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Abstract: This study focuses on customer service quality in a public agency in Malaysia.  The role of 
this agency is to provide technical advice to government departments ondevelopment of projects. 
However, there are many government departments that implement projects on their own and do not 
always prefer this agency as their main implementer of projects.  This shows the inability of this 
agency in meeting its customer needs. An awareness program towards improvement in customer 
service was introduced in 2007 but progress was rather slow. This study attempts to determine the gap 
between customer expectation and customer perception of the current service quality and the 
perceived service quality of the agency. Data were collected from various government agencies 
usingSERVQUAL questionnaire survey.  Results showed that dimension of reliability werethe most 
critical area of improvement for the agency.  Overall, service quality was perceived to be moderate.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
It is widely accepted that the concept of service quality should be approached from the customer’s 

perspective. It is the customer’s perception of service quality and it is he or she who determines the level of 
satisfaction. Meeting with the needs and expectations of the customer means that we know what the customer 
wants, we know what the customer expects and we can deliver them on a consistent basis. The customer is the 
judge of the quality of service, not the service provider regardless of how well the service provider's records 
seem to be (Edvardsson 1998). 

This study focuses on customer service quality in a public agency in Malaysia which provides technical 
advice to government departments on development of projects. As part of the requirement of the MS ISO 9000 
quality system adopted by the selected agency, customer feedback forms were distributed to customers after 
completion of construction projects. The number of customer feedback forms returned by customers, with the 
corresponding response rate for the years 2007, 2008 and 2009 are 563 (79%), 475 (82%) and 664 (50%) 
respectively. The forms were analysed to determine the overall customer satisfaction rating for the projects. 
However, no action was taken to use the data to identify the opportunities of improving the quality of service to 
the customers. 

There are many government departments such as Ministry of Home Affairs, Ministry of Defence, Ministry 
of Education and Ministry of Housing and Local Government, to name a few of the major customers that 
implement projects on their own while at the same time have implemented projects under the purview of this 
agency. However, some of the government departments do not always prefer this agency to be their main 
implementer of projects, reflecting its inability in meeting customer needs (Abdul Rahman 2009).  

A Strategic Framework was launched in 2007 to enhance performance in project delivery in the Ninth 
Malaysia Plan through improvements in capability and capacity in project management and project delivery 
systems. One of the eight strategies in the Framework is to improve service to the customers through the 
introduction of Customer Service Improvement Plan (CSIP). The stated aim of CSIP was to facilitate 
communication between the agency and its customers throughout the project life cycle.  This involves 
identification of the needs of the customers through surveys to establish areas of improvement in project 
implementation. Based on the authors’preliminary interviews with senior staff involved in developing the 
strategic framework, it waslearned that there was no significant progresssince its inception. Specifically, this 
study attempts to determine gap between customer expectation and customer perception of current service 
quality and the perceived level of service quality of the agency. This paper is organized as follows.  The next 
section reviews the relevant literature on service quality.  The subsequent section elaborates the research method 
for the study. The final section of the paper covers the data analysis and discussion of the findings and 
conclusions of the study. 

 
 



Aust. J. Basic & Appl. Sci., 5(9): 1777-1783, 2011 

1778 
 

Literature Review: 
In afree market, external customers can opt to exit their relationship with suppliers if services are not 

satisfactory. This in turn forces organisations to provide the best quality to customers in order to remain in 
business (Farner 2001). Delivering superior quality service appears to be a prerequisite for success, if not for 
survival, of businesses in the 1980s and beyond (Parasuramanet et al., 1988). Service quality as explained by 
Garvin (1983), sits in the broader context of quality, as one of three types of quality, as follows: a) Product 
quality that focuses on creating a set of rules to measure physical attributes of product quality. In construction, 
product quality is achieved through the use of specifications, standards and tolerances; b) Manufacturing quality 
that focuses on the internal process control, where emphasis is on reliability of the process, repeatability and 
efficient production processes; and c) Service quality which is the customers’ perspective of quality and focuses 
on all aspects that influence the customers’ awareness of quality. 

