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Abstract: The distance learning sector has despite of fast evolution still some 
vague areas. This paper addresses the problem area of distance education service 
quality assessment. Numerous factors, describing education service quality, are di-
vided into two main categories: educational service quality factors and electronic 
service quality factor that causes the existence of two independent quality assess-
ment approaches. Based on the analysis of these approaches the Kansei concept is 
offered as the compromise theory taking into account technical, emotional, peda-
gogical and other aspects of distance learning phenomenon.  

1 Introduction 

Nowadays the fast competition that is taking place in the current global market has af-
fected the educational sector as well. Education is now a global product with institutions 
worldwide competing for students and finding ever more creative ways to satisfy student 
needs and preferences. At the same time the student populations have transformed from 
homogenous and captive to domestic constraints and expectations, to multi-cultural, 
dispersed and subject to a plethora of constraints and expectations [Pa91]. Economic, 
social and technological forces revolutionise every day the teaching and learning pro-
cesses in organisations, universities and schools. Regarding this teaching and learning 
evolution, several different expressions of distance education have been used to charac-
terise the innovations. Among them e-learning, distributed learning, online learning, 
web-based learning and distance learning can be quoted. For all above mentioned learn-
ing technology the educational content is delivered via the Internet, intranet/extranet, 
audio or videotape, satellite TV and CD-ROM.  

Distance education is preferred for a variety of reasons: it provides consistent and 
worldwide training, reduces delivery cycle time, increases learner’s convenience, re-
duces information overload, improves tracking and lowers expenses [WWBS03].  

However, the distance education is still characterised by many open questions. Among 
them there is the complex, and perhaps most important, question of distance education 
service quality assessment. In this regard, this paper is devoted to discuss the compli-
cated problem of distance learning service quality assessment methods and tools.  



270

INC 2010 

2 Distance Education Service Quality Factors 

Higher education providers throughout the world were urged to operate more commer-
cially, education service quality has been identified as the core ingredient to success, and 
as the evolution of dynamic competition continues, students as clients must be satisfied. 
In general the education service quality is no longer just for manufacturers. As higher 
education providers, like universities, face internationalisation, they must now compete 
with the standards set by other educational institutions of the world. This exposure has 
stimulated a demand for better information and transparency about their service quality 
in order to attract and retain students, both national and international. Some authors 
suggest that education service is a product [Pa91]. According to their understanding, to 
use resources most efficiently, the needs of the student/consumer should be assessed. In 
general the complete and precise assessment of the distance education service quality 
should be accomplished. The products have a different name, logo, colour and physical 
attributes. Distance education institution is a brand and a brand is a way of differentiat-
ing of one product from another; the greater the perceived similarity of products, the 
more important the brand in establishing the differences. There are numerous even more 
sophisticated arguments that have its influence on educational service quality. All this 
factors can be divided into two category educational service quality factors and elec-
tronic service quality factors. Within the first category the most important are the factors 
related to the educational and didactical materials such as up-to-date, clearly prepared, 
well organised, useful, knowledgeable, available, and so on. The second category is 
dealing mostly with factors describing the information technology service (electronic 
service) quality are used for technical support of distance learning process. Among such 
factors the following arguments can be recognised: easy-to-use, user friendly, secure, 
stable, fast, responsive, and many others. It should be emphasised that these factors cor-
relate within the same category (dimension), as well as cross correlate in between this 
two domains. Nowadays there are independent approaches for education service quality 
assessment and for information technology (electronic service) quality evaluation. 

3 Service Quality Models in Higher Education  

One of the most extensively used service quality models and measurement instruments is 
SERVQUAL, because of easiness to use, possession of simple structure and capability of 
generalisation [SPB90, PZB85, PZB88]. According to Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry, 
SERVQUAL is universal method and can be applied to any service organisation to as-
sess the quality of services provided [ZPB90]. Regardless of the type of service, con-
sumers basically use the same criteria to assess the quality.  

