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Abstract 

As education is an important sector in every national economy, it is arguable that higher education is a key area 
of interest of both public and private institutions. With globalization, the higher education sector is 
internationalized through the mobility of the institutions and students alike. International students are 
increasingly moving to other countries in pursuit of education and other interests such as career opportunities, 
cultural and social experiences, and even migration. 

The present study investigates international students’ motives in studying abroad and the impacts of these 
different motives on their evaluation of service quality of the institutions where they study. This study attempts 
to incorporate the motives of their study with the well recognized service quality model, namely SERVQUAL.  

This study was empirically conducted in a private higher education institution in Singapore, gathering data from 
263 international students who are studying in the business programmes. The survey method was used to gather 
the required data about the motives, expectations and perceptions as well as the level of satisfaction with the 
education service provided by the institution under study. 

The study found that the students held four kinds of motives: academic & education, career & migration, 
pleasure & experience and work. The study suggests that educational marketers should consider the role and 
influence of the motives in evaluating service quality by international students and to develop their education 
programmes accordingly so that their level of service quality will be enhanced from the perspective of 
international students.  

Keywords: education marketing, higher education, service quality, motives, SERVQUAL, customer satisfaction 

1. Introduction  

The education sector is an important contributor to every national economy, as a substantial amount of public 
spending is invested in this sector which generates a large number of employment. Within this sector, special 
attention needs to be paid to private higher education in which most of mobile (international) students are 
studying. This is because of the large sums of money spent by a growing number of people in this activity. 
According to the World Bank, spending on higher education approached US$400 billion in 2006 (Bjarnason, 
Cheng, Fielden, Lemaitre, Levy & Varghese, 2009, p. 16) and, according to the UNESCO Institute of Statistics 
(UIS), in 2009, about 3.4 million students are enrolled outside their country of citizenship (cited by Choudaha & 
Chang, 2012, p. 6). In line with the globalization of services, higher education services are internationalized in 
which the mobility of institutions as well as students are taking place (Harman, 2001; Kritz, 2006; Perkinson, 
2006; Vincent-Lancrin, 2008; Baier, 2009). 

Higher education is seen nowadays as an international service industry (i.e. business activity) engaged by both 
public and private institutions. The sheer number as well as the growth rate of students in tertiary education 
indicate the increasing importance of the higher education sector and hence the need for systematic approach to 
achieve the goals of the participants in the industry (Gupta, 2005; Hammond, Webster & Harmon, 2006; 
Rindfresh, 2003).  

Singapore is one of the major host countries in Asia for international students. By 2010, 48,623 international 
(mobile) students studied in tertiary education of Singapore (UIS, 2012). Singapore is a city that “offers a more 
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alluring mix of cutting-edge infrastructure, world-class education system and dynamic cosmopolitan vibe thanks 
to a blend of Eastern and Western cultures” (Singapore Education, 2006, para. 2). Her reputation for efficiency, 
cleanliness, rule of law, among others, have made it a favourite place of study for many foreign students, most of 
whom come from China, India and the neighbouring Southeast Asian countries. The government of Singapore 
has strived to position Singapore as an educational hub in Southeast Asia, setting the target of attracting 150,000 
foreign students to study here particularly at higher education level, by the year 2015 (Economic Review 
Committee, 2003, p. 160).  

International students studying in a foreign country are driven by various motives and hold different expectations 
(Wang, 2004; MITC, 2010). Basically, their motives can be classified into (a) seeking academic quality, and (b) 
seeking opportunities (such as employment, migration, experience and exposure). As Sherry, Thomas and Chui 
(2009) point out, citing Andrade (2006) and McClure (2007), “students want to explore different cultures, learn 
new ways of thinking and behaving, make new friends, and improve their cross-cultural knowledge and skills” 
(p. 33). The immersion in another culture often helps international students attain higher levels of self-esteem 
and confidence.  

As the higher education industry becomes increasingly competitive, marketers in this industry are required to 
improve their service quality through understanding the attributes of an excellent college or university and 
through narrowing the gap between the expectations and perception of the educational services (Arambewela & 
Hill, 2006; Barnes, 2007; Shekarchizadeh, Rash & Hon-Tat (2011). The primary reasons (motives) of the 
students for studying abroad are believed to be underlying factors in assessing the service quality. The motives 
of the international students can have a major influence on the process of determining the quality of educational 
services.  

Many studies explore various aspects of international education, including the reasons for studying overseas 
(Vincent-Lancrin, 2008; British Council, 2008; Arora, 2007), and assessment of the educational service quality 
(Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Katty, Catherine & Tin (2009). However, the relationship between the motives of 
the study and the assessment on the service quality has not yet been investigated adequately. The motives of the 
international students pursuing higher education in Singapore and their impacts on the assessment on the service 
quality have been chosen as the focus of the current research. 

This study aims to investigate the role of the motives of studying abroad in international students’ judgment of 
the service quality of private higher education institutions. We hypothesize that the motives of the international 
students can be a crucial element in the expectation and perception of service quality and hence the level of 
satisfaction with regard to the service that international students receive.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Service Quality 

As a key area of interest in creating a successful educational institution, attention is increasingly being paid 
towards the ‘service quality’ of education programmes. Students’ retention and their performance depend on the 
service quality of the institution concerned (Sanders, Stevenson, King & Coates, 2000).  