 
Service Quality: 

According to Parasuramanet et al. (1985), unlike quality of goods which can be measured by indicators 
such as durability and number of defects, service quality is an abstract concept.  In the absence of objectives 
measures, an appropriate approach for assessing service quality is to measure perceived quality which is the 
customers’ perceptions of quality. Perceived quality is the degree of discrepancy between customers’perception 
and expectations. Expectation is the desires or wants of the customers, that is, what the customersfeel the service 
providers should offer (Parasuramanet et al., 1988). Perception is the opinion of the customer of how good the 
service is (Foster 2001). Parasuraman et al. (1985) attributes of service quality include intangibility, 
heterogeneityand inseparability. Intangibility can be described as “the inability to assess the value gained from 
engaging in an activity using any physical evidence” (Palmer, 2000 p 631).Heterogeneity relates tothe 
inconsistencyof servicces from one provider to another, from one day to another, and from one customer to 
another.Inseparability describes situations where consumption and production occur simultaneously. In such 
cases, quality is not assessed upon receipt of the final product but rather during delivery. 

Service quality is also known as a critical success factor in an organisation’s efforts to be competitive. 
Research has shown that good service quality attracts new customers as well as retainexisting ones.  In addition, 
good service quality has lead to reduced costs, an enhanced corporate image, positive word-of-mouth 
recommendation and enhanced profitability (Berry et al., 1989; Reichheld and Sasser, 1990; Rust and Zahorik, 
1993; Cronin et al., 2000; Yoon and Suh, 2004 and Kang and James, 2004). 

 
Service Quality Improvement in the Public Sector: 

Improvement in service quality in the public sector has not been particularly easy due to unclear 
performance target, lack of experimentation, lack of evaluation in order to learn from experience and slow to 
abandon less successful programmes (Brysland 2001). Problems in service quality common to both the public 
and private sector are lack of vision, emphasis on short term gains and the negative effects of performance 
evaluations. However service quality improvements in government establishments can contribute to economy, 
efficiency, effectiveness and in quality (Brysland 2001). 

 
Customer Service In Construction Projects 

In construction projects, quality fits best into the category of service quality(Forsythe 2008). This is 
because customers are involved in the interactions of the project and perceives how the work takes place on-site. 
According to Forsythe (2008), many customers of the construction industry is typified by those lacking 
understanding of the technical qualities involved, thus customers may rely on service quality as a more 
accessible measure of quality. Service quality in construction differs from those in manufacturing in that in 
construction, service delivery and construction activities run concurrently, while in manufacturing, the quality of 
the processes comes first, followed by service delivery in sales and after sales service. Service quality in 
construction occurs over a long period of time, involving design and construction phases and the customer is 
committing to a service provider’s ability to produce an end product, rather than to a manufactured product that 
already exists (Forsythe 2008). The next section will discuss the tool used in this study - SERVQUAL method. 

 
Servqual: 

The SERVQUAL method (Parasuraman et al.,1988) is a technique used to identify gaps  between an 
organisation’s service quality performance andcustomer service quality needs. The gap analysis can be used to 
improve service quality. The method involves the development of an understanding of the perceived needs of 
the customer. These measured perception of service quality are then compared against customers’ expectation.
 SERVQUAL takes into account the perceptions of the customers of the relative importance of the service 
dimensions. The data are collected via surveys of a sample of the customers. In these surveys, the customers 
would respond to a series of questions based around five key service dimensions: tangibles, reliability, 



Aust. J. Basic & Appl. Sci., 5(9): 1777-1783, 2011 

1779 
 

responsiveness, assurance and empathy.The five dimensions provide a diagnostic tool for organizationsto 
identify weaknesses in their service delivery systems (Parasuraman et al., 1991).  

