statements whether students perceived that the academic administrators
show a sincere interest in solving their problem (Statement B1LEmp20), appear to have best interest at heart
(Statement B1Emp22), and understand the specific needs of students (Statement B1IEmp23). The smallest gap
score of —1.7 pertained to the students perceiving the academic administrators to have convenient operation
hours (Statement B1IEmp21). With regard to this statement, the selected university conforms to the
operational hours set by the university council and the Department of Higher Education as it is a public
university. The greatest concern is in understanding and meeting students’ needs.
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Figure 5. Empathy Dimension Score. P = perceptions; E = expectations.

Tangibles

Tangibles refer to facilities, equipment, and personal appearance of the academic administrators at the
institution (Figure 6). The average expectation is 4.2 and the average perception is 2.4. The response to
whether the academic administrators had sufficient computers, printers, and copiers, and so on required to do
their work (Statement BiTan25); adequate administrative personnel to assist students (Statement B1Tan26);
up-to-date technical equipment (Statement Bi1Tan27); and appropriate tools and instruments to provide
service (Statement BiTan29) and whether the appearance of offices was attractive (Statement B1Tan30)
resulted in a gap score of —1.8, which is the highest gap score for this dimension. Statement B1Tan28, which
refers to whether physical facilities are visually appealing, resulted in an average gap score of —1.7. The lowest
gap was —1.6, based on the statements asking whether power cuts, due to poor maintenance of university
power facilities, seldom occur.
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Figure 6. Tangibles Dimension Score. P = perceptions; E = expectations.

The responses indicated that the academic administrators need to promote their services effectively by being
neat and smart in appearance, provide up-to-date technology to deliver the service efficiently and provide
service professionally. This is emphasized by Zhao and Benedetto (2013), who stated that although service
quality measures customer satisfaction against a service delivered, students’ expectations must be met in
terms of designing materials and facilities appropriately and training academic administrators adequately.
Academic administration was negatively perceived in terms of attraction and the visual appeal of the physical
facilities and the fact that the institution does not have signage locating the departments and structures.

Discussion
Recommendations

The results of this study indicated that the students were not satisfied with the services provided by academic
support structures across all five tested dimensions. The highest performance gap in the dimensions was
assurance followed respectively by tangibles, reliability, empathy, and responsiveness. The following
recommendations have been made to improve the quality of services provided by academic support
departments.

Assurance

The imperative way to improve assurance of the services provided by academic administrative departments is
to improve their administrator’s level of skills and capabilities and also understanding their roles,
responsibilities, and, most importantly, the academic administrative processes. The development of
administrative staff capabilities should not only focus on the job they are performing but also on managing
diverse students, academics, stakeholders, and the public. Therefore, it would be beneficial to organize in-
house workshops specifically on academic administrative processes to improve their level of understanding,
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which will in turn instill confidence among students that the administrators have the ability to convey
trustworthy and dependable information.

Tangibles

Based on the findings, it has been determined that a lack of proper resources and facilities, outdated
equipment, and a shortage of staff members were factors that played a critical role in supporting the delivery
of services to students. Without these requirements, academic administrative offices are likely to be inactive,
resulting in poor administrative assistance. It is further recommended that the selected university invest in
employing qualified administrators. An initiative should also be made by the university to orientate, mentor,
and train these administrators so that they fully understand the vision of the institution and their role and
influence toward this vision. Therefore, it is important that the departments attend to these critical issues with
urgency to minimize this gap.

Reliability

Based on finding of this study, students were not entirely satisfied with the level of competency shown by
academic administrative staff. Their ability to handle student’s queries and prompt attendance to enquiries
were recorded as the highest gap. As recommended earlier, this issue can be minimized if the university could
employ additional academic administrators to alleviate the pressure that is felt by the few employees that are
responsible for the large number of students enrolled at the university. Considering the expectations and
preferences of the students, the university needs to align the academic support services to the needs of the
students, to support their academic activities and instil confidence in students, and to enhance reliability of
the academic support departments.

Empathy

Due to a lack of personnel and the large number of registered students, it is evident that time and workload
did not permit academic administrators to provide individualized attention to students. The need to have
meetings with students on a monthly or termly basis is indicated here as this could alleviate the sense of not
belonging and improve student engagement with the department.

Responsiveness

In order for academic administrators to improve their level of responsiveness to student enquiries, they need
to have a better understanding of the services they are providing. They also need to have an automated filling
system that will be able to efficiently and promptly retrieve students’ records. Each department should have at
least two administrators to improve the effectiveness and continuation of work in case one of the
administrators falls ill or has family responsibilities. Furthermore, it is recommended that, academic support
departments should have a 24-hr helpline or website that assists with general questions which do not need
face-to-face consultation.

Considering the high level of competition amongst universities, nationally and internationally (Azoury et al.,
2013), it is imperative that the selected university prioritizes service quality (Alhabeeb, 2015; Cardona &
Bravo, 2012) as a strategic approach to establishing itself as the preferred university for developing leadership
in technology and promoting excellence in learning and teaching.

Conclusions

The conclusions are based on the findings and the aim and objectives of this study. The aim of this study was
to investigate the effectiveness of academic support structures toward enhancing service quality provided to
students at a selected comprehensive university in South Africa. The results revealed that the requirement of
strategic approaches to strengthen and improve service quality depended on the university’s ability to review
the services provided as all five dimensions tested (academic support structures’ reliability, responsiveness,
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empathy, assurance, and tangibles) reflected a negative gap score. Therefore, it is concluded that the level of
student satisfaction is correlated with the ability of the academic administrators to deliver the promised
services independently and accurately—that is, the ability of academic administrators to help students
willingly by providing prompt services, having the knowledge and courtesy, and having advanced facilities and
equipment to assist in providing quality services. The study further concludes that the recruitment of
additional qualified administrative personnel will drastically improve the level of support and services provide
to students. Therefore, it is imperative that the selected comprehensive university develops the skills of the
administrative staff, improves the level of services rendered to students by actually aligning the services to the
needs of the students, establishes mechanisms to evaluate student satisfaction (every semester), and invests in
facilities that are conducive for administrative staff to perform their duties and manage student demands.
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