To study service quality in the higher education sector, the well-known SERVQUAL framework is applied by 
many researchers. For instance, Arambewela and Hall (2006) examined the relationship between SERVQUAL 
constructs proposed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985, 1988) and the country of origin and satisfaction 
among four cohorts of international postgraduate students from China, India, Indonesia and Thailand studying in 
Australian universities. Barnes (2007) analysed service quality among a sample of Chinese postgraduate students 
with the aim of finding out the service ‘gap’ between expectations and perceptions. SERVQUAL is also able to 
show some satisfactory results in the education services (Michael & Pamela, 2008; Atrek, 2010). The five key 
dimensions of services in SERVQUAL are: responsiveness, assurance, tangibility, empathy and reliability. For 
the measurement of each dimension, it was necessary to develop education-specific items. Barnes (2007) 
conducted a survey to study the expectations and perceptions of Chinese postgraduate students in a business and 
management school in UK, applying the specific items for SERVQUAL’s original dimensions as shown in the 
Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The original five dimensions of SERVQUAL in the study by Bernes (2007) 

Source: Barnes (2007, p. 321) 

 

SERVQUAL evaluates service quality by comparing the expectation in each dimension and individual item, with 
the perceived level. The narrower the gap the higher is the level of customer satisfaction. It is a useful and 
effective method of measuring service quality, particularly in the touchpoints with customers. Actual service 
quality goes beyond the touchpoints with customers. It is concerned with the benefits of the service even after 
the service has been rendered. For example, education service quality is not just to pay attention to individuals; 
the education programme is able to help the students to easily get employed or to be recognized by others. To be 
excellent in university level education, the service dimensions should also include reputation, career 
opportunities, programme issues, physical aspects and location, as suggested by some researchers (Barnes, 2007). 
Perceived quality of a university is also related to the characteristics of the university such as teaching, facilities, 
class size, student’s workload, etc. A particular application of SERVQUAL in the students’ ratings on the 
teaching is found in the work of Chatterjee, Ghosh and Bandyopadhyay (2009) that uses such service parameters 
as general knowledge along with academic excellence, ability to teach, and mode of presentation.  

2.2 Motives of Studying Abroad 

Measurement and evaluation of service quality is subjective as it uses individual judgment based on 
psychological factors such as motive, attitude, perception, etc. A study about the process of service and 
determination of service quality outcome needs to consider psychological factors of customers. In higher 
education, students pursue their education programmes with different underlying motives that affect their 
decision to study abroad; the selection of a destination country, school and subjects. Many studies were 
conducted in the past about the reasons or motives of foreign students studying abroad (British Council, 2008). 
Firstly the choice between studying at home and studying abroad even for the same programme offered by a well 
reputed university is dependent on the perspective of potential employers who may rate studying abroad higher 
than studying at home, thus leading students to want to be internationally educated graduates (British Council, 
2008).  

Wang (2004), cited also by Poh and Townsend (2008), developed a typology of motives of foreign students in 
which three ‘primary’ motives of international students are classified as: 

‐ Academic (seeking purely high quality, high standard education with recognition from employers, quality 
teaching, seriously studying) 
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‐ Career (seeking opportunities to get a job, now or later, attracted by job market conditions in the host 
country, aiming to settle down in the host country, i.e. migration) 

‐ Experiential (putting high value on the experience of staying abroad, particularly the host country of study, 
looking for opportunities to actively participate in social and cultural events, expecting to meet with people 
from different countries, learning the international culture and host country’s culture). 

A study of Vietnamese students conducted by Maine International Trade Centre (MITC, 2010) found the 
following reasons for studying abroad by Vietnamese students: 

1) Quality of education 

2) Cultural experience 

3) To improve language skills 

4) To prepare for a future 

5) To obtain a degree 

6) To become professional 

Similarly, a study by Baier (2009) of the foreign students in BTU found that the motives for studying in 
Germany were: 

1) Improving career opportunities 

2) German universities having good reputations 

3) No tuition fees 

The causes and factors of student mobility are the focus of interest in world population and migration studies. It 
was noted that the decision to study abroad and the decision where to study depend on a broad spectrum of 
cultural, educational, economic and social factors. Vincent-Lancrin (2008) stated the factors that influence a 
student’s decision regarding where to study, as listed in Figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2. Factors influencing students’ decision where to study 

Source: Adapted from Vincent-Lancrin (2008, pp. 111-112) 

 

In the study by Poh and Townsend (2008) of a group of students of Chinese ethnic background from various 
countries, it was found that the main intention in studying abroad was entirely due to educational factors, which 
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was supported by the findings by Wang (2004). International students intend to gain knowledge and 
improvement in their field of specialization and, for some, to prepare for a higher degree. In the competitive job 
market, it is also important for the students to graduate from a prestigious university and hence university image 
is also one of the factors in the decision-making of students who are looking for future opportunities (Poh & 
Townsend, 2008). 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design and Methods 

The present research attempts to identify the key motives of international (mobile) students using the sample 
survey method. To identify motives of study by each sample student, a measurement instrument using scaling 
technique was developed. For measuring service quality, the SERVQUAL framework was employed with some 
modifications. The research eventually examined the causal relationships between motives of the study and 
service quality as well as between the motives and the overall satisfaction with the programme.  

