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Abstract: This study maps the intellectual landscape of service quality
research in higher education and traces its shift from a classical service
evaluation orientation toward an ecosystem increasingly centered on student
experience and digital transformation. A bibliometric analysis was conducted
on Scopus metadata related to service quality and higher education. The
dataset included 1,887 documents from 770 sources and was analyzed using
bibliometrix and Biblioshiny in R Studio. The analysis covered scientific
production, citations, publication sources, authors, affiliations, countries,
and conceptual mapping through keywords, trend topics, co-word networks,
thematic maps, and factorial analysis. The field has developed as an
increasingly collaborative and multidisciplinary domain, with strong
contributions from Asia, especially India with 145 documents, China with 141,
Indonesia with 137, and Malaysia with 105. The most dominant keywords are
higher education with 1,092 occurrences and service quality with 9o4, followed
by students with 141 and student satisfaction with 131. Conceptually, the field
has shifted from classical service quality evaluation toward student
experience, system quality, information quality, e-learning, and increasingly
hybrid educational services. Emerging themes such as artificial intelligence,
ChatGPT, trust, and student well-being have appeared, but remain
fragmented.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary higher education landscape, service quality can no
longer be treated as a peripheral administrative concern. Increasingly competitive,
digitized, and globally connected higher education environments have led
institutions to view service quality as a strategic factor that shapes student
satisfaction, loyalty, institutional reputation, and long-term competitiveness.' As
students are no longer positioned merely as passive recipients of services but as
active evaluators of experiences, interactions, and institutional image, service
quality has become part of the mechanism through which higher education
institutions sustain legitimacy and continuity.> The discussion of service quality in
higher education has therefore moved well beyond routine operations into the
realm of institutional strategy.

At the same time, the way service quality is understood in higher education
has undergone a substantial conceptual shift. Early studies frequently adopted
generic service models such as SERVQUAL to measure the gap between students’
expectations and perceptions of the services they received.3 Although this
approach provided an important foundation for initial research, the subsequent
literature has shown that higher education cannot be fully understood through the
logic of standardized business services. Universities encompass academic,
transformational, relational, and experiential dimensions that are considerably

1 1. Zupic and T. Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization,”
Organizational Research Methods 18, no. 3 (2015): 42972, https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428114562629;
M. de la C. Del Rio-Rama et al., “Influence of the Quality Perceived of Service of a Higher Education
Center on the Loyalty of Students,” Frontiers in Psychology 12 (2021): 671407,
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.671407; T. Borishade et al., “Assessing the Relationship among
Service Quality, Student Satisfaction and Loyalty: The Nigerian Higher Education Experience,”
Heliyon 7, no. 7 (2021): eo7590, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2021.e07590; R. Skypalova et al.,
“Service Quality as the Source of Competitive Advantage in Higher Education: The Difference
between Students’ Expectations and Perceptions,” Tuning Journal for Higher Education 1, no. 2
(2024): 145-77, https://doi.org/10.18543/tjhe.2662; V. Teeroovengadum et al., “Higher Education
Service Quality, Student Satisfaction and Loyalty: Validating the HESQUAL Scale and Testing an
Improved Structural Model,” Quality Assurance in Education 27, no. 4 (2019): 427-45,
https://doi.org/10.1108/ QAE-01-2019-0003.

2 Del Rio-Rama et al., “Influence of the Quality Perceived of Service of a Higher Education
Center on the Loyalty of Students”; M. A. Camilleri, “Evaluating Service Quality and Performance of
Higher Education Institutions: A Systematic Review and a Post-COVID-19 Outlook,” International
Journal of Quality and Service Sciences 13, no. 2 (2021): 268-81, https://doi.org/10.1108/1JQSS-03-2020-
0034.

3 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; Teeroovengadum
etal., “Higher Education Service Quality, Student Satisfaction and Loyalty: Validating the HESQUAL
Scale and Testing an Improved Structural Model”; P. Sultan and H. Y. Wong, “Service Quality in a
Higher Education Context: An Integrated Model,” Asia Pacific Journal of Marketing and Logistics 24,
no. 5 (2012): 755-84, https://doi.org/10.1108/13555851211278196.
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more complex than those found in conventional commercial services.* As a result,
scholarly attention has shifted toward models that are more context-sensitive and
better aligned with the distinctive nature of higher education, including
approaches that treat student experience, interaction quality, and the
transformational value of education as integral components of service quality
itself.5 Service quality in higher education is thus increasingly understood not
merely as the quality of service delivery, but as the quality of the institutional
experience as a whole.

This transformation has been intensified by digital change and post-
pandemic experience. As teaching systems, academic services, institutional
communication, and administrative support have become increasingly dependent
on digital technologies, service quality is no longer assessed solely through
physical facilities, staff courtesy, or the reliability of offline procedures. It now also
encompasses system quality, information quality, platform usability,
responsiveness of digital services, and the institution’s ability to provide flexible,
stable, and supportive learning experiences in online and hybrid environments.®
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this shift dramatically. The boundary

4]. Abbas, “Service Quality in Higher Education Institutions: Qualitative Evidence from the
Students’ Perspectives Using Maslow Hierarchy of Needs,” International Journal of Quality and
Service Sciences 12, no. 3 (2020): 371-84, https://doi.org/10.1108/1JQSS-02-2020-0016; S. Alfy and A.
Abukari, “Revisiting Perceived Service Quality in Higher Education: Uncovering Service Quality
Dimensions for Postgraduate Students,” Journal of Marketing for Higher Education 30, no. 1 (2020):
1-25, https://doi.org/10.1080/08841241.2019.1648360; S. Popli et al., “A Customer Experience Lens for
Higher Education in India Using Journey Mapping and Experience Quality,” Studies in Higher
Education 48, no. 3 (2022): 475-89, https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2022.2145464; A. Toscano-
Hernandez et al., “Service Quality in Higher Education: A Systematic Literature Review, 2007-2023,”
Estudios Gerenciales 40, no. 170 (2024):1-18, https://doi.org/10.18046/j.estger.2024.170.6244.

