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Abstract

As the higher education industry in Asia is prospering, attracting students internationally is
becoming more competitive for countries in the region, particularly in Malaysia. The establishment
of foreign universities in Malaysia has contributed to healthy competition in the higher education
sector as these foreign universities provide potential students with more choices for degrees
according to the university country-of-origin (COO). Inevitably, service quality offered by a
university is among the most important determinants on a student’s behavioral intention. Hence,
this paper aims to explore the relationship between a university country-of-origin, university
service quality and its effect on university students’ behavioral intention (word-of-mouth and
eventually intention for further study). Data is analyzed using an independent sample t-test and
bivariate analysis. Contrary to previous research, results show that there are no significant
differences between service quality, word-of-mouth and intention for further study and the
university COO. Justification and implications of the study are discussed.
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Introduction

The higher education sector in Malaysia has
been flourishing over the past twenty years.
Besides concentrating efforts to provide
more higher education opportunities to
domestic students, the educational
establishment in the country has also been
strategizing to attract more international
students by aiming to become the regional
education hub for the Asia Pacific region. In
reference to the statistics reported by the
Ministry of Higher Education in the year
2008, Malaysia currently attracts
international  students from  various
countries such as China, Indonesia, Nigeria,

Bangladesh and various Middle Eastern
countries (MOHE, 2010). Attracting both
domestic and international students is a
constant challenge. Even though the number
of students recruited over recent years has
been increasing, there are signs of mounting
competition (Ahmad Faiz, 2007).

Various perceived service quality models
have been discussed in the literature, the
application of a perceived service quality
model in Malaysia (a developing country that
is rapidly growing its education sector) calls
for a more thorough model with different
variables confined under various culture
practices. Controversies between the
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available models and instruments, for
perceived service quality in higher
education, be it SERVPERF by Cronin and
Taylor (1992) or HEdPERF by Firdaus
(2006) urge for thorough studies to be
conducted in this area. Hence, Brocado
(2009) concluded it is important for future
studies to compare the measurements across
different samples to test the consistency of
the available instruments. In addition to that,
service quality also has an effect on student
satisfaction and behavioral responses such
as a student’s loyalty and intention to
recommend (Joseph et al, 2005). Thus,
measuring service quality perception should
not merely be concentrated at the level of
quality, but should also measure its
implication on the potential behavioral
responses among consumers, such as
satisfaction and intention to recommend.

Service quality can contribute towards
having a lasting impact on the institution and
on the consumers they serve, in other words,
the students (LeBlanc and Nguyen, 1997).
Quality services also act as a pull factor to
attract more international students when the
graduates return to their home country and
spread positive information about the
institution to potential students by word-of-
mouth (Allen and Davis, 1991). To stay
competitive in the arena of higher education,
studies about the retention of domestic
student, to stay in the country for further
education, as well as the attraction of
international students, to come into the
country, are indispensable.

Country-of-origin (COO) studies are mostly
done in the product sector, and the unique
characteristics of the service sector demands
a separate set of evaluation criteria for COO
studies compared to the product sector.
Unfortunately, research related to COO in the
service sector is still rather elementary. A
thorough literature review by Javalgi et al,
(2001) that takes into consideration related
journals for a period of 20 years only
managed to identify 19 studies that relate
COO studies in the service industry.
Similarly, Al-Sulaiti and Baker (1998) only
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managed to identify seven service related
studies out of the 99 COO studies reviewed.
The rapid growth of service economies,
coupled with a lack of studies focusing on
international services calls for continuous
research in the said area (Javalgi et al,
2001).

Given the issues discussed in the earlier
sections, this study aims to address the key
question: What is the relationship between
country-of-origin (COO) and perceived
service quality for the aspect of higher
education in Malaysia? How does this
relationship affect students’ behavioral
intentions (word-of-mouth and eventually
intention to recommend the institution to
others)? This paper will answer these key
questions by proposing a framework that
would provide a better linkage between
service country-of-origin (COO), perceived
service quality and its impact on students’
behavioral intentions.

