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ABSTRACT
The SERVQUAL model is a commonly used tool for evaluating service quality in public 
and private sector organizations. It was applied to evaluate the quality of service in the 
public sector in Ethiopia through the discrepancy between perceived and expected 
services (ESs). Therefore, a gap score was calculated based on customers’ perceived 
minus ES quality, as most scholars used to measure the actual service quality. The 
survey used a descriptive cross-sectional design. A structured questionnaire with 22 
items derived from the SERVQUAL model was administered to 562 customers to collect 
data from the public sector in Ethiopia. Customers who have visited the public sector 
at least twice were selected for this study. Due to the challenge of selecting the 
customers randomly, a convenient sampling method was employed as it was easier to 
pick customers while visiting the offices. The discrepancy between customers’ perceived 
and ESs across all dimensions of the SERVQUAL model became negative. The mean 
score of all items and dimensions of expectation is higher than perception. Hence, 
service quality in Ethiopia in the public sector remained low. Reliability, tangibility and 
empathy scored the highest mean gap, respectively, while responsiveness and assurance 
scored the lowest mean. Despite customers’ expectations, the most essential dimensions, 
reliability, tangibility and empathy, had the lowest perceived service (PS) quality. Finally, 
customers’ expectations were not met. Therefore, the service quality in public sector 
institutions needs improvement in all dimensions. This study has important implications 
for both theoretical and practical research in service delivery.

IMPACT STATEMENT
The public sector plays a crucial role in providing essential services to the citizens of 
Ethiopia. Customers expect nothing but the best from these services, but sadly, quality 
remains a persistent issue that causes headaches for both bureaucrats and customers 
alike. Despite the government’s various attempts to ensure quality service delivery, it 
still seems like a far-off dream. As a result, citizens are left with nothing but dissatisfaction 
toward the public sector. The daily communications of people about the failure of 
service quality, as well as the government’s efforts to initiate programs to improve the 
situation, are a testament to this fact. This issue has significant implications for both 
society and the government. This study seeks to identify the gaps between the 
expectations of customers and the services delivered by the public sector. The study 
aims to provide plausible solutions to bridge these gaps and improve service quality in 
the public sector. The findings of this study can be insightful for policymakers, 
bureaucrats, citizens and the government to gain a better understanding of the issue, 
and to take corrective measures to improve the quality of services in the public sector.

1.  Introduction

Quality is the capacity to meet customers’ needs (Kar, 2016). Quality of service primarily focuses on ful-
filling the customer’s requirements and how effectively the service satisfies the customer’s anticipations 
(Thirumal Azhagan et  al., 2021). The value of service quality to customers and organizations is 
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undeniable (Parasuraman et  al., 1985). In this era of globalization and competition, providing excellent 
services is critical to any firm’s success (Biswas & Verma, 2022). Service delivery is so crucial that organi-
zations can depend on it to survive (Negi, 2009). Quality is essential to a firm’s survival in the current 
global environment (Tripathi & Siddiqui, 2018). The public sector’s public services are critical in any given 
community because individuals rely heavily on them (Ocampo et  al., 2019). Thus, it is necessary to pro-
vide services efficiently and quickly to ensure the appropriate level of well-being for everyone involved 
(Ramakrishnan, 2013).

Understanding consumer attitudes is crucial for maintaining high service quality and creating a more 
tightly linked system (Pakurár et  al., 2019). Customers’ perceived and expected service (ES) quality are 
crucial for a firm’s success and existence (Sakyi, 2020). Improving service quality across public organiza-
tions is one of the world’s most complex challenges (Besley & Ghatak, 2007). Despite having made the 
democratic transition, the social outcome indicators showed that many governments of developing 
countries continue to provide low service quality (Goldstein, 2013). In developing countries, service qual-
ity across the public sector is weak, if not poor (Okeke-Uzodike et  al., 2014). Given the variety of cus-
tomers across public organizations, meeting customers’ expectations of service quality is challenging but 
critical (Jones & Shandiz, 2015).

In 2001, the Ethiopian government implemented the Ethiopian service delivery policy, which aimed 
to achieve several goals, including enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of service quality, promot-
ing equal access to government services, ensuring accountability for inadequate service delivery, and 
ultimately, ensuring customer satisfaction. The government has introduced this policy because it is essen-
tial for enhancing service delivery in the public sector. It is crucial to have a well-defined policy outlining 
the government’s objectives and expectations regarding service delivery and service providers’ and recip-
ients’ rights and responsibilities throughout the service delivery process (Haile, 2018). Additionally, in 
2001, the government carried out significant reorganization efforts, including the implementation of the 
National Capacity Building Program (NCBP), which provided fresh momentum to the Civil Service Reform 
Program (CSRP) (Mengesha & Common, 2006). Besides, in 2003, the Ethiopian government unveiled the 
Public Sector Capacity Building programs, aiming to enhance the capacity of government institutions to 
provide effective, efficient, and responsive public services. To achieve its vision and policy strategies, the 
government has implemented various public service reform measures to revolutionize the public service 
into an objective, modern and efficient system (Markos, 2013; Tadesse, 2019). The reform measures 
included business process re-engineering (BPR), balanced scorecards (BSCs), public service change army 
and Citizens Charter.