Service quality is a general opinion that the client forms regarding its delivery, which is 
constituted by a series of successful or unsuccessful experiences. 
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Conceptual model of the SERVQUAL is based on the assessment that satisfaction is 
found in situations where perceptions of service quality meet or exceed consumer expec-
tations. In other words Service Quality (SQ) is evaluated by comparison between the 
customer perception P and the expectation E (SQ=P-E). The SERVQUAL scale com-
pares consumers’ perceptions of twenty-two aspects of service quality to their rating of 
each factor’s importance (expected service quality) [ZPB90, PBZ91, PZB94, Ru98]. In 
their initial study Parasuraman and associates found that there were ten determinants that 
characterise customers’ perceptions of the service provided. However, as a result of a 
later study they reduced the ten determinants of service quality to five: reliability, tangi-
bility, responsibility, security and empathy [PZB85, PZB94, Ru98]. These dimensions 
are briefly commented below [Ru98, OF09]. 

Reliability is the most important dimension for the consumer of services. This dimension 
expresses the accuracy and dependability with which the company provides its services 
and allows getting the answer for the following questions. Is the company reliable in 
providing the service? Does it provide as promised?  

Tangibility is the service provider’s physical installations, equipment, staff and any ma-
terials associated with service delivery. Since there is no physical elements to be as-
sessed in services, clients often trust the tangible evidence when making their assess-
ment. 

Responsibility is the demonstration of the company employee’s capabilities of providing 
the best service for the customer. This dimension is responsible for measuring company 
and employee receptiveness towards clients. 

Security encompasses the company’s competence, courtesy and precision for providing 
their service. This dimension allows getting the answer for the following question. Are 
employees well informed, educated, competent and trustworthy? 

Empathy is the capacity of the person to experience another’s feelings. It can be formu-
lated as the question. Does the service company provide careful and personalised atten-
tion?  

SERVQUAL quality measurement tools were developed based on these five dimensions, 
using twenty-two aspects (questions) of service quality to their rating. The SERVQUAL 
scale (questionnaire) has two sections: one to map client expectations in relation to a 
service and the other to map perception in relation to a certain service company. How-
ever, as was suggested later the twenty-two attributes of the original SERVQUAL in-
strument, as well as five dimensions do not always accurately describe all aspects of the 
given service [Gr00, Cu96].   

An adapted version of the SERVQUAL scale for Higher education services was pro-
posed by Oliveira and Ferreira through the literature review [OF09]. They have also 
proposed the adapted questionnaire model that was used to conduct the quality expecta-
tions and perceptions survey for the Production Engineering program at UNESP/Bauru 
by its students [OF09].  
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4 Electronic Service Quality Models 

Whereas aspects of traditional service quality (models, dimensions, attributes and meas-
urement tools) have been studied extensively over the past two decades, the study of the 
service quality of electronic service like websites is a fledgling domain [ZPM02]. One of 
the first definitions of electronic service quality has been proposed by Parasuraman as 
“the extent to which a web site facilitates efficient and effective shopping, purchasing, 
and delivery of products and services” [ZPM02]. On the base of this definition of elec-
tronic service quality, it is possible to make the comparison with traditional service 
quality to recognise the similarities and differences between these two concepts. 

The most important and probably the most evident difference between traditional service 
quality and electronic service quality is the replacement of interpersonal interaction with 
human-machine interaction. This simple distinction raises many questions concerning 
the type of dimensions that can or must be considered to assess service quality in the e-
learning (distance education) context. Companies may try to emulate human interaction 
with technology it stays different because some aspects of human interaction cannot be 
replaced with technology, e.g. courtesy, friendliness, helpfulness, care, commitment, 
flexibility and cleanliness. The absence of these aspects of human interaction through 
which the quality can be delivered to customers will have to be compensated by better 
performance on other quality factors or by excellent performance on specific electronic 
service quality factors. 

The most of the factors and aspects that have been defined for general service envi-
ronments are also important in electronic service quality, especially in E-Business. Be-
sides the five factors as defined by Berry, Parasuraman and Zeithaml [ZPB90, PZB85], 
empirical evidence might come up with more specific dimensions related to electronic 
service. Some research has been done in this area [AP02, CD02, MM02], however more 
research is needed.  