The questions concerning the motives, expectation of service quality, the actual experience with the service 
quality (perceived) service quality, and the overall satisfaction, include the Likert’s five points scale with 
multiple statements for each dimension. The statements were developed based on the existing frameworks and 
studies found in the literature. The motive statements were analysed with the factor analysis and developed into 
major components. For the service quality, SERVQUAL model was applied and the statements in each 
SERVQUAL components were validated by the factor analysis. The statements under the measurement of 
satisfaction were also validated by the factor analysis. For each component, the aggregate score was computed 
and used for testing hypotheses and analysis.  

The survey results were firstly checked for reliability using Cronbach’s Alpha to evaluate the reliability of the 
scales used in this study. Together with the reliability test, the validity of the factors / components was checked 
with the KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin)’s measure of sampling adequacy.  

Based on the literature review, the key elements of the study were formulated into hypotheses which were then 
tested with appropriate methods. The test methods used in the hypothesis test are nonparametric test (Friedman 
Test), mean-test (t-Test) and correlation.  

3.2 Analytical Framework for the Research 

International students hold presumably different goals and motives  for their studies  notwithstanding their 
common goal  of preparing for the future. In our study, Wang (2004)’s typology of motives of foreign students, 
namely academic, career and experiential, is adopted as the basic framework of the construct for the variable, 
motive.  

The task of marketing is to maximize customer’s satisfaction, by narrowing the service gap. This is done by 
understanding the condition of each service element and dimension. For the measurement and evaluation of 
service quality, the SERVQUAL framework can be adopted, but it is necessary to modify and expand it so as to 
reflect the specific nature and condition of higher education market. The modified SERVQUAL framework 
which is found in the work of Barnes (2007) will be extended further so that the service quality is not just for the 
‘service operation’ and ‘service process’, but also the real benefits of service as a product. Hence, the new 
extended framework will be used for the measurement and evaluation of quality of ‘service product’. 

The conceptual framework for this study consists therefore of three main components: motive of study, service 
product quality (expectation and perception) and outcome (satisfaction or dissatisfaction). The relationships of 
these three main components are moderated by the demographic variables as shown in Figure 3.  

 

 

Figure 3. Simplified model of service process in the higher education 
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3.3 Hypothesis Development 

In line with the research objectives set out earlier, hypotheses have been developed in three areas. The first area 
of interest of this research is whether the motives of international students who are studying in private schools of 
higher education differ significantly or not. International students are diverse in their origins and cultural and 
economic backgrounds as well as motives of their study abroad. The motives can also differ due to individual 
personal factors. For example, a student from a wealthy family can spend a larger amount of money than others 
whose parents are not rich. The latter families send their children to study abroad, considering the study as an 
investment for the good future of their children. The current researchers hold the view that the student in the 
latter group will be more serious in his/her studies than the former. If a student has more financial constraints 
than the others, he or she might be more interested in taking a shorter course and then to find a job in Singapore.  

H1: International students studying in Singapore private higher education hold significantly different motives of 
study. (The levels of motives of study differ from each other.) 

Like the studies in the past which examined the influence of country of origin on the service quality, the motives 
can have also an effect on the expectation and perception of service quality. For a given service (education 
programme), students with different motives of study will show different views, feelings and satisfaction. To 
study the relationships between motivation, service quality and satisfaction, the research process is divided into 
two parts; the first is to test the relationship between the motive and service quality (expectations, perception and 
service gap) {H2A, H2B, H2C and H2D), while the second is to test the impact of service quality on customer 
(student) satisfaction with H3. 

H2A: Expectation of service quality is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the higher 
is the level of expectation of service quality.) 

H2B: Perception of service quality is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the higher is 
the perceived level of service quality.)  

H2C: Service gap is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the lower is the gap of 
service.)  

H2D: Satisfaction level is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the higher is the level of 
satisfaction.)  

H3: The satisfaction is related to the service quality measured by the gap. (The narrower the gap in the service 
quality, the higher is the satisfaction.)  

The hypotheses (H2A, H2B, H2C and H2D) are concerned with the construct validity of motive concept. H3 is 
concerned with the construct validity of service quality concept.  

3.4 Questionnaire Design 

The questionnaire consists of six parts: measurement of motive of study, measurement of service quality, 
measurement of overall satisfaction level, problems and difficulties, and respondent’s demographics. The first 
four parts use the itemized rating scale. The motive, expectation of the service dimensions, and satisfaction are 
measured by the Likert’s five points scale. The third part of the questionnaire deals with the evaluation of actual 
perceived level of service dimensions. The scale used has five levels similar to the Likert’s scale, specifically 
‘very poor’ (1), ‘poor’ (2), ‘average’ (3), ‘good’ (4), and ‘very good’ (5). The last section of the questionnaire 
will deal with respondent’s demographics such as gender, age, nationality, etc. 

3.5 Sample Design 

The study chose a leading Private Education Institution (PEI) in Singapore where international students from 
China, India, Vietnam, Indonesian and other countries were studying. Moreover, samples were drawn only from 
the business school in that PEI. The rationale for including just one PEI in this study is that the conceptual model 
and its internal validity should be tested before proceeding to the large scale, representative study of the entire 
Singapore education scene to achieve the external validity. 