5 Alfy and Abukari, “Revisiting Perceived Service Quality in Higher Education: Uncovering
Service Quality Dimensions for Postgraduate Students”; D. Clewes, “A Student-Centred Conceptual
Model of Service Quality in Higher Education,” Quality in Higher Education 9, no. 1 (2003): 69-85,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13538320308163; F. M. Hill, “Managing Service Quality in Higher Education:
The Role of the Student as Primary Consumer,” Quality Assurance in Education 3, no. 3 (1995): 10-21,
https://doi.org/10.1108/09684889510093497.

6 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; J. M. Ramirez-
Hurtado et al., “Measuring Online Teaching Service Quality in Higher Education in the COVID-19
Environment,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 18, no. 5 (2021):
2403, https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052403; Y. B. Limbu and L. Pham, “Impact of E-Learning
Service Quality on Student Satisfaction during the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Systematic Review,”
Knowledge Management & E-Learning 15, no. 3 (2023): 388-413,
https://doi.org/10.34105/j.kmel.2023.15.030; H. Allam et al., “Enhancing Educational Continuity:
Exploring Factors Affecting the Success of Learning Management Systems in Dubai Higher
Education,” Frontiers in Education 9 (2024): 1382021, https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1382021; T.
Mija¢ et al., “Measuring the Success of Information Systems in Higher Education: A Systematic
Review,” Education and Information Technologies 29 (2024): 18323-60,
https://doi.org/10.1007/510639-024-12564-8; T. T. Tere et al., “Variables Affecting E-Learning Services
Quality in Indonesian Higher Education: Students’ Perspectives,” Journal of Information Technology
Education: Research 19 (2020): 259-86, https://doi.org/10.28945/4489.
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between educational service quality and the quality of the digital ecosystem has
become increasingly blurred, making it impossible to discuss service quality in
higher education without reference to e-learning, learning management systems,
online teaching quality, technical support, and the functionality of educational
technology infrastructure.”

Although research on service quality in higher education has expanded
rapidly, this growth has not necessarily produced an intellectual landscape that is
easy to read. The literature is distributed across overlapping yet not always clearly
connected themes, including student satisfaction, loyalty, institutional image,
system quality, information quality, digital learning, student experience, and more
recent concerns such as artificial intelligence, transparency, and sustainability.?
Some studies continue to rely on classical measurement models, whereas others
have moved toward more relational, digital, and context-based perspectives.
Consequently, the field has developed not as a linear trajectory but as a dense,
layered, and increasingly fragmented domain. Under such conditions, it becomes
difficult to understand who the main actors are, how the core themes have evolved,
and in what direction the intellectual transformation of the field is moving.

Bibliometric analysis enables a more systematic reading of knowledge
production structures, influential publication sources, author and country
networks, and the evolution of conceptual themes in service quality research
within higher education.® Through this approach, the intellectual landscape of the
field can be examined not merely in terms of publication counts, but also through
its growth patterns, centers of productivity, and thematic relationships. This study
therefore employs bibliometric analysis of Scopus-indexed publications to map the

7 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; D. Kerzi¢ et al.,
“Academic Student Satisfaction and Perceived Performance in the E-Learning Environment during
the COVID-19 Pandemic: Evidence across Ten Countries,” PLoS ONE 16, no. 10 (2021): 0258807,
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258807; C. Jiménez-Bucarey et al., “Student’s Satisfaction of the
Quality of Online Learning in Higher Education: An Empirical Study,” Sustainability 13, no. 21 (2021):
11960, https://doi.org/10.3390/su132111960; M. L. Sheng and A. A. Fauzi, “Responding to a Disruptive
Health Crisis for Higher Education Institutions: Service Quality and Perceived Safety Effects on
Student Satisfaction,” Journal of Marketing for Higher Education 34, no. 4 (2022): 669-91,
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841241.2022.2056282.

8 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; Camilleri,
“Evaluating Service Quality and Performance of Higher Education Institutions: A Systematic Review
and a Post-COVID-19 Outlook”; T. T. Ngo et al., “Influence of University Service Quality on Student
Experiences, Academic Performance and Institutional Loyalty: A Case Study in Vietnam,” Acta
Psychologica 260 (2025): 105599, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2025.105599; Skypalova et al.,
“Service Quality as the Source of Competitive Advantage in Higher Education: The Difference
between Students’ Expectations and Perceptions”; Toscano-Hernandez et al., “Service Quality in
Higher Education: A Systematic Literature Review, 2007-2023.”