Literature Review
Service Quality in Education

Quality management is imperative as a
measurement of performance standard for
both products and services. From a
customers’ viewpoint, service quality is the
consumer’s conclusion about an entity
overall excellence (Zeithaml and Bitner,
2003). The higher education industry relies
essentially on quality management to stay
competitive (Yeo, 2009). Every stakeholder
in higher education (e.g. students and
government) has their own view of quality
depending on their particular needs (Voss et
al, 2007). O’Niel and Palmer (2004) define
service quality in higher education as the
discrepancy between students expectation
versus perception of delivery. Yeo (2009)
has linked service quality and higher
education  using  three interrelated
perspectives to define the scope of quality:
“First is the perspective of conformance to
requirements based on customer
expectations (Crosby, 1979); second is the
perspective of fitness for use as determined
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by the customer (Juran, 1945); and third is
the perspective of willingness to pay based
on what the customer can get out rather
than what the supplier puts in (Drucker,
1985)”. Although there are various
definitions of service quality from the
educational perspective, the most
importantly facets of these definitions is the
common agreement, in most of the
literature, that the consideration of students
in higher educational institutions are the
“primary customers” that provides a
valuable source of information for a higher
educational institution. Hence,
understanding student-perceived quality is
an important priority for universities and
their management (Voss et al, 2007;
Brocado, 2009).

Researchers in the past have introduced
various means of measuring service quality
in higher education. The gap-based analysis
represented by SERVQUAL is a commonly
used tool to measure service quality in
higher  education (Brocado, 2009).
Nevertheless, Cronin and Taylor (1994)
claimed that SERVPERF explains more of the
variance in the overall measure of service
quality compared to SERVQUAL. Owing to
SERVQUAL'’s popularity, SERVPERF
application, in the context of higher
education, is less when compared to
SERVQUAL (Brocado, 2009). Recently, a
new scale HEdPERF, based on SERVPEREF,
has been created especially for the higher
education sector (Firdaus, 2006). HedPERF
takes into consideration not only the
academic components, but also aspects of
the total service environment as experienced
by students. According to (Brocado, 2009),
SERVPERF and HEdPERF present the best
measurement against SERVQUAL, weighted-
SERVQUAL and Weighted-SERVPERF.
Brocado (2009), however, could not identify
which one was the best between SERVPERF
and HEdPERF. According to Palmer (2008),
each of the approaches (performance-only
measures, disconfirmation models and
importance-performance approaches) to
understanding and measuring service

quality are not mutually exclusive, and
organizations use of quality measurement
methodology often combines elements of
more than one approach. Since this study
places an emphasis on the investigation of
the relationship between service quality and
elements such as COO and brand effect
rather of gap-analysis between expected and
perceived service, this study adopts the
performance-only measure approach to
measuring service quality.

Over the years, researchers have derived
multiple variables to measure the element of
service quality in the educational sector.
SERVPERF shares the same dimensions as
SERVQUAL, based solely on the perception
component. Yeo (2009) summarized the
SERVQUAL dimensions, from Zeithaml et al,
(1990), from the educational perspective in
the following way:

1) Tangibility: Physical facilities, equipment
and appearance of university staff.

2) Reliability: The ability to perform the
promised service dependably and
accurately.

3) Responsiveness: The willingness to help
students and provide prompt advice and
service.

4) Assurance: The ability of university staff
to demonstrate competence, courtesy,
credibility and security.

5) Empathy: The ability to care and provide
individual attention to students.

On the other hand, HEdPERF, introduced by
Firdaus (2006), that caters specifically for
the higher education industry is made up of
the following five dimensions (Brocado,
2009):

1) Non-academic Aspects: Items that are
essential to enable students to fulfill their
study obligations and relate to duties
carried out by non-academic staff.



2) Academic Aspects: Responsibilities of
academics.

3) Reputation: Importance of higher
learning institutions in projecting a
professional image.

4) Access: Includes issues as
approachability, ease of contact,
availability and convenience.

5) Program Issues: Importance of offering
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wide ranging and reputable academic
programs/specializations with flexible
structures and health services.

In addition to the variables proposed in
SERVQUAL, SERVPERF and HEdPEREF,
similar as well as new variables related to
service quality evaluation in the educational
sector have also been evaluated by past
scholars. Some of these variables are
summarized by Yan et al, (2008) (Table 1).