The sampling method applied in this study is non-probability sampling method. Both ‘quota’ and ‘judgment’ 
sampling were used. In order to attain high level of representation of different levels of study (Diploma, 
Bachelor and Master), samples were taken equally from every level. Judgement was also used to select the class 
rooms where mostly international students were studying. The students in selected class rooms were requested to 
participate in the survey and the questionnaires were distributed and collected back in the same day. The total 
number of respondents is 263 which represent approximately 10% of the entire current population of the private 
educational institution.  
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3.6 Tests of Reliability and Validity 

In the survey, the necessary data were gathered using a questionnaire that elicits responses by using the attitude 
questions with itemized rating scale. The reliability of responses was checked by the reliability test, using the 
standard Cronbach’s Alpha value, 0.6. In this study, the proposed methodology for identifying the motives based 
on the statements listed in the questionnaire is the test of the ‘construct validity’ through the factor analysis 
(component analysis with Varimax rotation). Similarly, the statements of service dimensions which are described 
to measure the expectations and actual experience of the service quality were tested with the factor analysis 
(component analysis with rotation). The existing statements of the SERVQUAL model (Barnes, 2007) and the 
newly added statements in the SERVQUAL model were validated through the factor analysis (component 
analysis with rotation). Likewise the motives, the validity of the statements of satisfaction were tested by means 
of the factor analysis. 

4. Empirical Study 

4.1 Profile of Respondents 

The survey was carried out in the first two weeks of April, 2012 and the total number of respondents counted 
263. The responses were coded and entered into the SPSS. Firstly, the selected demographic variables– gender, 
age, nationality, present level of study - of respondents are summarised as in Table 1. (Note: The total number 
varies from each other because of the missing data.) 

The sample respondents can be seen as good representation of the population, as the data in Table 1 show a good 
coverage in terms of categories and the frequency number for each category. The respondents consist of both 
types of gender, wide range of age groups and various nationalities. Chinese, Indian, Indonesian, Vietnam and 
Malaysian are the largest groups of nationality and there are also many other nationalities from different 
continents (Asia, Europe, Africa and North America). The samples represent three levels of study, i.e. Diploma, 
Bachelor and Master.  

 

Table 1. Profile of respondents 

Variables Frequency Percentage 
Gender   
  Male 121 48.2 
  Female 130 51.8 
  Total 251 100 
Age   
  Below 20 51 20.7 
  20-24 165 66.8 
  25-29 30 12.46 
  30 and above 1 0.04 
  Total 247 100 
Nationalities   
   Chinese 62 24.2 
   Indian 60 23.4 
   Indonesian 41 16.0 
  Vietnamese 24 9.4 
  Malaysian 14 5.5 
  Others 55 21.5 
  Total 256 100 
Present Level of Study   
  Diploma 84 33.3 
  Bachelor 74 29.4 
  Master 94 37.3 
  Total 252 100 

 

4.2 Reliability of Data 

The survey results were checked for reliability and validity as mentioned in the research methodology. Firstly, 
the Cronbach’s Alpha was found to be 0.7255 for the statements concerned with the motives of the study as 



www.ccsenet.org/ijms International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 4, No. 6; 2012 

129 
 

listed in Table 2. The statements examining the motives of the study in Table 2 are actually the refined set of 
statements being different from the original set in the questionnaire. Two statements which could not fit into the 
presently specified four factors were dropped from further analysis. The remaining statements were grouped into 
four components as generated by the factor analysis. The resulting four components are: 1) academic and 
education, 2) work, 3) career & migration, and 4) pleasure & experience. The ‘work’ motive was found as the 
new factor in this study, in addition to the three motives specified in the literature by Wang (2004). The factor 
loading of each statement is also shown in Tab. 2 and it can be seen that the extent of the factor loading varies 
among the components. 

The data on expectation and actual experiences were checked for the reliability and validity as in Table 3. The 
reliability tests show that the scales applied in the measurement of ‘Expectation’ and ‘Actual Experience’ are 
reliable with the satisfactory level of Cronbach’s Alpha value greater than 0.7. The validity of the measurement 
on the service quality was also checked with the help of the factor analysis (component analysis with rotation) 
and the factor loading values. After the analysis, 15 statements out of 32 original statements in service quality 
were excluded as they are weak in validity to represent the category of service quality concerned. The factor 
loading of statements in the respective components shows some variations within the components and between 
the components. 

The measurement of the satisfaction was tested also in the same way as above and it was found that the 
statements are reliable in terms of the scale, and the factor loading of each statement is obviously high as shown 
in the Table 4. 

 

Table 2. Reliability and validity of measurement scale (motives) 

No. Motive / Statements Cronbach’s 
Alpha = 0.7255 

Factor Loading 
(KMO = 0.745) 

1 Academic & Education Quality 0.7422  
a.  I decided to come to Singapore to obtain a good education.  .816 
b.  I chose to come to Singapore because it is well-known for its 

education quality. 
 .814 

c.  I came to Singapore to study so that I may go as far as I can 
in my educational career. 