9 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; N. Donthu et al.,
“How to Conduct a Bibliometric Analysis: An Overview and Guidelines,” Journal of Business Research
133 (2021): 285-96, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.04.070.
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research landscape of service quality in higher education and to trace how the field
has evolved from a classical service-quality orientation toward a higher education
ecosystem increasingly centered on student experience, mediated by digitalization,
and shaped by emerging agendas. Three central questions guide the analysis: the
structure of the knowledge domain, the conceptual evolution of the field, and the
directions and intellectual gaps that remain.

METHODS

A bibliometric approach was employed to examine patterns of knowledge
production and thematic transformation in service quality research within higher
education. This approach was selected because it allows the integration of
performance analysis, such as publication growth, dominant sources, author
productivity, affiliations, and countries, with science mapping techniques that
reveal the conceptual structure of the field through keywords, co-word networks,
thematic maps, and factorial analysis.*

The metadata were retrieved from Scopus using the following query:

"service quality” AND "higher education” AND ( LIMIT-TO ( SRCTYPE, "j" )
OR LIMIT-TO ( SRCTYPE, "p" ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , "SOCI" ) OR
LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , "BUSI" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , "ARTS" ) OR
LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , "COMP" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , "DECI" ) OR
LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , "PSYC" ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE , "ar" ) OR
LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE, "cp" ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE , "English" ) )
AND ( LIMIT-TO ( EXACTKEYWORD , "Higher Education” ) OR LIMIT-TO
( EXACTKEYWORD, "Service Quality" ) ) AND PUBYEAR > 2020 AND
PUBYEAR < 2025

The query was designed to retrieve English-language journal articles and
conference papers in the fields of social sciences, business, arts and humanities,
computer science, decision sciences, and psychology. Its construction targeted
publications from 2021 to 2025. However, the bibliometric workbook generated
from the exported dataset displayed a timespan of 2020 to 2025. The analysis in
this manuscript follows the dataset as it appears in the exported results, while the
inconsistency in the year boundary is treated as a limitation of the dataset.

The data were analyzed using the bibliometrix package and the Biblioshiny
interface in R Studio.” Performance analysis included general dataset statistics,
annual scientific production, average citations per year, most relevant publication
sources, most productive authors, most productive affiliations, corresponding

1© Donthu et al., “How to Conduct a Bibliometric Analysis: An Overview and Guidelines”; Zupic
and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization.”
1 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization.”
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author countries, and most globally cited documents. Science mapping included
the most frequent keywords, trend topics, co-word networks, thematic maps, and
factorial analysis. The combination of these two analytical streams makes it
possible to move beyond publication counts and to capture the conceptual shifts
and emerging research agendas shaping the field.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

1. The Intellectual Landscape of Service Quality Research in Higher
Education

Recent research on service quality in higher education reveals a field that
has become denser, more collaborative, and more geographically dispersed. It no
longer appears as a narrow area of discussion driven by only a few academic
centers, but rather as a knowledge domain that develops through interconnected
networks of authors, institutions, and countries. What matters, therefore, is not
simply how many articles have been published, but how knowledge production is
structured, who drives it, and from which contexts the direction of the discourse
is shaped.

The dataset contains 1,887 documents from 770 sources, with an average
of 12.14 citations per document and a mean document age of 3.07 years. This scale
indicates that research on service quality in higher education has developed into a
relatively established field rather than a scattered collection of isolated studies. Its
collaborative character is also strong, as reflected in the dominance of multi-
authored publications and the high level of co-authorship per document. Such a
pattern suggests that knowledge in this field is largely produced through academic
networks rather than through isolated individual contributions.

Table 1. Core bibliometric profile of service quality research in higher education
indexed in Scopus

Indicator Value
Timespan 2020-2025
Sources 770
Documents 1,887
Annual growth rate -18.07%
Average document age 3.07
Average citations per document 12.14

Annual scientific production shows a clear upward trend through 2025,
although the 2025 value should be interpreted cautiously because it most likely
represents an incomplete year. In bibliometric analysis, partial data for the most
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recent year often create the illusion of decline, whereas what is actually observed
is incomplete index coverage at the time of export. Read in this way, the
publication trend still indicates that attention to service quality in higher education
has continued to intensify, particularly as universities face competitive pressures,
service digitalization, and shifting student expectations as primary service users.
This trend is illustrated in Figure 1.

Annual Scientific Production

Figure 1. Annual scientific production on service quality in higher education
during 2020-2025
The annual citation pattern reinforces the impression that this field has

substantial academic resonance, although it also requires proportional
interpretation. Earlier publications naturally accumulate more citations because
they have had more time to do so, whereas more recent publications have not yet
had the opportunity to reach comparable levels of impact. Citation fluctuations
across years should therefore not be treated as indicators of intrinsic quality for
each cohort of publications. More importantly, research in this field has been able
to gain visibility relatively quickly, which suggests that service quality in higher
education continues to be perceived as relevant both theoretically and practically.
This pattern is reflected in Figure 2.
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Average Citations per Year

Figure 2. Average citations per article by publication year in service quality
research in higher education

The distribution of publication sources shows that the field is
multidisciplinary but still has a recognizable core. The dominance of Sustainability
as the most productive source, followed by journal of Marketing for Higher
Education, TQM Journal, Cogent Education, Journal of Applied Research in Higher
Education, and Quality Assurance in Education, indicates that the discourse on
service quality in higher education lies at the intersection of quality management,
educational marketing, student experience, and institutional transformation. In
this context, service quality no longer appears merely as an administrative
evaluation tool, but as part of a broader conversation about university
competitiveness, the quality of learning experience, and the sustainability of
educational service governance. A summary of the leading sources is presented in
Table 2.