However, the reform programs were unpopular and lacked sufficient dedication at the lower level of the 
government tier, where the reform initiatives are expected to be implemented and institutionalized (Tadesse, 
2019). In Ethiopia, service delivery practices in public organizations are always accompanied by complaints 
and grievances (see also, Siyum, 2022). Citizens complain daily on every media platform about the poor 
service delivered by the public sector. Poor quality of service is pervasive at all tiers of the government, 
including the federal and local levels of government. Thus, citizens desperately speak about service quality 
across the public sector. In addition, the Ethiopian civil service faced various issues that hindered attaining 
desired outcomes. For instance, the failure to effectively cater to the equal rights of service users to access 
public services has resulted in a negative perception of government institutions and civil servants among 
the public (Haile, 2018). Finally, the reform tools for service delivery, such as the BSC, BPR, citizen charter 
and change army, are currently suspended and not implemented in the public sector. Moreover, the avail-
able handful researches in Ethiopia have concentrated almost exclusively on the direct service quality of 
institutions, with little attention given to the citizen expectation that will best meet client needs. So, it is 
important to note that there is a shortage of well-researched studies that accurately measure the quality 
of services provided by public institutions and how citizens perceive and expect them. While many studies 
focus on the quality of services in the private sector, critically examining the public sector is equally import-
ant. Furthermore, due to the sheer volume of customers in the public sector, using large sample sizes can 
help overcome methodological gaps resulting from response errors, reduced statistical power and the risk 
of bias. Therefore, analyzing the public sector’s service quality in Ethiopia in one way fills the literature gap 
and assesses the status of service quality and citizens’ expectations in another way. Moreover, the existing 
studies mentioned in the literature review deserve credit for contributing to the literature on service quality 
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in Ethiopia. However, most of these studies failed to consider the dynamics and evolution of Ethiopian 
society’s demand for service. So, this theoretical gap is considered in this study to manage citizens’ expec-
tations that have evolved due to current socio-economic changes and political dynamism in the country. 
This study also addresses methodological gaps identified in the previous studies, particularly in terms of 
scope, sampling and the selection of organizations. Although this study also employed the SERVQUAL 
model, the same as most previous studies, it selected a reasonable number of sample institutions and 
respondents. Thus, its scope is broad and assists in yielding relatively accurate results.

The study answers the following questions:

1.	 What is the status of service quality across the public sector in Ethiopia?
2.	 Is there a gap between the perceived and ES quality of customers in the public sector in Ethiopia?

2.  Literature and conceptual model

2.1.  Concept of service quality

Quality is compliance with customers’ interests and the customer’s perception of quality holds signifi-
cance, not that of the management (Berry et  al., 1988). Service quality is how thriving firms meet or 
exceed customer expectations (Pakurár et  al., 2019). It is a discrepancy between expectation and percep-
tion (Aseres & Sira, 2020). The gap between the expectation of customers on the performed service 
before the service area and their received service is service quality (Mena et  al., 2020). In operations 
management, quality is characterized by two main factors: suitability for the intended purpose and con-
sistency (Negi, 2009). ‘The research on measuring service quality has primarily focused on how to meet 
or exceed the external customer’s expectations, and service quality has been viewed as a measure of 
how the delivered service level matches consumer expectations’ (Shahin, 2010, p. 5).

Service quality is determined by how well service assets are managed and how well service demand 
is met in an integrated manner (Cohen et  al., 2006). It is highly reliant on employees’ performance and 
institutional resources that elements of physical goods can be fixed (Zeithaml et  al., 1988). Service pro-
vision requires the service provider to interact with the client, and the service provider must be respon-
sive to the needs of the people (Ramakrishnan, 2013). Inseparability, heterogeneity and intangibility are 
the main recognized characteristics for understanding service quality (Parasuraman et  al.,1985). Berry 
et  al. (1985) categorized service quality into two: the ordinary degree of quality at which service is pro-
vided regularly and the degree of quality at which ‘exceptions’ or ‘problems’ are managed.

Creating a quality culture involves a number of steps, including setting clear quality standards, select-
ing employees who are capable of upholding them, providing them with the necessary training, ensur-
ing that they are upholding the standards, and awarding them when they succeed (Berry et  al., 1985). 
It is possible to improve the utilization of public resources and the standard of services by encouraging 
greater transparency and enabling regular people to evaluate the effectiveness, sufficiency and quality 
of necessary services, as well as to express their needs and preferences and take part in innovation 
(Ocampo et  al., 2019). Higher (lower) service quality levels will result in higher (lower) outputs for the 
firm and the client (Parasuraman, 2010). Therefore, the provision of services society needs to sustain and 
enhance its welfare should be a critical duty of the government and government institutions (Makanyeza 
et  al., 2012).

2.2.  Customer expectations and perceived services

Clients have played a pivotal role in assessing service quality (Kalaja et  al., 2016). Customers’ expectations 
are the foundation for their evaluation of service quality (Mena et  al., 2020). Customers expect service 
providers to do their jobs correctly (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et  al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et  al., 1991). 
Expectations are defined in various ways in social science literature, but they are typically viewed as 
decisions of people’s beliefs that will or should occur under specific situations (James, 2007). The litera-
ture on service quality defined expectations as customers’ needs (Parasuraman et  al., 1988). Expectations 
are standards for comparing subsequent experiences to evaluate the quality (Zeithaml et  al., 1993). 
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Generally speaking, service quality scholars have considered expectations as normative standards or cus-
tomers’ expectations of what a service supplier should provide (Parasuraman et  al., 1994).