Table 1: Additional Variables for Service Quality Evaluation in the Educational Sector

Variables Literature

Academic

Athiyaman, 1997; Joseph and Joseph, 1997; Athiyaman, 2000;

teaching/academic staff | Joseph and Joseph, 2000; Oldfield and Baron, 2000; Nguyen and
quality LeBlanc, 2001; Mazzarol and Soutal, 2002; Joseph, et al., 2005.

Physical aspects of | Joseph and Joseph, 1997; Athiyaman, 2000; Joseph and Joseph,

education environment

2000; Oldfield and Baron, 2000; Mazzarol and Soutal, 2002;
Nguyen and LeBlanc, 2001; Joseph, et al, 2005.

Curriculum/Program

Joseph and Joseph, 1997; Joseph and Joseph, 2000; Mazzarol and
Soutal, 2002; Joseph, et al,, 2005.

Administrative staff support | Joseph and Joseph, 1997; Joseph and Joseph, 2000; Nguyen and

LeBlanc, 2001; Oldfield and Baron, 2000.

Reputation of the institution | Joseph and Joseph, 1997; Joseph and Joseph, 2000; Nguyen and

LeBlanc, 2001; Mazzarol and Soutal, 2002.

Learning outcomes

2000.

Athiyaman, 1997; Joseph and Joseph, 1997; Joseph and Joseph,

Country-of-Origin and its Relationship
with Service Quality

Most research related to the application of
COO has focused on products since the
1960s, but its application into the services
field is relatively little (Javalgi et al, 2001;
Berentzena et al,, 2008). It is not surprising
that most previous definitions of COO were
derived from it being applied to tangible
products. Al-Sulaiti and Baker (1998) has
cited the definition from various sources as:
“...country where corporate headquarters of
the company marketing the product or

brand is located”, “..the country of
manufacture or assembly” and “... used the
term “made in - -”. Adapting from early

scholars, some authors prefer to use a
simpler way of defining country-of-origin.
For example, as Chattalas et al. (2008) cited,

“following Zhang (1996, p. 51), we define
COO simply as “information pertaining to
where a product is made,”...“Made in".”
Consumers can be affected by the extrinsic
cue of the COO of a product (Bilkey and Nes,
1982). Studies involving the measurement of
the magnitude of COO effects on product
evaluation, such as perceived quality,
attitude and purchase intention are also
available (Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999). A
study has related COO and its influence on
consumers’ perception on quality to
commonly available in the
multidimensionality of the COO effect
(Chryssochoidis, et al., 2007).

Even though the application of COO in the
tangible product field is huge, the rapid
growth of the global services markets also
demands for more studies related to COO to
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be done in the service area. Al-Sulaiti and
Baker (1998) and Javalgi et al. (2001) for
instance have identified only a small number
of studies related to COO in the service
industry. COO studies were clustered around
the areas of core services (e.g. medical care
or travel services), supplementary services
provided to enhance product value (e.g.
warranty or guarantee), as well as cross-
national service comparisons (Javalgi, et al,
2001). Like the tangible product category,
few COO studies in the service category also
evaluate the effect of COO on consumer
quality perceptions. Pecotich, et al’s (1996)
study in the airlines industry found that
service quality perception is indeed different
in reference to COO. Stanton and Veale
(2009) proposed that the “... more positive
image of the country where the service is
provided will lead to a higher level of
perceived service quality”. Due to limited
research of COO from the service aspect, few
studies combine COO and service quality in
the higher education sector. Webb and Po
(2000) found that there is a significant COO
effect for expectation of service quality in the
higher education setting in Western
Australia. Similar findings were supported
by Li and Liu (2009) as they proved that
country image does influence Chinese
students’ perceptions of higher education of
a foreign country.