 .680 

2 Work 0.5706  
a.  Before I came to Singapore, I heard that Singapore was a 

land of opportunity for students like me to work while 
studying. 

 0.454 

b.  During my study here, I have already tried to find a job.  0.775 
c.  I need usually to get a job to help finance my study in 

Singapore. 
 0.735 

d.  I wanted a course of study that allows me to gain work 
experience while studying. 

 0.543 

3 Career & Migration 0.6136  
a.  Before I came to Singapore, I believed that it would be 

possible for me to work in Singapore after graduation. 
 0.837 

b.  I intend to find a job in Singapore after the graduation.  0.680 
c.  I chose Singapore as the country of my study abroad, 

because it is a safe place. 
 0.517 

4 Pleasure & Experience 0.4560  
a.  I chose Singapore as the country of my study abroad, 

because it is a fun place. 
 0.432 

b.  I came to Singapore because I believed that it is possible to 
meet people from all over the world. 

 .0.461 

c.  I have visited many places in Singapore while here.  0.749 
d.  I have travelled to other countries as a Singapore 

international student pass holder.  
 0.610 
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Table 3. Reliability and validity test of measurement scale (expectations and perceptions) 

 
No. 

 
Statements 

Expectations Perceptions 
Cronbach’s 
Alpha = 
0.9243

Factor 
Loading 
(KMO=0.897)

Cronbach’s 
Alpha = 
0.9293 

Factor 
Loading 
(KMO=0.905)

1 Responsiveness 0.8618 0.8324  
a.  The school would provide prompt 

service. 
0.717 0.577 

b.  Staffs would be willing to help. 0.773 0.609 
c.  The school would provide prompt 

response to my requests. 
0.745 0.453 

2 Assurance 0.8129 0.8162  
a.  The school would be able to instil 

confidence in the success in my study.
0.617 0.577 

b.  The certificate or degree conferred by my 
school would enable me to get a job 
easily. 

0.640 0.592 

c.  The course of study that I undertake 
would be popular. 

0.556 0.656 

d.  The course of study that I undertake 
would be in high demand. 

0.585 0.702 

3 Empathy 0.7951 0.7405  
a.  Teaching staffs would be willing to 

provide individual attention to students.
0.610 0.709 

b.   Support staffs would always provide 
individual attention to students. 

0.680 0.550 

4 Tangibles 0.8300 0.7779  
a.  School staffs would be well dressed. 0.799 0.729 
b.  School staffs would have a good 

appearance. 
0.814 0.729 

c.  Materials used in the school would be 
visually appealing.

0.618 0.516 

5 Reliability 0.9092 0.8894  
a.  The school would always deliver services 

on-time. 
0.604 0.624 

b.  The school would help students to solve 
their problems. 

0.755 0.747 

c.   The school would perform right the first 
time. 

0.723 0.802 

d.   The school would keep students 
informed of events.

0.541 0.708 

e.  The school would keep students 
informed of its services. 

0.560 0.574 

 

Table 4. Reliability and validity test of measurement scale (satisfaction) 

No.  Statements Cronbach’s 
Alpha= 0.8649 

Factor 
Loading 
(KMO=0.771)

 Overall  0.8649  
a. I think I made the right decision to study in Singapore. .770 
b. I think I made the right choice to study in MDIS. .883 
c. I will recommend Singapore as study destination to my 

friends. 
.761 

d. I will recommend MDIS to my friends as the place to 
study 

.871 

e. I will continue to keep in touch with MDIS after my 
studies. 

.746 
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5. Results  

5.1 Motives of the International Students 

The responses given by the samples are summarized in Table 5. Figure 4 shows the means of four motives: 
academic & education, work, career & migration, and pleasure & experience. Among them, the highest level of 
motive is found in the ‘career & migration’ and the second highest level of motive is found in the ‘academic & 
education’. The ‘pleasure & experiential’ motives is the third highest motive, followed by the work motive.  

 

Table 5. Motivations (means & standard deviation) 

No. Type Mean Standard 
Deviation 

1 Academic & Education 3.9272 .63154 
2 Work 3.1314 .79423 
3 Career & Migration 3.9302 .71628 
4 Pleasure & Experience 3.4277 .64637 
 Overall 3.6125 .46973 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Means of Motives 

 

As shown in Table 5, the motives of the students vary widely. Thehighest motive in terms of the means value 
can be determined by comparing the four means. The motive with the highest means value is treated as the 
‘primary motive’ in this study, and the respondents are divided into four groups according to the primary motive. 
Table 6 as well as Figure 5 show the number of respondents which fall into four groups of primary motives. It 
can be seen that the largest group of sample international students (47.9%) has the primary motive in ‘career & 
migration’. The ‘academic & education’ is the second largest (30.3%) and the third group of primary motive is 
‘pleasure & experience’. The ‘work’ motive is the smallest group (5%) if the motive to work in Singapore is 
counted as the primary motive.  