Table 2. Most relevant publication sources in service quality research within
higher education

Rank Source Documents
1 Sustainability Switzerland 150
2 Journal of Marketing for Higher Education 41
3 TQM Journal 37
4 Cogent Education 32
5 Journal of Applied Research in Higher Education 30
6 Quality Assurance in Education 28
7 ACM International Conference Proceeding Series 19

The same pattern emerges when attention is directed to authors and
institutions. Authors such as Liu Y, Raza SA, Jhamb D, Khan KA, and Zhang Y
appear as the most productive contributors, while affiliations such as Bina
Nusantara University, Inti International University, King Faisal University,
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Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, and Applied Science Private University occupy
important positions in article production. This configuration shows that the field
is not concentrated in a single country or dominated by one academic center.
Instead, knowledge production takes place through a dispersed institutional
network, with particularly strong contributions from universities in Southeast Asia,
South Asia, and the Middle East. This suggests that issues of service quality in
higher education are developing most intensively in regions undergoing higher
education expansion, institutional competition, and increasing demands to
strengthen service quality. The configuration of key actors, affiliations, and
countries is summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Leading authors, affiliations, and corresponding author countries in the

field
Panel A. Most productive authors Documents
LiuY 9
Raza SA 8
Jhamb D 7
Khan KA 7
Zhang Y 7

Panel B. Most productive affiliations Documents

Bina Nusantara University 34

Inti International University 24

King Faisal University 24

Universiti Teknologi Malaysia 20

Applied Science Private University 18
Panel C.
Top
correspon
ding
author
countries Documents SCP MCP MCP %
India 145 125 20 13.79
China 141 105 36 25.53
Indonesia 137 15 22 16.06
Malaysia 105 67 38 36.19
Spain 61 44 17 27.87
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The geographical map reinforces this direction. India, China, Indonesia,
and Malaysia emerge as the most productive corresponding author countries, with
notable variation in levels of international collaboration. India shows a high
publication volume dominated by single-country publications, whereas Malaysia
and China display relatively stronger proportions of multi-country collaboration.
This configuration suggests two simultaneous dynamics. On the one hand,
knowledge production on service quality in higher education is increasingly
shifting toward Asia, meaning that discourse in this field is no longer monopolized
by the Global North. On the other hand, internationalization is not evenly
distributed, as some countries rely more heavily on domestic capacity while others
are more active in building cross-national networks. The geographical distribution
and collaboration profile are visualized in Figure 3.

Corresponding Author's Countries

Countries

Collaboration

MCE

8
o

M. of Documents

Figure 3. Geographical distribution and collaboration profile of corresponding
author countries in service quality research in higher education
Taken together, these patterns indicate that research on service quality in

higher education has evolved into a growing, increasingly collaborative, and
institutionally consolidated field, while also undergoing a significant geographical
shift. The dynamics of higher education in Asia, particularly in relation to access
expansion, accountability pressures, service digitalization, and reputational
competition among universities, have become one of the main forces shaping the
direction of the field. The structure of knowledge production on service quality in
higher education can therefore no longer be adequately read as a derivative of
generic service-quality traditions. It is more accurately understood as a global field
shaped by the experiences, needs, and institutional pressures that are especially
strong in developing countries.

2. The Conceptual Evolution of Service Quality in Higher Education
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Once the production landscape becomes visible, the conceptual
transformation of the field becomes far more important to examine. The term
service quality remains in use, but the intellectual meaning attached to it is no
longer the same as in the earlier phases of service quality research. In the corpus
analyzed here, service quality in higher education has moved beyond classical
service evaluation and toward a more student-centered understanding mediated
by digital systems and increasingly tied to more complex learning experiences.

This change is first evident in the structure of the most dominant keywords.
In addition to higher education and service quality as the two core terms, the field
is consistently surrounded by terms such as students, satisfaction, quality of service,
student satisfaction, and e-learning. The dominance of these terms indicates that
the center of gravity of the field has shifted from the service-providing
organization to the experience of service users, particularly students. In this
context, service quality is increasingly understood not simply as an institutional
attribute, but as a relationship among service quality, student perceptions, and the
quality of the educational experience they undergo. The dominant keywords are
summarized in Table 4, while their visual distribution appears in Figure 4.

Table 4. Most frequently occurring keywords in service quality research in higher

education
Rank Keyword Occurrences
1 higher education 1,092
2 service quality 904
3 students 141
4 satisfaction 136
5 quality of service 133
6 student satisfaction 131
7 high educations 122

ervice quality
highe .ﬁ lication

:Ielu-s -m m I:d-u m

Figure 4. Word cloud of dominant keywords in service quality research in higher
education



From Service Quality to Student Experience: A Bibliometric Analysis......

The prominence of terms such as student satisfaction and e-learning also
marks an important shift in how quality is understood. In classical service models,
quality is generally measured through relatively stable dimensions such as
reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, and tangibles. In this corpus,
however, attention has moved toward more contextual dimensions, including
online learning experience, perceived usefulness of systems, and the quality of
technologically mediated interaction. This shift suggests that as higher education
services become increasingly digitalized, questions of quality can no longer be
sufficiently answered through traditional service-quality models. A broader
reading of the user experience ecosystem becomes necessary.