Customers assess service quality based on their needs or expectation against their received or believed 
(Berry et  al., 1988). Service quality is satisfactory when expectations are met, more than satisfactory 
when expectations are exceeded, and less than satisfactory when expectations are not met (Berry et  al., 
1985). The quality of service that customers perceive can decline if there is a discrepancy between their 
expectations and what the administration believes their expectations to be (Berry et  al., 1988). The gap 
between customers’ expectations and perceptions is called perceived service (PS) quality (Parasuraman 
et  al., 1992). Comparing clients’ service expectations and perceptions determines service quality (Berry 
et  al., 1985, 1988; Parasuraman et  al., 1985, 1988; Spreng & Mackoy, 1996). Thus, PS is the degree and 
trend of the gap between the perceptions and expectations of customers (Parasuraman et  al., 1988). A 
competitive advantage improves PS quality (Tripathi & Siddiqui, 2018).

The SERVQUAL instrument’s expectation statements are about the degree of service clients think they 
should obtain from the service supplier (Parasuraman et  al., 1994). In service quality studies, expectations 
are considered as the interests of customers toward a service, whereas in customer satisfaction studies, 
it is seen as customers’ forecasts about what they may expect during a transaction of a service (Jones & 
Shandiz, 2015). Customer expectations were categorized by Zeithaml et  al. (1993) into four primary areas, 
namely (1) the component of service that is expected, (2) factors that lead to the service desired, (3) 
factors that lead to adequate service and (4) factors that lead to both predicted and desired service. 
Moreover, Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et  al. (1991), Parasuraman, Berry, et  al. (1991) proposed that customers 
have two tiers of expectations regarding service: desired and adequate. The desired level of service refers 
to what the customer anticipates receiving, a mixture of what they believe is possible and what they 
think must be provided. When customers are satisfied with the service, it is called adequate, and the 
quality of service is served (Table 1).

2.2.1.  SERVQUAL model
The SERVQUAL expectations minus perceptions gap are the most commonly utilized model in service 
quality research and propose that comparing consumers’ expectations of the provided service with their 
perceptions of a company’s service performance determines service quality (Jones & Shandiz, 2015). For 
measuring levels of service quality, the SERVQUAL gap score idea of evaluating the difference between 
expectations and perceptions has proven to be very helpful (Shahin, 2010). SERVQUAL evaluates the 
perceived and ESs of the customer (Tripathi & Siddiqui, 2018).

Parasuraman et  al. (1985) developed SERVQUAL with ten dimensions to evaluate service quality. Then, 
after a critical review of the scales, they redefined them and reduced them into five dimensions. 
Parasuraman et  al. (1988) later designed a SERVQUAL model with multiple items to evaluate customer 
perceptions of service quality. The SERVQUAL model has five dimensions: assurance, responsiveness, tan-
gibles, reliability and empathy (Markovic & Raspor, 2010; Parasuraman et  al., 1988). In addition, the model 
measures the disparity between what customers anticipate and what they encounter, which can lead to 
either positive or negative outcomes, depending on whether the customers’ expectations are greater or 
lesser than their experiences (Daniel & Berinyuy, 2010). When the quality of services exceeds their initial 
expectations, consumers or citizens are satisfied; however, when performance falls short of expectations, 
they are dissatisfied (Mok et  al., 2017). Of course, other models, such as SERVPERF, E-S-QUAL and 
FAIRSERV, partially derived from SERVQUAL, have been employed to measure service quality in different 
fields of study. The SERVPERF measures performance and depends only on the perception of customers, 
not expectations. E-S-QUAL was developed to measure the electronic service quality. It was developed 
to measure the service quality delivered by Web sites on which customers shop online (Parasuraman 
et  al., 2005). FAIRSERV is a complex model in that customers evaluate the service delivery with other 
norms of fairness and focus on satisfaction and repatronage intention. While these three models do not 
provide a comprehensive measure of the service quality gap, it is worth exploring alternative methods 
to gain a more complete understanding of the situation. In light of this, it is evident that the SERVQUAL 
model offers a more comprehensive and practical approach to measuring service quality gaps in the 
public sector, considering its proven track record and industry-wide acceptance (Figure 1).

The dimensions of service quality are explained as follows:
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Tangibility: The appearance of physical facilities, equipment, communication and personnel (Jones & Shan-
diz, 2015; Mena et al., 2020; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et al., 1991; Parasura-
man et al., 1992). ‘Service companies often use tangibles to enhance their image, provide continuity, and 
signal customer quality’ (Jones & Shandiz, 2015). Customers will use the physical image of the service to 
assess quality (Pakurár et al., 2019).

Reliability: The capacity to deliver the stated service with accuracy and dependability (Berry et al., 1985; 
Jones & Shandiz, 2015; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et al., 1991; Parasur-
aman et al., 1992). ‘Reliability depends on handling customer service issues, performing the services 
right the first time, offering services on time, and maintaining an error-free record’ (Mena et  al., 
2020).

Responsiveness: the desire to assist clients and promptness in service (Jones & Shandiz, 2015; Mena et al., 
2020; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et al., 1991; Parasuraman et al., 1992; Sakyi, 
2020). Response time to customer support requests and the ability to provide quick service are both ex-
amples of responsiveness (Mena et al., 2020).

Assurance: Employee expertise, manners and capacity for building others’ confidence (Jones & Shandiz, 2015; 
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et al., 1991; Parasuraman et al., 1992).

Empathy: The company gives each customer individualized care (Jones & Shandiz, 2015; Parasuraman et al., 
1985, Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et al., 1991; Parasuraman et al., 1992). ‘It en-
tails providing tailored care to staff members who are aware of the requirements of their clients and client 
facilities during business hours’ (Mena et al., 2020).

Service quality across industries is evaluated using the SERVQUAL Model. In essence, SERVQUAL 
gauges the discrepancies between expectations and perceptions of the services offered to customers in 
various sectors (Hasan et  al., 2019). It was used in the private sector to measure service quality. 
Nevertheless, nowadays, it is also commonly used in the public sector to evaluate service quality. 
Although consumers’ expectations for private services have long been discussed, there has lately been 

Table 1. E mpirical studies in Ethiopia about service quality.
Author(s) (year) Method Findings

Mersha et  al. (2012) SERVQUAL method The level of service performance provided by banks did not 
meet the expectations of their customers.