Service Quality and its Relationship with
Behavioral Intention

Studies related to service quality in various
service sectors often link service quality with
overall satisfaction as well as behavioral
intentions (Boulding, et al., 1993; Zeithaml],
et al, 1996), such as purchase intention (e.g.
Pérez, et al, 2007; Yap and Kew, 2007; Bai, et
al, 2008) as well as ‘word-of-mouth’
communication (e.g. Athiyaman, 2000; Voss,

et al., 2007). Brocado (2009) stresses that in
the higher educational sector, intention of
future visits and intention to recommend the
university to a friend were the preferred
outcomes of the service quality and overall
satisfaction variables. Level of service quality
delivered, whether satisfactory or not, is
strongly related to the spread of positive or
negative word-of-mouth. Athanassopoulos et
al. (2001) citing Zeithaml et al. (1996) said,
“service quality is positively associated with
communicational behavioral intentions (e.g.
intention to recommend the service
producer and/or complaining behavior).” A
potential student can learn a lot about a
particular higher education institution and
form expectations about the quality of
service to be received, from people who have
attended or are attending the institution
(Athiyaman, 2000). This is supported by
Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) as they also agree
that the most significant force attracting
international students involves personal
recommendations from those who are
studying or have graduated from that
particular institution or country. Voss et al.
(2007) believe that satisfied students are
often encouraged to return to the university
to take further courses and at the same time
be able to attract new students through
word-of-mouth.

This study focuses on evaluating the
association between country-of-origin (CO0)
of the university and perceived service
quality and its implications on behavioral
intentions, from the aspect of higher
education in Malaysia. In order to answer the
research objective presented, this study
applies a performance-only measures
approach to measure perceived service
quality. The proposed conceptual framework
of this study as derived from the literature is
presented in Figure 1.
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PERCEIVED
SERVICE QUALITY

Program issues

Non-acade_mic aspects Wordoof h I ntention for
Academic aspects p| Vvord-or-mou further study
Reputation
Access

Figure 1: Research Framework of the Study

Research Methodology

Data collection was carried out at two
private universities located in Malaysia. One
is an established local institution and the
other one is a foreign university branch
campus. Both institutions were ranked ‘Tier
5 - Excellent’ under the 2009 Rating Systems
for Malaysian Higher Education Institutions
(SETARA’09). Only international students
participated in this study. Service quality
was adapted from Firdaus (2006) equal to
42 items by a five-point ordinal scale from
strongly disagree (one point) at one end to
strongly agree at the other end (5 points). It
consists of five dimensions: non-academic
aspects (12 items), academic aspects (9
items), reputation (10 items), access (8
items) and program issues (2 items). Items
for word-of-mouth (6 items) were adapted
from Bove et al. (2003), and intention for
further studies (5 items) in their current
institution was adapted from Meng et al
(2011). Both of the dimensions for word-of-

mouth and eventually intention for further
studies were measured on a five-point
ordinal scale. In this pilot study, a total of 78
complete questionnaires were analyzed
using Statistical Package for Social Science
(SPSS) version 19.0. Prior to performing
analyses of reliability and bivariate analyses,
summation scores were calculated for each
variable.

Results and Discussion

Generally, respondents are aged 15-20 years
(SD = 4.46). In terms of gender, more than
half (67.9%) of the respondents are males.
Almost all respondents (96.2%) are pursuing
their studies at the undergraduate level. At
their current university, the majority of the
participants are in the 2 year (43.6%) or 1st
year (39.7%) of their studies. Respondents
are almost equally represented with 46.2%
of them coming from a local university, the
remaining 53.8% coming from a foreign
university.

Table 2: Profile of Respondents

Characteristic | N % M SD Characteristic | N % M SD
Gender Year of study 7 9.0
Male 53 67.9 1 31 39.7
Female 25 32.1 2 34 43.6
Age 20.15 | 446 |3 6 7.7
Level of study 4 and above 6 7.7
Pre-university | 3 3.8 University
C0o0
Degree 75 96.2 Local 36 46.2
Foreign 42 53.8
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Table 3 presents the results of descriptive,
reliability and Independent Sample t-test of
COO from the institutions for selected
variables. Reliability of the scale is in the
ranging of 0.59 to 0.92. According to George
and Mallery (2003), an alpha value of 0.7 and
above is acceptable and good. On the other
hand, an alpha value of 0.5 to 0.6 is
considered poor but this can probably occur
in a highly homogenous sample (Bernardi,
1994). Overall, results suggest that service
qualities delivered by the institutions are
considered equally good. Generally, the
students agreed that academic aspects are
good followed by reputation and program

issues. However, there are no significant
differences (t < 1.96) among service quality,
word-of-mouth and intention for further
study in that institution with COO of the
institution. This is contradictory to Webb
and Po (2000) as well as Li and Liu (2009),
whose findings suggest the effect of COO on
institutions is in the expectations of service
quality. This contradictory result can be
attributed to the fact that the two
universities selected in this study were
amongst the top private universities in the
country, which denotes an almost equal level
of service quality perception.