SERVQUAL has been used among building designers (Bubshait et al.(1999), Love and Li (2000) and 
Love et al. (2000) and quantity surveyors (Procter and Rwelamila,1999). Hoxley (2001) looked at whether 
service quality was consideredin tender evaluations while Kim Wan Siu et al. (2001) focused on mechanical and 
engineering maintenance services.  

 
SERVQUAL Dimensions: 

The service quality dimensions as described by Parasuraman et al. (1988) are as follows: (i) Tangibles that 
include the physical appearance of the service facility, the equipment, the service personnel and the 
communication materials; (ii) Reliability in which service reliability differs from product reliability in that it 
relates to the ability of the service provider to perform the promised service dependably and accurately; (iii) 
Responsiveness which is the willingness of the service provider to be helpful and prompt in providing service; 
(iv) Assurance that refers to the knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and 
confidence and (v)Empathythat isthe customer desire empathy, caring and individualised attention from the 
service provider. 

  
Research Methodology: 

A survey was conducted to determine the perception and expectation of the customers in order to 
determine whether there would be a gap for improvement to the service quality of the agency from the 
perspective of the customer. The SERVQUAL questionnaire model was adopted.It is a questionnaire model 
developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988). According to Hoxley (2000) SERVQUAL as a measurement scale has 
been extensively used in numerous service industries throughout the world.  Parasuraman et al. (1991) 
suggested that SERVQUAL can be adapted in a variety of situations and is suitable for a wide range of service 
industries including hotels, dentistry, travel, higher education, accountancy,architecture, hospitals and 
construction services. SERVQUAL is a 22-item questionnaire which assesses the various aspects of service 
quality on five dimensions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. It consists of 44 
questions, comprising of 22 questions for the expectation construct and 22 similar questions for the perception 
construct. The response is on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Agree” (5) to “Strongly Disagree” 
(1). The 22 questions for each of the expectation and perception constructs are grouped into the five service 
quality dimensions of tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. The gap scores are obtained 
by subtracting expectations (E) from their perceptions (P) to give the score for perceived quality (P-E) for each 
of the five service quality dimensions. 

For the purpose of this study, the 44 questions above were translated into Malay language for the 
convenience of the respondents. A pilot study was conducted involving 18 respondents from the agency and 
three respondents fromselectedclients of the agency. Comments were obtained regarding the survey form and 
were subsequently incorporated into the actual survey questionnaire.Theactual survey was conducted online 
using Surveymonkey which is a website that provide online survey facilities. Emails were sent to the client 
department officers. 

 
Data Analysis: 

Data was analysed using SPSS version 16. A total of 148 invitations were extended to officers in various 
ministries, government departments and agencies. 42 responses were received and cleaned data was obtained 
from 34 respondents representing a response rate of 23%.  

 
Profile of Respondents: 

Table 1 shows the profile of respondents for the study.  
 

Reliability Analysis:  
Cronbach’s alpha was used as a measure of reliability as shown in Table 2.  The Cronbach’s alphas of the 

variables were all above 0.7 which were considered good. 
 

Descriptive Analysis: 
Standard deviations were observed to be small, for the perception dimensions standard deviation ranges 

between 0.65 to 0.68 and for the expectation dimensions between 0.63 to 0.75. The means for the perception 
dimensions ranges between 3.21 to 3.52 and for the expectation dimensions between 4.12 to 4.58. Table 3 
shows the means and standard deviations for the dimensions. 
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Table 1: Profile of respondents  
Background Variable Categories Percentage(%) 
Gender Male 

Female 
55.9 
44.1 

Occupation Administration and diplomatic officers 
Engineer 
Medical officers 
Administration officers 
Lecturers 
Science officers 
Training officers 

50 
20.6 
8.8 
8.8 
5.9 
2.9 
2.9 

Age Group  Less than 30 years old 
31 – 40 years old 
41 – 50 years old 
More than 51 years old 