Lodesso et  al. (2019) SERVQUAL and importance performance 
analysis (IPA) model.

The majority of service quality attributes were very poor 
according to student perception.

Negi (2009) The seven modified dimensions of SERVQUAL The largest gap in service quality was identified in relation 
to network aspects.

Ubah and Davi (2015) SERVQUAL and Bank Service Quality (BSQ) Private banks indisputably outperform their public 
counterparts across dimensions of tangibles, reliability, 
responsiveness, assurance, empathy, effectiveness and 
price.

Potluri and Mangnale (2011) In-depth interview and questionnaire The employees of the Ethiopian service sector are failing to 
meet the customers’ expectations in terms of their 
interaction skills, leading to significant dissatisfaction 
among the customers.

Afework et  al. (2003) Cross-sectional descriptive study The private facilities examined exhibit superior quality in 
both structural and process attributes.

Beshah and Kitaw (2014) The Ethiopian Quality Award (EQA) 
self-assessment model

The quality of services offered in underdeveloped countries 
like Ethiopia is often compromised due to numerous 
challenges.

Fisseha et  al. (2017) Facility based survey Out of the 32 health facilities, only 10 had good process 
quality.

Negi (2010) SERVQUAL Service quality gaps were computed for all dimensions and 
found to be negative

Markos (2013) Literature review Despite successes in service delivery, Ethiopia’s public sector 
reform program faces challenges like lack of transparency 
and accountability, inadequate incentives for employees 
and low stakeholder participation.

Tadesse (2019) Exploratory qualitative The public sector reform program in Ethiopia faced 
challenges due to top-down implementation lacking 
ownership and participation from lower-level leadership 
and employees, resulting in low stakeholder commitment.

Chanie (2001) Qualitative study The civil service reform measures cannot be implemented 
effectively due to the absence of necessary preconditions.
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an increase in interest in what the general public expects from public services (James, 2011). Therefore, 
the public sector can also use the SERVQUAL tool to distinguish and evaluate the different attributes of 
service quality in public services (Kim, 2006). Hence, this study employed this model to evaluate the 
service delivery of the public sector in Ethiopia.

To sum up, unlike many previous studies, which focus on particular or single institutions such as 
Ethio-telecom, Banks, health services, transportation and hotels, this study concentrates comprehensively 
on various public sectors that serve large numbers of people. Therefore, the findings of this study assist 
the policymakers, bureaucrats, politicians, and even NGOs in the country by highlighting the huge gap 
where the PS falls short of expectations in most of the public sector and, in response, to work on 
improving quality service and reform.

2.2.2. Operational definition. 

Service quality: is offering services that align with the preferences of citizens and ensuring that they are de-
livered efficiently with the highest quality and at the lowest cost possible (Engdaw, 2019).

Expected services (ESs): is a desire or wants of customers, that is, what they feels a service provider ‘should’ 
offer rather than ‘would’ offer (Berry et al., 1988).

Perceived services (PSs): is the service experience that customers receive from service providers, regardless 
of whether it meets their expectations or not. This can include factors, such as the quality of the service, 
the attitude of the service provider, and the overall customer experience (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et al., 
1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et al.,1991).

3.  Materials and methods

The study employed a cross-sectional survey method based on Parasuraman et  al. (1985) SERVQUAL 
model, i.e. expected service minus perceived service gap (E − P). In service quality research, SERVQUAL is 
the leading model used to evaluate it. It has long been the typical method for assessing consumers’ 
perceptions of service quality (Shahin, 2010). It can assist service organizations in measuring customers’ 
service quality expectations and perceptions (Parasuraman et  al., 1988). Several proprietary and pub-
lished studies have used the SERVQUAL scale to evaluate clients’ perceptions of the quality of service 
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et  al., 1991). Like many other service quality pieces of research, thus this study 
employed the SERVQUAL model to evaluate the service quality gaps in the public sector in Ethiopia. A 
multi-stage sampling method was employed to select the public sector for this study. First, the federal 
ministries with high customer visitors were selected. Second, the four regions (Oromia, Tigray, Amhara 
and Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia) are believed to have numerous customers, 
and Addis Ababa, by its status as a capital, was taken purposefully. Third, institutions with a large num-
ber of customers and critically criticized customers during their service delivery process were also taken 
purposefully. Therefore, courts, urban land administration offices, revenue offices, trade offices, and urban 
administration offices were selected.

Figure 1. A  model for this study amended from Parasuraman et  al. (1985).



Cogent Social Sciences 7

Fourth, due to the challenge of finding customers within a defined area and the absence of a regis-
tered database of their names and numbers, the selection of individual units was done using convenient 
sampling. As a result, it was difficult to accurately determine the total population, making it hard to use 
a sampling size determination formula. In the absence of a precise formula, a trend based on previous 
similar studies was employed to determine the sample size. Accordingly, a sample size from Negi (2009) 
was considered but doubled it. This was done to increase the precision of the study results, as a larger 
sample size generally leads to more accurate and reliable findings. Hence, 562 customers participated in 
this study. Finally, customers who visited the office during the data collection were requested to com-
plete the questionnaire. To qualify for the study, customers had to have visited the office at least twice, 
with the purpose of ensuring their familiarity with the office’s operations. Then, the questionnaires were 
administered to respondents by trained enumerators.