Table 3: Results of Descriptive, Reliability and Independent Sample T-Test of COO from the
Institutions for Selected Variables

Range M SD o No. of | Variance t

items
Non academic aspects 12-60 36.74 9.15 0.92 12 83.80 1.42
Academic aspects 9-45 32.50 4.83 0.82 9 23.31 -1.37
Reputation 10-50 34.3 5.34 0.77 10 28.55 0.14
Access 8-40 25.68 6.24 0.60 8 39.70 -0.02
Program issues 2-10 6.85 1.59 0.59 2 2.24 -0.22
Word-of-mouth 6-30 19.80 5.12 091 6 26.20 -0.65
Intention for further | 5-25 14.34 4.67 0.89 5 27.78 0.35
study

Results of correlation analysis (Table 4)
show that there are significant relationships
between non- academic aspects (r=0.39, p <
0.01), reputation (r = 0.31, p < 0.01), access
(r=0.26, p < 0.01), program issues (r = 0.36,
p < 0.01) and word-of-mouth (r = 0.50, p <
0.01) with intention for further study except
academic aspects (r = 0.19, p > 0.05). In
other words, word-of-mouth accounts for
25.0% of the variability in intention for
further study followed by non-academic
aspects (15.0%) and program issues

(12.0%). It is worth noting that although the
university students generally perceived good
academic aspects of service quality, it is not
statically related to their intention for
further study. This is contrary to a previous
study by Voss et al. (2007) in which the
researchers quoted the relationship between
positive perception of service quality and
positive behavioral intention. This result is
justifiable as the academic staff evaluated in
this study do not remain constant at all
levels of study.
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Table 4: Results of Correlation Matrix between Service Quality, Word or Mouth and
Intention for Further Study in that Institution

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Non-academic aspects 0.33** | 0.49** | 0.60** | 0.39** | 0.47** | 0.39**
Academic aspects 0.49** | 0.35** | 0.24* 0.33** | 0.19
Reputation 0.41* | 0.62** | 0.50* | 0.31**
Access 0.39** | 0.28* 0.26*
Program issues 0.29* 0.36**
Word-of-mouth 0.50**
Intention for further
study

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Conclusions

This study contributes to the literature by
providing a different picture of the linkage
and model between service quality
perception, country-of-origin and its
implication on the potential behavioral
responses among the higher education
students. In a nutshell, overall results from
this study have shown findings that
contradict the past literature. COO is
insignificant when influencing perception of
service quality, so is behavioral intention.
Unlike general expectation, while academic
aspects are often an important aspect of
education service quality, in this study,
academic aspects failed to link directly to the
intention of students to further their study
with their existing institution. From a
practical perspective, as international
students perception of service quality and
behavioral intention (word-of-mouth and
intention for further study) is not directly
influenced by the COO of the institution, it is
important for both local and foreign
institutions to note that they are now
competing for international student
enrolment mainly on other aspects of service
quality (non-academic aspects, reputation,
access and program issues).

This study also raises several concerns
which provide avenues for future research.
Firstly, it is important to note that this study
is based on an analysis of a pilot test sample
of less than 80 international students from

two institutions (one local, one foreign).
Generalizing the results to local students in
either institution should be done cautiously.
Hence, it is recommended that a similar
study should be repeated for local students
in both local and foreign institutions to
verify the accuracy of the result. In addition
to that, a comparative study between both
local and international students particularly
on COO, perception of service quality and
intention for further study will give a better
comparative analysis for both local and
foreign institutions. Finally, the analysis in
this study is based on a simple bivariate
analysis. Further analysis with bigger
samples using other statistical techniques,
such as multiple regressions and structured
equation modeling will result in a more
rigorous model for the study.
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