The temporal pattern makes this movement even clearer. In the earlier
phase, themes such as perceived service quality and quality function deployment
remained visible, indicating traces of evaluation approaches closely aligned with
classical quality-management traditions. In the later phase, attention shifted
toward broader and more contextual themes such as quality, covid-19, education,
and higher education. This is not merely a change in vocabulary. What has changed
is the conceptual horizon itself: service quality is no longer discussed only as the
quality of the service interface, but as part of how universities respond to
disruption, online learning, changing student expectations, and the need for
institutional adaptation. This temporal shift is visible in Figure 5 and clarified in
Table 5.

Trend Topics
governance approach = -
enginearing education - .
digital transformation - ®
management and accounting - .
high educations - &
artificial intelligence - -

sustainable development - .

higher education - e Term fre ¥
E service quality - & @ 5
= @ s
I}
=] students - Ty ® =
covid-19 - ™ ®:
education - e

learning - .
surveys - @

quality - .

service industry - . m
perceivad service quality - [ %]

quality function de ploym ent -

wn] ¢ F
2022
2024

3

Year

Figure 5. Temporal evolution of major topics in service quality research in higher
education
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Table 5. Transitional and emerging topics in the field

Topic Frequency Indicative temporal span
perceived service quality 6 2020-2022
quality function deployment 5 2020-2023
surveys 33 2021-2022
quality 32 2020-2024
covid-19 102 2021-2023
education 48 2021-2024

The pandemic appears here as a particularly strong conceptual accelerator.
The emergence of covid-19 as a major theme indicates that the field underwent a
redefinition when universities were forced to move many service functions into
digital space. Service quality thus became tied not only to administrative services,
campus facilities, or face-to-face interaction, but also to system quality,
information quality, learning platform quality, and institutions’ ability to sustain
student satisfaction and trust under rapidly changing conditions. The pandemic,
therefore, is not merely a historical episode within the data, but a turning point
that accelerated the redefinition of what quality service means in higher education.

The co-word network illustrates this expansion at the structural level of
concepts. The nodes higher education and service quality remain central, but their
connections with terms such as student, sustainability, covid-19, artificial
intelligence, and perception show that the field has moved into a much broader
conceptual space. Within this configuration, service quality no longer functions as
a closed construct; rather, it serves as a node linking university governance,
student experience, digital transformation, and sustainability demands. The
presence of terms such as artificial intelligence is particularly significant, as it
signals that service quality is beginning to be considered in relation to automation,
service personalization, and new forms of interaction that were previously absent
from the core discourse. These conceptual connections are visualized in Figure 6.

.
service quality

— ® 4 .
higher education & .
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Figure 6. Co-word network showing the conceptual structure of service quality
research in higher education

The thematic map adds another layer of interpretive depth. The four main
clusters that emerge, namely higher education, service quality, students, and
human, show that the field is not organized around a single dominant cluster, but
around several interconnected centers of meaning. The higher education cluster
represents institutional context and sectoral transformation, including issues such
as quality assurance, online learning, education quality, and sustainability. The
service quality cluster contains the core of service evaluation, such as satisfaction,
trust, loyalty, servqual, information quality, and system quality. The students
cluster confirms an orientation toward service users through terms such as e-
learning, perceived usefulness, learning management system, and student
perceptions. Meanwhile, the human cluster extends the field toward behavioral,
psychological, methodological, and emerging technological dimensions, including
motivation, behavior, psychology, questionnaire, and ChatGPT. This structure is
shown in Figure 7 and summarized interpretively in Table 6.

highier education
18
sustainability

satisfaction

quality of service

Relevance degree

(Centrality)

Figure 7. Thematic map of service quality research in higher education based on
merged keywords
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Table 6. Interpretive summary of thematic clusters in service quality research in
higher education

Thematic cluster Core contents Analytical meaning

Higher education quality assurance, online institutional context and
learning, sustainability,  sectoral transformation
education quality

Service quality satisfaction, trust, core constructs of
loyalty, servqual, service evaluation
information quality,
system quality

Students e-learning, perceived user-centered
usefulness, learning orientation
management system,
student perception

Human motivation, behavior, expansion toward
psychology, behavioral and emerging
questionnaire, ChatGPT  technology dimensions

These patterns show that service quality in higher education now stands at
the intersection of several knowledge regimes at once. The legacy of classical
quality management is still present, but it is now compelled to engage with
approaches centered on student experience, digital system quality, and behavioral
and technological dynamics. It is therefore unsurprising that terms such as system
quality, information quality, trust, loyalty, and perceived usefulness appear
conceptually close to one another. In the contemporary higher education
landscape, service quality can no longer be understood merely as the quality of
service delivery; rather, it must be read as the quality of the entire interactional
ecosystem among institutions, systems, and students. This conceptual proximity
is further visible in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. Factorial analysis map showing conceptual proximity among dominant
terms
Taken together, these patterns indicate that research on service quality in

higher education has shifted from a focus on classical service-quality evaluation
toward a more student-centered understanding mediated by digital technologies
and increasingly shaped by sustainability, artificial intelligence, and hybrid
learning experiences. What has changed is not only the range of themes, but the
fundamental meaning of service quality itself. It no longer refers solely to the
quality of institutional service delivery, but to the quality of the higher education
ecosystem as experienced, interpreted, and negotiated by students in an
increasingly digital and complex environment.