A structured questionnaire was distributed to 562 customers of the selected public sector. Among 
these distributed questionnaires, 465 were returned, representing an 83% response rate in this study. 
Among the respondents, 55.9% are males, while 44.1% are females. The respondents have an average 
age of 36.41 years (SD 9.35). Regarding marital status, 29.9% are single, 66.2% are married, 3.5% are 
widowed and 0.4% are divorced.

3.1.  Measurement

Parasuraman et  al. (1988) established a SERVQUAL model with a 22-item tool to assess customers’ per-
ceptions of service quality. This instrument has been pervasively employed to assess customers’ percep-
tions in different service organizations. The original SERVQUAL model instrument was refined using 
different multi-sector studies (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et  al., 1991). This refined SERVQUAL model was 
used in this research to evaluate customers’ perceptions and expectations of the service rendered by the 
public sector organizations in Ethiopia. The SERVQUAL model was constructed based on five dimensions 
of service quality (Markovic & Raspor, 2010; Parasuraman et  al., 1988; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et  al., 1991; 
Parasuraman, Berry, et  al., 1991). These are tangibility, assurance, responsiveness, reliability and empathy. 
Therefore, these dimensions are adopted in this study accordingly.

A seven-point Likert-type scale is used in the SERVQUAL model to evaluate a level of agreement or 
disagreement with a specific item. However, a five-point Likert scale was employed in this study to ease 
the rating scale for the respondents. In addition, the degree of service quality is indicated by the dis-
crepancy between perceptions and expectations of service quality (Markovic & Raspor, 2010). As a result, 
this study also employed the perceived and ES gap to measure public sector organizations’ service qual-
ity. See the questions, dimensions, and codes given for each item in Table 2.

3.2.  Statistical analysis and reliability

The data were entered into and analyzed using SPSS version 25 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL). After data entry 
and cleaning, the first step was testing the validity and reliability of items and dimensions for further 
analysis. After the validity and reliability test, descriptive statistics were conducted to identify the mean 
and standard deviation (SD) gap score between the perception and expectation of customers. Besides, 
the paired-sample T-test was conducted to see if the mean difference between the perception and 
expectation of customers was significant.

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is frequently utilized as a measure of internal consistency. Thus, a reliability 
test was conducted to calculate Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of each scale and dimension. SERVQUAL is a 
multi-item scale with high validity and reliability that service providers can use to comprehend customers’ 
expected and PSs and thus improve service (Parasuraman et  al., 1988). The score of a discrepancy between 
perception and expectation for the five dimensions regularly has high-reliability coefficients across the dif-
ferent studies, showing excellent internal consistency among the items within each dimension (Parasuraman, 
Zeithaml, et  al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et  al., 1991). Therefore, the reliability of the refined items 
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, et  al., 1991; Parasuraman, Berry, et  al., 1991) and the original items (Parasuraman 
et  al., 1988) are high. The result of the reliability in this study is also found appropriate to carry out the 
analysis, presenting the value of Cronbach alpha between 0.74 and 0.94, satisfying the criterion of 0.70 
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except for the dimension ‘empathy’, which scored 0.67. The third item, ‘employees of excellent institutions 
understand the specific needs of their customers’, was deleted to avoid the low value of Cronbach alpha. 
After the item was deleted, Cronbach’s alpha value of ‘empathy’ became 0.84. Thus, all the scales and 
dimensions have shown a good reliability score. Besides, the validity test was performed using factorial 
analysis so as to explain the variance in each item. Each of the items loaded strongly and all of them were 
retained for further analysis. As a result, the SERVQUAL model and its items were fit for gap analysis in this 
study (Table 3).

4.  Results and discussions

4.1.  Expectations and perceptions

The placement of a customer’s evaluation of service quality on the spectrum varies based on the degree 
of difference between their ES and their PS (Parasuraman et  al., 1985; Berry et  al., 1988). According to 

Table 2.  SERVQUAL dimensions, items and their codes.
Dimensions Code Items

Tangibility (T) T1 Excellent institutions should have up-to-date equipment
T2 The physical facilities at excellent institutions should be visually appealing
T3 Employees of excellent institutions should be well-dressed and appear neat
T4 The appearance of the physical facilities of excellent institutions should be in keeping with the 

type of services provided
Reliability (R) R1 When excellent institutions promise to do something by a certain time, they should do so

R2 When customers have problems, excellent institutions show a sincere interest in solving it
R3 Excellent institutions should perform the service right the first time
R4 Excellent institutions should provide their services at the time they promise to do so
R5 Excellent institutions should keep their records accurately

Responsiveness (Res) Res1 Employees of excellent institutions tell customers when services will be performed
Res2 Employees of excellent institutions should give prompt service to customers
Res3 Employees of excellent institutions should always be willing to help customers.
Res4 Employees of excellent institutions never are too busy to respond to customer requests

Assurance (A) A1 Customers should be able to trust employees of excellent institutions
A2 Customers should be able to feel safe while getting service from employees
A3 Employees of excellent institutions should be polite
A4 Employees of excellent institutions know to answer customer questions

Empathy (E) E1 Excellent institutions should give customers individual attention
E2 Excellent institutions should have employees who give customers personal attention
E3 Excellent institutions should have the customers’ best interests at heart
E4 Excellent institutions should have operating hours convenient to all their customers

Table 3.  Reliability and validity test of the constructs.