 

Table 6. Primary motives 

No. Motive Frequency Percentage 
1 Academic/Education 79 30.3 
2 Work 13 5.0 
3 Career & Migration 125 47.9 
4 Pleasure & Experience 44 16.9 
 Total 261 100.0 
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Figure 5. Primary motives 

 

5.2 Expectation and Perception 

As indicated by the SERVQUAL model by Zheitmal, Berry and Parasuraman (1993), service quality is usually 
evaluated by the gap between the expectation and the actual (perceived) level of service dimensions. Table 7 
shows the gaps for each service dimension. The gaps are negative (i.e. actual experience is lower than the 
expectation) in all the dimensions. Except for the statement 4(b) in Table 7, all the gaps are statistically 
significant at 99% or 95% confidence level which is determined by means of the paired t-Test with the data from 
expected means and actual means. Moreover, the largest gap is found in the reliability (-0.8). 

 

Table 7. Service gap between expectation and actual experience (perception) by items 

No.  Statements Expectation 
(1) 

Actual 
Experience (2) 

Service 
Gap (2-1)

1 Responsiveness 3.775 3.239 -0.536*
a.  The school would provide prompt service. 3.64 3.19 -0.45*
b.  Staffs would be willing to help. 3.87 3.38 -0.49*
c.  The school would provide prompt response to my 

requests. 
3.79 3.17 -0.62*

2 Assurance 3.870 3.323 -0.547*
a.  The school would be able to instil confidence in the 

success in my study.
3.69 3.29 -0.4*

b.  The certificate or degree conferred by my school would 
enable me to get a job easily. 

3.95 3.17 -0.78*

c.  The course of study that I undertake would be popular. 3.90 3.48 -0.42*
d.  The course of study that I undertake would be in high 

demand. 
3.93 3.38 -0.55*

3 Empathy 3.668 3.246 -0.422*
a.  Teaching staffs would be willing to provide individual 

attention to students.
3.69 3.31 -0.38*

b.   Support staffs would always provide individual 
attention to students.

3.65 3.18 -0.47*

4 Tangibles 3.741 3.431 -0.31*
a.  School staffs would be well dressed. 3.71 3.56 -0.15**
b.  School staffs would have a good appearance. 3.63 3.49 -0.14
c.  Materials used in the school would be visually 

appealing. 
3.88 3.25 -0.63*

5 Reliability 3.992 3.125 -0.867*
a.  The school would always deliver services on-time. 3.87 3.07 -0.8*
b.  The school would help students to solve their problems. 3.88 3.11 -0.77*
c.   The school would perform right the first time. 3.92 3.13 -0.79*
d.   The school would keep students informed of events. 3.85 3.27 -0.58*
e.  The school would keep students informed of its 

services. 
3.95 3.19 -0.76*

*paired t-test significant at (p<0.01) 

**paired t-test significant at (p<0.05) 
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5.3 Satisfaction 

The survey produced the overall satisfaction level, 3.3211 which is slightly above the average level, 3.0. The 
satisfaction level can be examined in detail by statements as shown in Table 8. The respondents were satisfied 
with the decision to study in Singapore. However, when asked if  they would recommend the private school 
under study, the mean score was only 3.11, which is the lowest among the satisfaction levels.  

 

Table 8. Satisfaction 

No. Statement Mean Standard Deviation 
1 I think I made the right decision to study in 

Singapore. 
3.66 1.019 

2 I think I made the right choice to study in 
MDIS. 

3.21 1.004 

3 I will recommend Singapore as study 
destination to my friends. 

3.49 .974 

4 I will recommend MDIS to my friends as the 
place to study 

3.11 1.047 

5 I will continue to keep in touch with MDIS 
after my studies. 

3.14 1.079 

 Overall 3.3211 .82654 
 

6. Hypothesis Testing 

H1: International students studying in Singapore private higher education hold significantly different motives of 
study. (The levels of motives of study differ from each other.) 

The hypothesis that the motives of a student are different from each other can be tested by non-parametric 
(K-related samples) test, particularly by Friedman test. The test result confirms that the motives differ in their 
ranks with the asymptotic significant level, p = 0.000, thus the hypothesis is accepted.  

H2A: Expectation of service quality is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the higher 
is the level of expectation on service quality.) 

To test that the expectation on the service quality in five dimensions (responsiveness, assurance, empathy, 
tangibles and reliability) is related to the level of motives, the simple correlation method (Pearson Correlation 
with two-tailed test) is applied. The correlation coefficients are shown in Table 9. Firstly, the overall expectation 
and the overall motive relate positively to each other significantly (p<0.05), but the magnitude of correlation is 
rather weak (0.178). Among them, the two motives, namely ‘academic & education’ and the ‘career & 
migration’, have relatively strong correlations with the overall expectation. The other two, ‘work’ motive and 
‘pleasure & migration’ motive, are insignificant in the relationship with the overall expectation. Secondly, when 
considering the specific types of motives which have relatively strong relationships with the service dimensions, 
it is found that ‘academic & education’ motive has a relatively strong correlation with responsiveness and 
reliability. The dimension, tangibles in the service quality, is significantly related to the ‘work’ motive. ‘Career 
and migration’ motive has some relationships with responsiveness, assurance and reliability. The ‘pleasure & 
experience’ motive has significant, but weak, positive relationships with all the service elements except 
reliability. Overall, it is found that the individual motives have a weak and positive correlation with some of the 
dimensions. Hence, the hypothesis that the expectation of the service quality is related with the level of a 
particular motive cannot be rejected.  
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Table 9. Correlation between motives and expectations (significance level) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*ANOVA significant at (p<0.05) 

 

H2B: Perception of service quality is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the higher is 
the perceived level of service quality.)  