26.5 
38.2 
17.6 
17.6 

Grade JUSA officers 
Grade 54 
Grade 52 
Grade 48 
Grade 44 
Grade 41 
Others  

2.9 
17.6 
8.8 
17.6 
26.5 
23.5 
2.9 

Years of experience in dealing with 
the agency’s project 

Less than 5 years 
Between 6 and 10 years 
Between 11 and 15 years 

73.5 
8.8 
17.6 

Role in project implementation Clients 
End-users 
State department coordinators 

94.2 
2.9 
2.9 

Nature of projects Office buildings  
Institutions of higher learning  
Health facilities  
Court houses  
Tourism projects  
Laboratories  
Training institutions  
Schools  
Jetties  
Rural area projects  

32.4 
17.6 
11.8 
8.8 
8.8 
5.9 
5.9 
2.9 
2.9 
2.9 

 
Table 2: Cronbach’s alpha values 

Variables Expectation Perception 
 Cronbach’s Alpha 
Tangibles 0.882 0.772 
Reliability 0.942 0.872 
Responsiveness 0.882 0.842 
Assurance 0.945 0.868 
Empathy 0.952 0.936 

 
Table 3: Mean and standard deviations of variables 

Variables Mean  Std Deviation Mean Std Deviation 
 Perception Expectation 

Tangibles 3.26 0.67 4.12 0.75 
Reliability 3.21 0.68 4.58 0.63 
Responsiveness 3.25 0.65 4.41 0.65 
Assurance 3.52 0.66 4.49 0.65 
Empathy 3.32 0.66 4.34 0.74 

 

SERVQUAL Gap Analysis: 
SERVQUAL Gap Analysis, (P-E), was carried out by subtracting respondents expectations (E) from their 

perceptions (P). A negative SERVQUAL gap indicates that respondents’ expectations are higher than their 
perceptions while a positive gap would indicate that their perceptions exceed their expectations. As shown in 
Table 4, the overall SERVQUAL gap score for the agency is -1.08 which indicates generally respondents’ 
expectation are higher than their perception of its service quality. All expectation values are observed to be 
higher than the corresponding perception values indicating the service quality is below respondents’ expectation 
in all dimensions of service quality.The five dimensions were developed to provide a diagnostic tool for 
businesses to identify weaknesses in their service delivery systems. This would allow organisations to prioritise 
and use its resources to improve the most critical service dimension (Parasuraman et al. 1988). Following this 
reasoning, the weakest spot would be having the largest gap score and would be the most critical service 
dimension to improve upon. It would also be the top priority for service quality improvement and therefore 
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would receive the highest in ranking.The largestgap score was -1.38 for reliability, followed by -1.16 for 
responsiveness, -1.02 for empathy, -0.97 for assurance and -0.85 for tangibles. 

 
Table 4: SERVQUAL Gap Scores 

Variables Perception (P) Expectation (E) SERVQUAL Gap (P-E) 
Ranking of 
SERVQUAL Gap 

Reliability 3.21 4.58 -1.38 1 

Responsiveness 3.25 4.41 -1.16 2 

Empathy 3.32 4.34 -1.02 3 
Assurance 3.52 4.49 -0.97 4 
Tangibles 3.27 4.12 -0.85 5 
Overall 3.31 4.39 -1.08  

 
SERVQUAL Perception Scores: 

The perception constructs has 22 questions and with a Likert scale of 1 to 5, the possible minimum and 
maximum scores are 22 and 110 respectively. In order to analyse the scores, the range of score from 22 to 110 
were divided into three levels of perception; low (22 to 29), moderate (30 to 80) and high (81 to 110). None of 
the respondents perceived service quality to be high, 19 respondents or 55.9% perceived service quality to be 
moderate and 15 respondents or 44.1% perceived service quality to be low. The frequency of responses 
according to the three levels of perception is shown in Table 5. The result shows that service quality at this 
agency is perceivedto be moderate. 