3. Directions of Development and Remaining Intellectual Gaps

Once the structure of the field and its conceptual evolution become visible,
the critical question is no longer who dominates the field or which themes appear
most frequently, but where the field is heading and what remains insufficiently
addressed. At this point, bibliometric analysis must move beyond description.
Mapping actors and keywords alone produces only an inventory of knowledge.
What matters more is identifying the intellectual foundations of the field and the
spaces that remain open for future inquiry.

The list of most globally cited documents provides a clear starting point.
The most influential articles in this corpus are not simply those that discuss service
quality in a normative sense, but those that connect it with digital experience,
student behavior, system quality, online learning, and technological change in
higher education. The prominence of highly cited works published in journals
such as Journal of Educational Computing Research, Technology in Society, Journal
of Computer in Higher Education, and Higher Education suggests that the
intellectual foundation of the field is increasingly being built at the intersection of
service quality, educational technology, and user experience. In other words,
strong intellectual influence is now more likely to come from studies that translate
service quality into contemporary higher education problems than from those that
merely replicate SERVQUAL in conventional ways. These foundational works are
summarized in Table 7.

Table 7. Most globally cited documents shaping service quality research in
higher education
Total Citations per
Rank Document citations year

1 Choi Y, 2020, ] Hosp Mark Manage 444 63.43
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Total Citations per

Rank Document citations year
2 Raza SA, 2021, ] Educ Comput Res 370 61.67
3 Li F, 2021, Technol Soc 218 36.33
4 Mohd Rahim NI, 2022, Sustainability 210 42.00
5 Aldowah H, 2020, ] Comput High Educ 185 26.43
6 Wong WH, 2023, High Educ 177 44.25
7 Alzoubi H, 2020, Uncertain Supply 166 23.71
Chain Manag

This citation pattern shows that the epistemic center of gravity of the field
has shifted. Academic influence is no longer produced primarily by studies that
examine service quality as a fixed construct, but by work that situates it within the
broader ecology of higher education transformation, including technological
disruption, shifting student expectations, and the restructuring of learning
experience. The field is therefore assigning greater weight to conceptual
innovation that moves beyond narrow service-quality measurement.

The life cycle curve further reinforces the impression that the field has
moved beyond its initial growth phase and into a stage of maturation. The sharp
increase in publications in recent years indicates that service quality in higher
education has become an established and highly attractive theme. Yet maturation
does not mean stagnation. On the contrary, the maturity of the field is
accompanied by an expansion of its problem space. When a field is mature but still
highly productive, its central concepts are usually being repositioned rather than
simply reproduced. This interpretation, however, must still be treated with
methodological caution because the life cycle curve is highly sensitive to the
accuracy of year boundaries and to the completeness of data for the most recent
year, while the present dataset still displays inconsistencies between the original
query and the output years. This dynamic is visible in Figure 9.

Life Cycle - Annual Publications

Publications (Annual)

2020 2030 2040 2050
Year
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Figure g. Life cycle curve of annual publications in service quality research in
higher education
A synthesis of the preceding findings points to three strong developmental

directions. First, the field has shifted from an institutional logic of service quality
toward an experiential logic centered on students. Second, service quality is
increasingly integrated with digital infrastructure, especially through issues such
as e-learning, system quality, information quality, learning management systems,
and perceived usefulness. Third, the field has begun to expand toward newer issues
such as artificial intelligence, ChatGPT, sustainability, and increasingly hybrid,
automated, and personalized forms of educational service. These developments
suggest that the future of the field will not be determined by the repetition of
established quality-evaluation models, but by its ability to explain how service
quality is produced through interactions among humans, institutions, and
technologies.

At the same time, several intellectual gaps remain visible. Student
satisfaction, system quality, and digital services have received considerable
attention, yet service quality is still rarely connected in any serious way with
student well-being, even though the quality of educational services affects not only
satisfaction but also mental health, belonging, and students’ academic functioning.
The emergence of artificial intelligence and ChatGPT remains more of an early
signal than a mature research area. This means that the consequences of Al for
service quality, trust, personalization, access equity, and student perceptions
remain wide open for investigation. In addition, although Asia has emerged as a
central hub of productivity, genuinely comparative cross-country research still
appears underdeveloped. Many studies arise from specific national contexts, but
do not necessarily produce explanatory models sensitive to cultural, institutional,
and policy differences across countries.

Another blind spot lies in how students themselves are treated. The
dominance of the term students clearly signals a student-oriented field, yet this
category is often assumed to be homogeneous. In reality, service quality may be
experienced very differently by international students, non-traditional students,
students from vulnerable groups, and those studying in hybrid or distance-
learning formats. If the field is genuinely moving toward a more experience-
centered understanding, then differentiation among service users can no longer
be postponed. Without this, service quality research risks producing
generalizations that appear neat but lack social sensitivity.
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From a methodological perspective, the bibliometric patterns also suggest
that the future of the field requires broader research designs. Many studies still
appear to rely on surveys, perception measurement, and relatively established
variable-relationship models. These approaches remain useful, but they are
insufficient for capturing rapidly changing service experiences. The field requires
more longitudinal studies, comparative cross-country designs, mixed methods, and
approaches capable of linking perceived quality with the institutional and
technological contexts in which it is embedded. Even from a bibliometric
standpoint, future research could be extended through co-citation analysis,
bibliographic coupling, or subperiod-based mapping of thematic evolution in order
to read the intellectual transformation of the field more sharply.