Similar to the previous hypothesis, the simple correlations between the motives and the actual experience 
(perceived service quality) are examined. The results are shown in Tab. 9. The overall relationship between the 
motives and actual experiences (perceptions) is significantly positive and stronger than that between the overall 
motive and the overall expectation. It is also found that the individual types of motives are related relatively 
stronger and positively with the overall actual experience. The ‘career & migration’ motive and ‘academic & 
education’ motives are significantly and positively correlated with the service dimensions, whereas the ‘pleasure 
& experience’ motive and work motive show significant and positive correlations with the reliability. Overall, 
the null hypothesis about the relationships between the motives and the actual experience (perception) of service 
quality cannot be rejected.  

H2C: Service gap is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the lower is the gap of 
service.)  

The service gap (measured by the difference between the actual experience and the expectation) is calculated and 
verified in relationship with the types of motives. The correlation coefficients of the motives and service gap are 
shown also in Table 10. Significant relationships are found between academic & education and tangibles, and 
between career & migration and reliability. In the case of the former, the stronger the academic & education 
motive, the narrower is the gap in the tangibles of the service quality. For the latter, the more career & migration 
oriented, the larger is the score in the reliability of the service quality. At the overall level of motive, there is a 
significant, but very weak, correlation at the tangibles. Except for these significant correlations, all others are not 
significant. Thus, overall, the null hypothesis cannot be accepted.  

 

Table 10. Motives’ correlations with service gap and overall satisfaction (significance levels) 

No. Motives Service Gap Overall 
SatisfactionResponsiveness Assurance Empathy Tangibles Reliability Total 

1 Academic/
Education 

-0.041 
(0.528)

-0.003
(0.962)

0.017
(0.790)

0.132*
(0.044)

0.040
(0.662)

0.051 
(0.583) 

0.351
(0.000)**

2 Work 0.096 
(0.141)

0.131*
(0.050)

0.086
(0.184)

-0.107
(0.111)

0.056
(0.535)

0.082 
(0.363) 

0.035
(0.579)

3 Career/ 
Migration 

0.045 
(0.491)

-0.030
(0.657)

-.066
(0.304)

-0.001
(0.989)

-0.158*
(0.076)

-0.138 
(0.127)  

0.240
(0.000)**

4 Pleasure/ 
Experience 

-0.091 
(0.161)

-0.037
(0.634)

0.006
(0.929)

-0.088
(0.179)

-0.041
(0.650)

-0.123 
(0.174) 

0.227
(0.000)**

 Overall 0.027 
(0.682)

0.031
(0.652)

0.003
(0.964)

-0.005*
(0.937)

-.0030
(0.742)

-0.038 
(0.686) 

0.286
(0.000)**

*ANOVA significant at (p<0.05) 

** *ANOVA significant at (p<0.01) 
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H2D: Satisfaction level is related to the motive of study. (The higher the level of motive, the higher is the level of 
satisfaction).  

The relationships between the motives and the overall satisfaction level are examined using the same method, 
simple correlation. The results are also shown in Table 10. Positive and relatively strong correlations exist in 
overall and individual motives, except the work motive. It is found that the academic & education and overall 
satisfaction are (relatively) strongly and positively correlated. The career & migration motive can be seen as a 
factor contributing to the overall satisfaction after academic/education, followed by the pleasure & experience 
motive. Thus, the hypothesis cannot be rejected in general. 

H3: The satisfaction is related to the service quality measured by the gap. (The narrower the gap in the service 
quality, the higher is the satisfaction).  

The relationship between the service gap (the difference between the actual experience and the expectation) and 
satisfaction is tested with the simple correlation and the results are shown in Table 11. It is found that the service 
gaps (in minus sign) and the satisfaction level are positively and significantly correlated, although the magnitude 
is small. This means that the smaller the service gap, the higher is the level of overall satisfaction. The strong 
correlations are found in the assurance and responsiveness. Therefore, the null hypothesis cannot be rejected.  

 

Table 11. Correlations between service gaps and overall satisfaction (significance level) 

No. Service Gaps Overall Satisfaction 
1 Responsiveness 0.279  

(0.001) 
2 Assurance 0.312  

(0.000) 
3 Empathy 0.262  

(0.000) 
4 Tangibles 0.218 

(0.001) 
5 Reliability 0.238 

(0.007) 
 Overall 0.282 

(0.001) 

 

7. Findings  

This empirical study identifies four motives for studying abroad held by the international students studying in 
Singapore, particularly in the private education institution of our study. The motives discovered by the factor 
analysis are: 1) academic/education, 2) work, 3) career & migration, and 4) pleasure & experience. The study has 
found an additional motive, namely ‘work’ motive, which was not included in the Wang (2004)’s typology 
reviewed in the literature. The study has found, as indicated in the hypothesis tests, that the motives have 
positive relationships with the dimensions of service quality in both expectations and actual experiences. 
Moreover, there is a relatively stronger relationship between the level of motive of the study and the level of 
satisfaction. However, it does not show significant relationship between the motives and service gap.  