Dimensions Items

Perception Expectation

Loading α α item deleted Loading α α item deleted

Tangibility T1 0.714 0.74 0.953 0.891 0.92 0.952
T2 0.718 0.953 0.812 0.952
T3 0.730 0.953 0.874 0.952
T4 0.534 0.953 0.738 0.953

Reliability R1 0.746 0.83 0.953 0.815 0.94 0.952
R2 0.677 0.953 0.800 0.952
R3 0.680 0.956 0.865 0.952
R4 0.688 0.952 0.843 0.952
R5 0.709 0.952 0.826 0.952

Responsiveness Res1 0.638 0.87 0.953 0.767 0.92 0.952
Res2 0.607 0.953 0.857 0.952
Res3 .757 .953 .846 .952
Res4 0.758 0.953 0.876 0.953

Assurance A1 0.752 0.91 0.952 0.708 0.93 0.952
A2 0.739 0.952 0.769 0.952
A3 0.772 0.953 0.819 0.952
A4 0.735 0.952 0.801 0.952

Empathy E1 0.705 0.84 0.952 0.892 0.92 0.952
E2 0.763 0.953 0.919 0.952
E3 0.573 0.953 0.823 0.952
E4 0.662 0.953 0.831 0.952

Loading: factor loading; α: Cronbach’s alpha; α item deleted: Cronbach’s alpha if item deleted.
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Parasuraman et  al. (1985), the findings of service quality based on expectation and perception are 
described threefold. First, when the expectation score (ES) is greater than the perception score (PS), the 
perceived quality is not satisfactory and may become entirely unacceptable as the difference between 
ES and PS increases. Secondly, the perceived quality is satisfactory when expectation and perception 
scores are equal. Finally, when the expectation score is less than the perception score, the perceived 
quality is better than the standard across various service industries.

‘SERVQUAL can be used to assess a given firm’s quality along the five dimensions by averaging the 
difference scores on items making up dimensions. It can also provide overall service quality measures in 
the form of an average score across five dimensions’ (Parasuraman et  al., 1988). The idea of using the 
SERVQUAL gap score to evaluate service quality by comparing expectations and perceptions has proven 
to be a valuable tool (Shahin, 2010).

Therefore, the gap score of expectation minus perception based on the SERVQUAL model was 
employed in this study. The mean score of all the 21 items from expectation minus the mean score of 
all the 21 items from perception was calculated to see the PS quality of public sector organizations in 
Ethiopia. Besides, the total mean score of each dimension was calculated to get the gap score and then 
decided the PS quality (Table 4).

The extent to which expectations surpass perceptions is measured by the quality score, also known 
as the service gap. A strong positive value of P-E implies high service quality, leading to increased sat-
isfaction of customers. The mean value is a frequently employed metric for evaluating the central ten-
dency of the responses. Hence, the mean score of the scales was calculated to evaluate the service 
quality status among the country’s public sectors.

In this case, all the items under the expectation have the highest mean score compared to perception. 
Besides, the grand mean for expectation is higher (4.26) than that for perception (3.05), and the grand 
mean gap score is −1.25. This indicates that the respondents agreed and had positive expectations of 
public sector institutions. However, their expectations were not met. Generally, respondents’ PS quality in 
the public sector institutions did not meet their expectations because the gap scores for each item, i.e. 
perceived minus expected gap scores, are negative, ranging from –0.96 to–1.48.

Suppose the expectations are greater than the perceptions. In that case, the quality of service will be 
seen as unsatisfactory and may even be considered completely unacceptable, with a larger difference 
between what was expected and what was actually received (Parasuraman et  al., 1985). Thus, the mean 
for expectation is higher than the mean for perception. This finding is supported by Estepa et  al. (2005) 
and Daniel and Berinyuy (2010). A study by Estepa et  al. (2005) focused on students’ perceptions regard-
ing the service quality in the dining center revealed that the expectations of students were not met, as 

Table 4.  Perception, expectation and gap score for each item and dimension.

Dimensions Items

Perception Expectation

Mean gap scoreMean SD Mean SD

Tangibility T1 2.97 1.12 4.29 1.05 −1.32
T2 2.96 1.13 4.26 1.07 −1.29
T3 3.08 1.15 4.39 1.02 −1.31
T4 3.04 2.25 4.34 0.99 −1.29

Reliability R1 2.91 1.09 4.33 0.95 −1.42
R2 3.11 1.23 4.37 1.01 −1.27
R3 3.18 2.17 4.38 1.01 −1.19
R4 2.86 1.12 4.34 1.02 −1.48
R5 3.05 1.17 4.37 1.08 −1.32

Responsiveness Res1 3.15 1.10 4.24 1.15 −1.08
Res2 3.15 1.18 4.35 1.09 −1.20
Res3 3.21 1.11 4.29 1.13 −1.08
Res4 3.09 1.09 4.06 1.08 −0.96

Assurance A1 3.11 1.13 4.19 1.06 −1.08
A2 3.21 1.15 4.31 1.06 −1.11
A3 3.12 1.11 4.29 1.06 −1.18
A4 3.19 1.15 4.32 1.08 −1.12

Empathy E1 2.76 1.11 3.94 1.24 −1.17
E2 2.88 1.09 3.95 1.31 −1.07
E3 2.82 1.08 4.21 1.17 −1.39
E4 3.07 1.11 4.28 1.13 −1.21

Total 3.05 1.23 4.26 1.08 −1.25
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evidenced by all the negative gap scores, ranging from –0.22 to –0.82. Furthermore, the study by Daniel 
and Berinyuy (2010) on the service industry found that perceptions of customers on service delivery 
rendered by the institution did not meet their expectations (all the dimensions scored negative), and the 
score ranged from −0,6874 to −1,0033. Based on these figures, it can be inferred that customers’ judg-
ment of service performance in the service sector falls short of their anticipated level of service quality 
(Daniel & Berinyuy, 2010).