Future development can therefore be summarized across four domains.
Theoretically, the field requires integration between classical service quality
frameworks and student experience, digital service ecosystems, and value co-
creation. Substantively, more attention should be given to Al-assisted services, the
role of ChatGPT in academic services, student well-being, inclusion, and the quality
of hybrid learning experience. Methodologically, more longitudinal studies, cross-
country comparisons, mixed methods, and analyses sensitive to institutional
context are needed. Contextually, future research should also include
international students, non-traditional students, and higher education
institutions in developing countries that face resource constraints while operating
under high pressures of quality and competition. These future directions are
summarized in Table 8.

Table 8. Future research agenda for service quality studies in higher education
Agenda domain Proposed direction

Theoretical integration of service quality, student
experience, digital service ecosystems,
and value co-creation

Substantive Al-assisted services, ChatGPT in
higher education, student well-being,
inclusion, hybrid learning quality

Methodological longitudinal studies, cross-country
comparison, mixed methods, co-
citation, and bibliographic coupling

Contextual international students, non-
traditional students, and institutions
in developing countries

Taken together, these patterns show that research on service quality in
higher education is moving toward an understanding of educational service
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ecosystems as increasingly digital, relational, and adaptive. Yet the maturity of the
field has not been fully matched by a willingness to engage its most important
blind spots, especially those related to Al, student well-being, user differentiation,
and cross-contextual variation. The development of the field, therefore, should not
be understood simply as thematic expansion. It requires an epistemic
repositioning: research on service quality in higher education can no longer be
limited to asking whether services are perceived as good, but must explain for
whom, through what medium, in which context, and with what consequences
quality is experienced.

DISCUSSION

The bibliometric mapping shows that service quality in higher education
has evolved from an issue of administrative service evaluation into a lens for
understanding structural change in higher education. This transformation is
consistent with literature that positions service quality as a mediator among
student experience, institutional reputation, and competitive advantage in
universities.” What emerges from the bibliometric results is not merely the growth
of publication volume, but a shift in the underlying logic of the field: from
evaluating service quality in a narrow sense to understanding the quality of
institutional relationships as experienced by students throughout their
educational journey.

This conceptual shift also helps explain why the field can no longer be
adequately understood through SERVQUAL as a generic model. Critiques of
SERVQUAL in the literature concern not only instrumentation, but also its
ontological limitations when applied to higher education. Universities do not
simply provide services; they mediate transformational processes involving
learning, academic identity, social interaction, and the formation of values. The
emergence of more contextual approaches, such as HEAPERF, HEISQUAL, and
student experience perspectives, is therefore not merely a technical variation, but
evidence that the field requires frameworks more sensitive to higher education as
a relational and transformational service domain.” The bibliometric findings,

12 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; Del Rio-Rama et
al., “Influence of the Quality Perceived of Service of a Higher Education Center on the Loyalty of
Students”; Skypalova et al., “Service Quality as the Source of Competitive Advantage in Higher
Education: The Difference between Students’ Expectations and Perceptions”; Teeroovengadum et al.,
“Higher Education Service Quality, Student Satisfaction and Loyalty: Validating the HESQUAL Scale
and Testing an Improved Structural Model.”

13 Abbas, “Service Quality in Higher Education Institutions: Qualitative Evidence from the
Students’ Perspectives Using Maslow Hierarchy of Needs”; Alfy and Abukari, “Revisiting Perceived
Service Quality in Higher Education: Uncovering Service Quality Dimensions for Postgraduate
Students”; Clewes, “A Student-Centred Conceptual Model of Service Quality in Higher Education”;
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which position students, satisfaction, and student satisfaction as dominant terms,
reinforce the argument that the center of gravity has shifted from institutions to
service-user experience.

Digital transformation has deepened this shift. The dominance of themes
related to e-learning, system quality, information quality, and learning
management systems indicates that service quality in higher education is
increasingly determined by the quality of the digital ecosystem that supports it.
Contemporary literature strongly supports this reading. System quality,
information quality, and digital service quality have all been shown to be
important determinants of user satisfaction, intention to use, and the
sustainability of digital learning."* In other words, the digital shift has not merely
added new channels of service delivery; it has altered how quality is defined,
experienced, and governed. Service quality is no longer tied only to the reliability
of face-to-face procedures, but to platform stability, content quality,
responsiveness, accessibility, and the overall integrity of digital interaction.

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this reorientation and consolidated a
new agenda within the field. In many studies, service quality during the pandemic
was measured through online teaching quality, technological support, digital
empathy, synchronous interaction, and perceptions of safety.> The bibliometric
results, which position covid-19 as one of the prominent themes, show that the
pandemic was not merely a temporary event, but a moment that accelerated the
redefinition of service quality. In this context, classical dimensions of service
quality remain present, but their operational meanings have changed. Tangibles
have shifted toward platform quality and connectivity, responsiveness toward the
speed of online support, and empathy toward academic and psychosocial support

Hill, “Managing Service Quality in Higher Education: The Role of the Student as Primary Consumer”;
Popli et al., “A Customer Experience Lens for Higher Education in India Using Journey Mapping and
Experience Quality.”