The study has found clearly that the level of the motive in general has considerable impacts on both expectation 
and perception with each dimension of service quality. There are also specific patterns and degrees of influence 
by each type of motive. The ‘academic & education’ motive showed consistently strong interest and sensitivity 
to every dimension. A high level of motive in ‘academic & education’ can also increase the service gap and the 
level of satisfaction as well. Thus, the ‘academic & education’ motive is a powerful and essential motive in 
determining the service quality and the overall satisfaction of international student. The higher level in the 
‘academic & education’ motive can help the higher education institutions to achieve higher level of service 
quality and satisfaction than the other motives. The ‘career & migration’ motive has shown some key areas of 
service quality; this motive has higher impacts and sensitivities in responsiveness, assurance and tangibles.  

The results have shown that the respondents in the current study felt that the actual service quality is obviously 
below their expectations. The study has found a positive relationship between the service gaps (in the sense of 
narrow gap) with the overall satisfaction with the service. The service gaps are found to be unrelated with the 
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motives. However, the service gaps are still important in determining the satisfaction with the service. In the 
investigation of the relationships between the service gaps and the overall satisfaction, positive and significant 
correlations in all kinds of gaps are found. The correlation coefficients are also found to be higher than any 
others in the whole study. Interestingly, it has been found that the overall satisfaction with the service is 
significantly and positively correlated with all the motives.  

8. Discussion and Marketing Implications 

The empirical results have supported the influence of motives in the service quality assessment and satisfaction 
with the service. The study reveals that the motives of the international students in selecting country and 
institution have some consequent impacts on their expectation, perception and satisfaction. Marketers of higher 
education programmes should therefore take into account the motives of the international students in formulating 
and executing their programmes. 

First of all, every marketing programme needs to be developed according to the motives of each target market. 
For example, the academic quality and standards should be emphasized for the segment in which the students are 
willing to acquire education of high quality and high standards. However, programmes which aim to 
accommodate students with the ‘work’ motive need a feature of flexibility within the study plan and the 
scheduling of classes.  

From the results, it has been found that the international students came to Singapore and to the school under 
study with higher expectations than the actual experience (perception). The greater expectation over the actual 
experience has resulted in the service gaps in all the service dimensions: responsiveness, assurance, empathy, 
tangibility and reliability. The highest gap has been found in the ‘reliability’ dimension. Hence, academic 
institutions must pay attention towards those service elements concerned with the ‘reliability’ dimension. This 
dimension can be improved through systematic and effective communication. The service system should be 
reviewed in order to ensure that the communication and relationship between the school and the international 
students are seamless and effective. Country managers and overseas agents should also ensure these expectations 
are managed and reasonable. 

An important dimension of the service quality is found to be ‘assurance’ especially in the perceived service 
quality (refer to Tab. 9), which correlates relatively strongly with the motives. Assurance is the major concern 
for some students, especially those with the ‘academic & education’ and ‘career & migration’ motives, while the 
other students are not much concerned with this service dimension. The main concern with the ‘assurance’ 
dimension is the recognition of the quality of the programme. Hence, the marketing programme must ensure 
promotion activities of the products will enhance the value of the degree or certificates awarded to the 
international students. In fact, we have to consider and understand the seriousness of the international students 
studying abroad. They pursue quality education and/or degree for their future, sacrificing significant time, efforts, 
and funds. The quality and high standards in educational services are thus essential to their satisfaction.  

In contrast to the ‘serious’ students with strong motives in ‘academic & education’ and / or ‘career & migration’, 
the other motives are more concerned with either experience or immediate job opportunities. Satisfying students 
who harbour such motives needs some special features of the education programme such as variety of school 
activities, internship programmes, flexible learning programme with independent learning, etc. 

Marketers of higher education programmes can take into account the differences in the motives among the 
international students when developing the market segments. The market segmentation can be based on the 
psychographic and lifestyle variables, including the motives identified in this study. Appropriate educational 
service programmes can be developed to meet the expectations of each segment. The recruiters and consultants 
in the higher education institutions should use the expected characteristics of potential students of each 
programme. This will allow the concept of the market orientation to be effectively implemented in the education 
industry, particularly private organizations. The motive based approach of marketing will ensure good fit 
between the programme and the students and consequently, the prime goals of the international students can be 
achieved and actual satisfaction with their study will be realized. Higher education institutions hosting such 
international students can thus be successful with greater certainty.  

9. Conclusion 

The study has shown the four kinds of motives held by international students in pursuing private higher 
education in Singapore. It also found that the motives for their study have impact on the expectations on the 
service quality and perception of the services. The appropriate approach for marketers of higher education 
programme targeting international students is to design the programmes which match the patterns of motives of 
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international students. The ‘mismatch’ can cause a lower satisfaction level. The increasing competition among 
the higher education institutions and the rising demand of international students on providers of higher 
educational services imply a sharper focus is required on the international students’ needs and motives held 
before they make their final decisions concerning the destination and educational institution for their studies.  

10. Suggestion for Future Research 

The study was conducted in only one private higher education institute in Singapore. To represent the whole 
country market, the study should be extended into other PEIs as well as government institutions such as 
universities and polytechnics. To be able to generalize further and to meet the criteria of the external validity, 
similar research activities should be undertaken across key host countries of higher education for the 
international students. 
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