 
Table 5: Perception Scores Level 

Perception Level Score Frequency Percentage 

High 81 – 110 0 0% 
Moderate 30 – 80 19 55.9% 
Low 22 – 29 15 44.1% 

   
A cross-tabulation of perception levels among the various departments in the agency is shown in Table 

6.Service quality was perceived to be low in almost all the departments. However, 8 out of the 15 respondents 
(53.3%) agreed that service quality in General Building Department was perceived to be low. 

 
Table 6: Perception score level of departments in the agency 

Departments Frequency 
SERVQUAL Perception Score 

Total High 
(81-110) 

Middle 
(30-80) 

Low 
(22-29) 

Education & Higher Studies 
(CPPT) 

Count 0 7 3 10 
% within Dept 0% 70.0% 30.0% 100% 

Health (CKK) 
Count 0 5 1 6 
% within Dept 0% 83.3% 16.7% 100% 

Security (CKS) 
Count 0 1 2 3 
% within Dept 0% 33.37% 66.7% 100% 

General Building (CKBA) 
Count 0 6 8 14 
% within Dept 0% 42.9% 57.1% 100% 

Air Terminal & Maritime 
(CPUM) 

Count 0 0 1 1 
% within Dept 0% 0% 100% 100% 

Total 
Count 0 19 15 34 
% within Dept 0% 55.9% 44.1% 100% 

 
Discussion and Conclusion: 

The objective of this study is to determine the service quality gap and the perceived level of service quality 
at one public agency in Malaysia. It was found that customer perception scores of the service quality dimensions 
for the agency were below the expectation scoreswith the largest gap for reliability followed by responsiveness, 
empathy, assurance and tangibles. The service quality was perceived to be moderate.  

The five dimensions of service quality (Parasuraman et. al., 1991) helporganisations in detecting weak 
spots in their services and let them prioritise use their resources to improve the most critical service 
dimension.From the survey it was found that the largest gap score obtained by this agency was for the 
dimension of reliability. Going back to the reliability items in the questionnaire, the first question that was asked 
relating to reliability was whether this agency was able to deliver their promises on time. This is a question that 
needs to be answered in order for the agency to improve its service quality.It is about whether customers can 
hold on to the promises given and whether the agency is a reliable business partner that can deliver the projects 
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as promised. According to Macaulay (1993), nothing will damage customer satisfaction more than promises not 
fulfilled.  

In a project implementation, interaction between the customers and the agency occurs in all the 
construction project phases of planning, design, procurement, construction, handing over and maintenance. In 
order to be reliable the agency must be able to keep its promises made during the many interactions with the 
customers in all stages of project implementation. Project implementation is a concerted effort and involves 
various other stakeholders among them the contractors, sub-contractors, the consultants and the local authority. 
Therefore, in giving its promises to the clients the agency must understand the actual capabilities and limitations 
of these stakeholders so that whatever that is promised to the client can be fulfilled by the stakeholder(s) 
concerned. In implementation of projects, the agency must havemechanisms that check on the actual 
implementation stages of projects, so that progress of work can be checked upon to ascertain whether promises 
made by the agency can actually be delivered.  

According to Edvardsson (1998) companies that excel in customer service are known to be customer-
focused. They understand and record the verbal and non-verbal needs of the customer. They are alerted to the 
ideas and expectations of the customer. Much of this is achieved through dialogue or meeting with the customer 
(Edvardsson 1998). Hence for the agency to improve its reliability dimension it has to be customer-focused and 
have a sincere interest in helping the clients to solve their problems. Since the overall service quality was 
perceived to be moderate, thus there is an enormous opportunity for this agency to improve its level of service 
quality. The agency should give due consideration to implementing customer service improvement plan. Priority 
should be given to departments with low perceived service quality particularly the General Building 
Department. 

The majority of the respondents for this study were project sponsors. This study can be extended to a 
wider representation of the client and a wider range of respondents including project end-users and state project 
coordinators to obtain a better measurement of perceivedservice quality of the agency. Future studies can also 
investigate the relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction.  
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