Taking into account specific nature of online higher education, direct application of the 
service quality dimensions developed in other environments is not appropriate. However, 
till now, there is no consensus concerning the dimensions of electronic service quality in 
general and for distance learning in particularly [BN04]. As have been pointed in 
[BN04] it is difficult to apply classic evaluations of traditional service quality based on 
the calculation of a gap between expectations and perceptions for the measurement of 
electronic service quality. The reason is that respondents find it difficult to formulate 
their expectations concerning electronic service quality, as well as the direct measure of 
the perceptions of electronic service quality, after the service has been delivered.  
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There are two main approaches for electronic service quality measuring [Cu00]. These 
are the behavioural and attitudinal measures. The first one is the focus on the measure-
ment of the commercial activity of the electronic facilities (site, tools, and software ap-
plications) [To03, LA00, JMFB01]. Behavioural measurement technique that has proven 
is very useful for website analysis [LDB01, SGB02]. Attitudinal measures based on 
traditional measurement scales that evaluate perceptions of consumers or that rely on 
professional experts to measure these perceptions. There are two main approaches of 
attitudinal electronic service quality measurement. The first one generally based on ex-
perts’ evaluation or interstitial surveys seem more common among practitioners. The 
second one, more grounded in psychometric theory, is more prevalent among scholars 
[BN04]. 

Within the electronic service quality domain the quality assessment is used more often 
for the web site quality evaluation. Some methods and tools for the web site quality 
evaluation are available now. The WebQual, the scale for web sites rating, is based on 12 
dimensions: informational fit to task, interaction, trust, response time, design, intuitive-
ness, visual appeal, innovativeness, flow-emotional appeal, integrated communication, 
business processes, and substitutability [PZM05]. However, this scale’s primary purpose 
is to generate information for Web site designers rather than to measure electronic ser-
vice quality as experienced by customers. Completely different scale to measure the 
quality of e-commerce services have been proposed by Barnes [BV03]. Also called 
WebQual, composed of 22 items on 3 dimensions (quality of information, quality of 
interactivity (confidence and Empathy), and usability of the site (usability and design)). 
The scale of EtailQ for electronic service quality measuring includes 14 items divided 
into 4 dimensions (design, customer service, reliability (compliance with commitments) 
and security (privacy)) [WG03]. SITEQUAL includes 9 items distributed over 4 dimen-
sions (ease of use, design, processing speed and security) [YD01]. 

Thus, although past studies provide insights about criteria that are relevant for evaluating 
of electronic service quality, the scales developed in those studies also raise some im-
portant questions that call for additional research on the topic. On the basis of the com-
prehensive detailed review, five broad criteria sets relevant to the electronic service 
quality perceptions have been recognised, namely [ZPM02]: (1) information availability 
and content (2) ease of use or usability, (3) privacy/security, (4) graphic style, and (5) 
reliability (fulfilment).  

In general, all electronic service quality models can be regarded as an extension or modi-
fication of the well known early-proposed software quality models [Ka02].     

One of the first software quality model, commonly called the FCM (Factor-Criteria-
Metric) was proposed by McCall [MRW77]. This model possesses a hierarchical struc-
ture, consisting of high-level quality factors that are composed of lower-level quality 
criteria, which are measured with metrics [MRW77]. The reason of the hierarchical 
structure of the software quality models could be explained by the fact, that the factors 
that should be measured are too abstract to be measured directly. In 1992, a modification 
of the McCall model was adopted as ISO standard 9126. An extended version ISO 9126-
1 was published in 2001.  
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This standard is decomposed the software quality into six main quality characteristics 
(dimensions): functionality, reliability, usability, efficiency, maintainability and porta-
bility. Functionality is the essential purpose of any product or service. Following func-
tionality, there are 5 other software attributes that characterise the quality of the software 
in a given environment. Each of the following five characteristics can only be measured 
(and are assumed to exist) when the functionality of a given software product is present. 
These five characteristics are briefly described below [Ka02, ISO06]. 

Reliability defines the capability of the system to maintain its service provision under 
defined conditions for defined periods of time. One aspect of this characteristic is fault 
tolerance that is the ability of a system to withstand component failure.  

Usability refers to the easiness of use for a given function.  

Efficiency is concerned with the system resources used when providing the required 
functionality.  

Maintainability can be described as the ability to identify and fix a fault within a soft-
ware component is what the maintainability characteristic addresses. In other software 
quality models this characteristic is referenced as supportability.  

Portability can be referred as how well the software allows the adaptations to changes in 
its environment or with its requirements.  