SD measures how the set of observations is spread. The bigger it deviates, the more stretched the 
observations. A small SD score means the responses were concentrated; hence, the sampled customers 
had the same opinion about a statement and scored almost similarly. Therefore, the SD for perception 
is higher than the expectation in almost all items except two and empathy. The grand SD for perception 
is 1.23, while the grand SD for expectation is 1.08. The higher SD for perception indicates that the 
respondents had different opinions toward the same statement, whereas the lower SD for expectation 
means that the respondents had similar opinions toward the same statement.

Therefore, respondents consistently reacted to the items for expectation but spread out toward the 
items for perception. Thus, the respondents’ expectations had scored the highest mean but lower SD, 
which means they were expecting quality services from the public sector institutions with a more con-
sistent reaction toward it. However, in another way, the respondents’ perception had scored the lowest 
mean but highest SD, which means they were not getting quality services from the public sector insti-
tutions as their expectations with a different reaction toward it (Table 5).

The negative mean scores for all dimensions and the negative mean score of overall PS quality (−1.21) 
indicate that expectations exceed perceptions in public organizations. This result corroborates the find-
ings of Negi (2009), who researched service quality in Ethiopian telecom and revealed that the percep-
tion minus expectation gap scores became negative in all dimensions. The highest gap scores for this 
study are reliability (−1.34), tangibility (−1.31) and empathy (−1.22), respectively. The lowest gap scores 
are responsiveness (−1.08) and assurance (−1.12). The findings of Daniel and Berinyuy (2010); Markovic 
and Raspor (2010); and Shahin (2010) are consistent with this study, which discovered ‘reliability’ was 
identified as the most important indicator of PS quality out of the five dimensions considered.

Furthermore, the study of ecotourism quality in Ethiopia by Aseres and Sira (2020) found that the 
reliability (−0.915) and tangibility (−0.384) dimensions, respectively, have scored the highest ecotourism 
service gap, which is more consistent with this study. The high mean score in reliability and tangibility 
indicated that the customers expect the most from both dimensions of the public sector organizations. 
The low mean score of responsiveness (−1.08) indicated that customers did not expect a lot on this 
dimension, or it could be the least important to them, yet they expected most from this service dimen-
sion. This finding contradicts a previous study by Afroj et  al. (2021) that revealed the highest gap score 
(−2.22) exists in the willingness of the organizations to respond instantly upon request. Low expectations 
for a certain characteristic do not always mean that those expectations can be easily fulfilled, nor does 
it imply that the people evaluating the performance on those traits are less discerning or critical (Estepa 
et  al., 2005). Customers’ expectations are not met in all dimensions because of their negative gap score, 
and they received low service quality in reliability, tangibility, empathy, assurance and responsiveness, 
respectively, in public sector organizations.

Furthermore, the mean scores of PS ranged from 2.88 for empathy to 3.16 for assurance. Thus, cus-
tomers PS quality from the public sector organizations is very low in empathy, followed by reliability and 
tangibility; both have a mean score of 3.02 but received better quality service in the dimension of assur-
ance than other dimensions, though the gap score is negative and yet they expect more from this 
dimension either.

Table 5. T he gap score of the five dimensions (expectation minus perception).
Variables Perceptions Expectations Gap scores

Tangibility 3.02 4.32 −1.31
Reliability 3.02 4.36 −1.34
Responsiveness 3.15 4.24 −1.08
Assurance 3.16 4.27 −1.12
Empathy 2.88 4.09 −1.22
Total 3.05 4.26 −1.21
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The total mean score for ES is 4.26, while the total mean score for PS is 3.05 on a scale of 1–5. This 
mean difference shows that the ESs are reasonably high since they are all above four, and customers 
expect very high service quality from public sector organizations. However, the PS quality is low in public 
sector organizations, evidenced by the low total mean score for perception and the negative gap score 
of all the dimensions.

The quality of service delivery in Ethiopia’s public sector is deteriorating over time. Even in the health 
sector, where high service quality is required due to its sensitivity as the work is related to treating 
human life, the results of research studies are mixed. For instance, Erchafo et  al. (2018) found that the 
perceived quality of institutional delivery service in the health sector in southern west Ethiopia was low. 
Similarly, in North Ethiopia, only 6.3% of health facilities had good quality for essential delivery care 
(Fisseha et  al., 2017), which means the quality of service in these health institutions is a luxury. In con-
trary, Atsebeha and Chercos (2018) found that 75.2% of HIV/AIDS patients are satisfied with the antiret-
roviral therapy service delivery at a referral hospital. In other public sector institutions, the service delivery 
problem is becoming beyond the government’s capacity (Table 6).

5.  Implications for theory

The purpose of the study was to evaluate the service quality gap among the public sector in Ethiopia. 
The study has yielded valuable insights into the service quality gap, particularly in the public sector, and 
has become an invaluable reference for future researchers and academics. Moreover, this study has also 
encouraged other researchers to approach this issue using different research methodologies and to build 
on the initial findings. The SERVQUAL model has been approved as a reliable tool for measuring the 
service quality gap in Ethiopia’s public sector.

This model has universal applicability and can be used irrespective of cultural, political or geographi-
cal differences. As a result, this research serves as a conceptual framework for policymakers to refer to 
when making decisions related to the service quality gap in the public sector. This research has also 
highlighted the dimensions, which have high service quality gap in the public sector, providing compre-
hensive recommendations for improvement. These recommendations are likely to make a significant con-
tribution to the field’s knowledge and pave the way for further research on this issue. Overall, this 
research is expected to have a significant impact on the service quality gap in Ethiopia’s public sector, 
leading to improvements in service delivery and customer satisfaction.