14 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; S. Desmaryani
et al., “The Role of Digital Leadership, System of Information, and Service Quality on e-Learning
Satisfaction,” International Journal of Data and Network Science 6, no. 4 (2022): 1215-24,
https://doi.org/10.5267/j.ijdns.2022.6.012; A. M. Idkhan and M. M. Idris, “The Impact of User
Satisfaction in the Use of E-Learning Systems in Higher Education: A CB-SEM Approach,”
International Journal of Environment, Engineering and Education 5, no. 3 (2023): 13448,
https://doi.org/10.55151/ijeedu.v5i3.91; Mija¢ et al., “Measuring the Success of Information Systems in
Higher Education: A Systematic Review”; Tere et al., “Variables Affecting E-Learning Services Quality
in Indonesian Higher Education: Students’ Perspectives.”

15 Kerzi¢ et al., “Academic Student Satisfaction and Perceived Performance in the E-Learning
Environment during the COVID-19 Pandemic: Evidence across Ten Countries”; Limbu and Pham,
“Impact of E-Learning Service Quality on Student Satisfaction during the COVID-19 Pandemic: A
Systematic Review”; Ramirez-Hurtado et al., “Measuring Online Teaching Service Quality in Higher
Education in the COVID-19 Environment”; Sheng and Fauzi, “Responding to a Disruptive Health
Crisis for Higher Education Institutions: Service Quality and Perceived Safety Effects on Student
Satisfaction.”
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in digital spaces. Such changes clarify that post-pandemic service quality in higher
education must be interpreted through a more fluid lens that is sensitive to the
configuration of hybrid services.

The geographical dimension of the bibliometric results is also
substantively important. The dominance of India, China, Indonesia, and Malaysia
indicates that the production of knowledge on service quality is no longer
concentrated in Global North academic centers. This aligns with literature
showing that quality pressures, higher education expansion, internationalization,
and institutional competition in developing countries have made service quality
an increasingly urgent agenda.’® This shift should not be read merely as a change
in the location of article production. It also marks a shift in the source of the field’s
core problems, because the experiences and pressures that shape service quality in
Asian universities are not necessarily identical to those in Europe or North
America. At this point, the development of the field opens space for models that
are more sensitive to cultural, institutional, and economic variation.

Yet the maturity of the field has not been fully matched by an equivalent
broadening of its agenda. Available bibliometric and conceptual synthesis studies
show that topics such as Al, ChatGPT, student well-being, trust, transparency, and
comparative cross-country designs remain fragmented and have not yet developed
into a stable core discourse.”” This is precisely where some of the most significant
future shifts may occur. As higher education services become more heavily
mediated by Al, increasingly personalized, and increasingly dependent on data,
questions of quality can no longer be answered solely through satisfaction or
loyalty. They must also be connected to trust, algorithmic fairness, transparency,
well-being, and differentiated user experiences across social positions and forms
of student engagement.

The future of the field therefore does not lie in reproducing linear
relationships between service quality, satisfaction, and loyalty, but in constructing
more integrative models. Such models need to connect service quality with
student experience, digital system quality, co-created value, and the consequences
of service for student well-being and academic functioning. Methodologically, the

16 Skypalova et al., “Service Quality as the Source of Competitive Advantage in Higher
Education: The Difference between Students’ Expectations and Perceptions”; Teeroovengadum et al.,
“Higher Education Service Quality, Student Satisfaction and Loyalty: Validating the HESQUAL Scale
and Testing an Improved Structural Model.”

17 Zupic and Cater, “Bibliometric Methods in Management and Organization”; V. Bwachele et
al., “Perceived Service Quality and Student Satisfaction in Higher Learning Institutions in Tanzania,”
Humanities and Social Sciences Communications 10 (2023): 1-12, https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-023-
01913-6; Ngo et al., “Influence of University Service Quality on Student Experiences, Academic
Performance and Institutional Loyalty: A Case Study in Vietnam”; Toscano-Hernandez et al., “Service
Quality in Higher Education: A Systematic Literature Review, 2007-2023.”
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bibliometric results also indicate the need for more diversified designs. Cross-
sectional surveys still dominate, while rapidly changing and complex service
experiences require more longitudinal studies, mixed methods, comparative cross-
country designs, and analyses capable of linking perceived quality with the
institutional and technological contexts in which it is embedded.

CONCLUSION

Research on service quality in higher education has developed into a
broader, more collaborative, and conceptually richer field. Publication growth, the
dominance of multidisciplinary sources, and the strengthening contribution of
Asian countries show that the field has moved beyond the status of a narrow
service-quality subdomain. It now serves as an important way of understanding
how universities respond to competition, digitalization, and changing student
expectations.

Conceptually, the field has shifted from classical service-quality models
toward approaches that are more student-centered, digitally mediated, and
increasingly connected to hybrid and complex learning experiences. Service quality
no longer refers only to the quality of institutional service delivery, but to the
quality of the educational ecosystem experienced by students through their
interactions with systems, staff, faculty, and digital infrastructures. This
transformation has made themes such as system quality, information quality, e-
learning, and student experience increasingly prominent within the conceptual
structure of the field.

At the same time, several conceptual spaces remain wide open. Al,
ChatGPT, student well-being, trust, transparency, and cross-country comparison
have not yet been strongly integrated into the core discourse of service quality in
higher education. The next stage of development in the field therefore requires
theoretical models and methodological designs that are more sensitive to
differentiated student experiences, digital service dynamics, and variation across
institutional contexts. In this respect, bibliometric analysis does not merely reveal
what has already become dominant; it also helps identify what the field has not
yet thought through adequately.
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