Both educational service quality evaluation methods and methods for electronic service 
quality assessments including the software quality are grounded in the Gronroos’s ser-
vice theory [Gr00]. Different approach to measure electronic services quality is taken by 
researchers in information technologies (IT) and web quality theory to examine data 
quality, information quality, software and system quality, documentation quality, infor-
mation systems service quality, and global information systems quality function.  

Based on presented survey it is possible to summarise that there are two leading ap-
proaches for service quality assessment for educational service and electronic service, 
namely SERVQUAL very often is applied for education and ISO 9126-1 standard is 
dominated model for electronic service. A brief analysis of described characteristics 
allows make the conclusion about the similarity in-between earlier presented 
SERVQUAL dimensions and ISO 9126-1 characteristics. Some of these characteristics 
are the same, for example reliability the others are very cloth related. This fact allows to 
make the conclusion that for distance education service quality evaluation is quite ques-
tionable to apply the assessment in two separate domain, namely within the educational 
service quality and electronic service quality factors. The unified approach that takes 
into account all aspects of distance education service should be offered.  
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5 Kansei Approach and the emotional dimension of the Distance    
Learning Services  

A number of researchers have evaluated the quality of site-based educational services 
using variations of the SERVQUAL instrument [HR01, SBBL04]. Unfortunately the 
SERVQUAL, electronic service quality, and web quality instruments are not directly 
applicable for the purpose of distance learning service quality evaluation. These instru-
ments do not capture the vast majority of service encounters that take place in various 
distance-learning spaces that are critical to the student's learning experiences. A major 
limitation of IT research is that it focuses mainly on the perspectives of the software 
(web) designers and developers. Distance learning is like a complex issue that includes 
educational service aspects as well as electronic service elements. A recent survey of the 
literature indicates absence of a complex psychometrically based instrument to evaluate 
the quality of distance learning services. The endpoint of all products and services is a 
customer with his own mentality, priorities and emotions. The success of the product or 
service depends not only on it objective characteristics but also on a customer’s subjec-
tive perception. The need to take this perception into account is recently recognised. 
Appear new directions of research and industrial design, such as the Emotional Design 
and the Affective Design. Pleasure becomes a very important dimension of any product 
or service. This study addresses this trend by offering the Kansei Approach as a frame-
work for further implementation of students’ mental categories influencing attitude to 
the service into the service design. It is supposed that the concept of Kansei Engineering 
Approach is exactly the way in which the psychometrically based instrument for quality 
evaluation in distance learning context could be developed. 

Initially, Kansei approach was developed in Japan in seventies. This approach has a goal 
to translate customer’s emotional request on a product or service into practical solutions 
considerate to the customer’s mental needs. This approach is very successful in Asia, 
especially in Japan and Korea. Outside this region the level of development and recogni-
tion is difficult to compare. In spite of several publications in English and some positive 
experience of Kansei methods adoption (for example Nestle adopted Kansei for emotio-
nal packaging design [Ch09]), both practical and theoretical level of Kansei approach on 
the West still have a huge potential and doesn’t allow to speak about Kansei as about the 
consistent concept. It still has a fragmentary character and needs more research and 
description. That is why all implementations of Kansei methods have also an academical 
importance. Starting from industrial design, Kansei was sequentially involved in all 
significant areas, for example in the service sector and than even in the virtual reality 
technique area [ILNS08]. Stable development of distance learning makes this service 
available for a wide range of students, makes it mass. As a result, it is possible to predict 
the interpretation of Kansei Concept and it’s adapting to distance learning.  



276

INC 2010 

6 Conclusion 

Recent commercialisation of education emphasises the role of customer’s quality percep-
tion. In this conditions, the category of the quality becomes key important. Distance 
education quality assessment becomes the essential element of the distance-learning 
phenomenon. The analysis of two leading approaches for service quality assessment for 
educational service and electronic service (SERVQUAL and ISO 9126-1) reveals theirs 
essential similarity. Inexpediently to consider the quality of distance education service 
fragmentary using different approaches to the different aspects. It leads to the unneces-
sary complications and distort the phenomenon’s consistency. The need of consistent, 
not fragmentary concept is evident. Kansei theory is offered as the decision. The imple-
mentation of Kansei concept allows design distance learning offer in the way that could 
meet the requirements of web-design, emotional design and pedagogical aspects of edu-
cational services. 
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