6.  Implications for practice

The comprehensive insights derived from the study’s findings will provide a deep understanding of the 
service quality gap, enabling policymakers and administrators to develop targeted and impactful solu-
tions. The public sector institutions must realize the significance of providing quality service on all fronts 
to meet customer expectations and gain a competitive edge. Therefore, they need to execute the follow-
ing actions to improve service quality:

1.	 Provide the key performers with proper training to enhance their customer service skills and make 
them aware of their responsibilities. Empathy and active listening are crucial skills that should also 
be emphasized to ensure that they can understand and meet customer needs effectively.

Table 6.  Paired samples t-test of perceived service and expected service.
Mean Std. Deviation t ρ Value

Pair 1 PT – ET −5.26667 5.25221 −21.272 0.000
Pair 2 PR – ER −6.79556 6.38190 −22.588 0.000
Pair 3 PRes – ERes −4.37251 4.83814 −19.193 0.000
Pair 4 PA – EA −4.56250 4.61062 −20.945 0.000
Pair 5 PE – EE −6.01774 6.37039 −20.061 0.000

A paired-sample t-test was conducted to evaluate whether the difference between PS and ES among the customers was significant or not. 
There was a statistically significant difference between perceived and ESs in all dimensions p < 0.001 (two-tailed).
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2.	 Managers should acknowledge the importance of employees in delivering quality service and 
ensure that there are enough staff members to handle customer needs. This will help streamline 
service delivery and ensure that customers are not kept waiting for long periods. Managers 
should also ensure that the employees are well-motivated and have a conducive working 
environment.

3.	 Provide on-the-job training to employees that will help them enhance their skills and knowledge to 
deliver quality service. Allocate resources for service delivery, establish a standardized evaluation sys-
tem to recognize top-performing employees, share information, and put in place effective and com-
pliant handling mechanisms. This will help to identify areas that need improvement and recognize 
those who are doing exceptionally well.

4.	 Regularly evaluate service output and outcomes, such as customer service and overall satisfaction, 
to identify areas of improvement. Make any necessary adjustments based on the assessment to 
ensure that customers’ needs are met effectively and efficiently.

5.	 Conduct year-round assessments to monitor improvement efforts and identify trends in service qual-
ity. The initial assessment will serve as a benchmark for future assessments and is critical for gauging 
the effectiveness of service quality improvement efforts. This will help to identify areas that need 
improvement and make the necessary adjustments to enhance service quality.

7.  Conclusion

A SERVQUAL model was employed to distinguish the service quality gap in the public sector in Ethiopia. 
The status of service quality in Ethiopian public organizations is very low. Perceptions fall short of expec-
tations, leading to overall low perceived quality of service. The mean score of all items under the expec-
tation is larger than that of all the items under perception. Thus, the high discrepancy between ES and 
PS led to low service quality in Ethiopia. Reliability, tangibility and empathy scored the highest mean 
gap, respectively, whereas responsiveness and assurance scored the lowest mean gap. This lower mean 
score shows that customers had not much expectation from the dimensions of responsiveness and assur-
ance, or they could be the least important to customers. However, this does not mean the customers 
had no expectations from these dimensions. Customers had much expectation from the dimensions of 
reliability, tangibility and empathy but perceived low service. The grand mean score of customers’ expec-
tations is 4.26, while the grand mean score of customers’ perceptions is 3.05. The grand mean gap score 
is −1.25. Besides, the gap score of all items and dimensions remained negative. Customers expected 
higher than they received from public sector institutions. However, the PS quality is not as their expec-
tations. Hence, customers’ expectation was not met. The researcher, finally, suggests that the service 
quality in public sector institutions needs improvement in every aspect.

8.  Limitations and future research

The study used a simple statistics quantitative study with mean and SD to determine the gap score 
between customer perception and expectation. Future research should include quantitative studies with 
advanced inferential statistics analysis that incorporate satisfaction as a dependent variable, as well as 
qualitative and mixed research methods to better understand the main factors that create the service 
quality gap in the public sector.

This study utilized a cross-sectional research design to collect data at a specific time. However, it is 
important to note that the findings may not fully represent the beliefs of public sector customers in the 
past or future. To ensure consistent results across various times, conducting a longitudinal study would 
be beneficial.

In addition, the study employed a simple quantitative analysis using mean and SD to determine the 
gap score between customer perceptions and expectations. Future research should include advanced 
inferential statistical analysis with satisfaction as a dependent variable, as well as qualitative and mixed 
research methods to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the primary factors that create the 
service quality gap in the public sector.
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Moreover, the service quality problem in Ethiopia is deep and complex and solving it requires sophisti-
cated statistical techniques and rigorous methodologies to accurately measure results. However, the 
SERVQUAL model, which relies on a simple comparison of perception minus expectation to find a gap 
score, has its limitations in capturing multifaceted, subjective and dynamic problems. Therefore, it is vital to 
consider different approaches when investigating the service quality gap in a complex country like Ethiopia.

It is worth noting that this study solely focused on the public sector and did not consider the private 
sector, which may limit its holistic implications. Future research should include both public and private 
sectors to provide valuable comparisons and implications.

Furthermore, the study only collected data from an urban area due to time and financial constraints. 
Therefore, it would be advantageous to conduct a study in both urban and rural areas to compare find-
ings and understand geographical differences.

Finally, the study only gathered data from customers, and the perspective of employees was not 
included. Including public sector employees’ perspectives would provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of the service quality dynamics and suggest more effective improvement solutions.
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