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1. [bookmark: _Toc141424393]Introduction

The accessibility of information regarding a university's excellence has led to increased competitiveness within the higher education realm (Gul et al., 2019). Consequently, to attract and retain accomplished and esteemed students, educational institutions must offer excellent services and maintain a favourable global standing (Gul et al., 2019). Achieving this necessitates universities to undergo quality assessment procedures to ensure their ability to compete effectively in the educational domain. Ali et al. (2016) suggest that gauging student contentment based on their evaluation of a university's service quality is a complex undertaking. This evaluation could serve as a means for the university to establish stronger connections with both current and potential students. 
As stated by Osman and Saputra (2019), the satisfaction of students with their courses and learning environment significantly influences their learning experience. Effective teaching, according to Rueda et al. (2017), cannot be attributed to a single factor alone. Instead, it encompasses a range of attributes, including demonstrating enthusiasm, providing constructive feedback, empathizing with student difficulties, and delivering engaging content. These factors contribute to measurable distinctions in the quality of teaching that are tangible (Alves and Raposo, 2009). Enhancing the quality of higher education services relies heavily on an institution's ability to project a positive overall impression to potential students through a variety of decision-making processes, operational procedures, and human resource practices (Khodayari & Khodayari, 2011).
This research aims to investigate and evaluate the level of satisfaction among non-traditional students (NTS) regarding their educational institution. Existing literature presents several valid frameworks for assessing service quality in higher education. Nevertheless, there is currently a dearth of empirical data pertaining to the factors that impact the perceived quality of services for non-traditional undergraduate business students in UK. Through the accomplishment of the following research objectives, this study aspires to bridge this knowledge gap.
(RO.1) 	To examine perceived satisfaction with their higher education institution of NTS enrolled on an undergraduate business programme in the UK.
(RO.2) 	To examine the impact of socio-demographic variables (age, nationality, and gender) on the perceived quality of services among adult business students.
(RO.3) 	To establish a foundational reference for subsequent research and pinpoint practical implications beneficial to both administrative stakeholders and researchers specializing in NTS experience.
2. Review of literature

2.1. [bookmark: _Toc141424395]Summary of key previous research findings 

Non-traditional Students (NTS) are those who don't fit the mould of what is typically considered a university student based on criteria such as age, background, and prior academic experience. According to numerous studies (Gilardi and Guglielmetti, 2011; Kahu, 2013; Schuetze, 2014), these students are frequently identified as mature learners (those who are 21 years of age or older), part-time students, people from less affluent socioeconomic backgrounds, people who must provide for others, and people who have previously stopped pursuing higher education. Khan et al. (2022) highlights the significance of the relationship between quality of education and student satisfaction. Other similar studies (Quinn et al., 2009, Rueda et al., 2017, Latif et al., 2019) have explored variety of other factors which impacts student satisfaction. Therefore, it is deemed essential to have a thorough understanding of the factors affecting student satisfaction in line with the objectives of this research. This section will explore the emerging trends amongst the wealth of literature surrounding student satisfaction.

2.1.1. Importance of quality in higher educations
Universities and similar tertiary education establishments need to gauge diverse indicators of service quality, encompassing organizational and methodological structures, reputation analyses, learning atmospheres, faculty research output, and student encounters and achievements (Latif et al., 2019). To manage and enhance the standard of services delivered, universities should consistently appraise service quality (Latif et al., 2019). The assessment of service quality in academic institutions frequently varies according to the requirements of the service's recipients. In an educational setting, the individual who is a student, whether presently registered or not, can be viewed as the customer. As outlined by Quinn et al. (2009), a given student might perceive a specific university, program, or field of study as exceptionally excellent. Quality assessment techniques rooted in industry often prioritize the student perspective, thereby adding to the complexity of the issues involved.

2.1.2. Factors affecting service quality at universities.
Trautwein and Bosse (2017) suggest that students' perceptions of the learning environment have a more significant effect on learning compared to the physical setting itself. Consequently, the challenges related to teaching and learning are shaped not only by instructors' curriculum design and organization, but also by how students perceive and construe these design and organization aspects (Rueda et al., 2017). The manner in which students comprehend task expectations, assessments, and the educational setting constitutes the foundation for their learning frameworks within the field of business studies (Fuchs, 2021a).
Like various other service industries, higher education has encountered challenges when it comes to assessing student satisfaction. As highlighted by Abbas (2020), sustaining excellence demands consistent and deliberate endeavours. Within educational institutions, continuous staff training and enhancement, as well as refining policies and systems, remain key priorities (Gupta and Kaushik, 2018; Latif et al., 2019). Consequently, the maintenance of elevated service quality standards calls for ongoing enhancements. As indicated by Latif et al. (2019), there exist five primary elements for evaluating service quality linked to teaching and learning: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy.
The term "tangibles" pertains to aspects of a student's educational encounter, encompassing features such as the campus environment, technological resources, and the quality of instructional materials (Latif et al., 2019). Additionally, it is crucial to assess the institution's reliability and responsiveness (Gupta and Kaushik, 2018); this encompasses factors such as consistent grading criteria, precise student records, and staff conduct, among others.
Two dimensions contributing to the establishment of quality assurance involve the proficiency of academic personnel in addressing inquiries in a professional manner and the effectiveness of communication between staff, faculty, and students (Hwang and Choi, 2019). It also encompasses the competence of academic staff members and their aptitude for delivering education of exceptional quality (Gul et al., 2019). Another influential aspect is empathy, which can impact individuals' perception of service quality (Latif et al., 2019). Empathy entails the ability to understand and acknowledge a student's emotions, even when the academic staff might be unable to resolve the concern (Gul et al., 2019). Empathy involves ensuring the learner's sense of being acknowledged by addressing their emotions, thereby enriching their educational journey (Hwang and Choi, 2019; Fuchs, 2021b).

2.1.3. Challenges in measuring service quality at universities
Quality education is characterized by sound pedagogy and developmental effectiveness, equipping students to actively participate in society (Ewell, 2010). Given the multifaceted nature of "quality in higher education," its interpretation varies across different contexts, often shaped by international organizations, researchers, and stakeholders in the field (Duque, 2021). Prior to subjectively and statistically evaluating the present state of a higher education institution, a set of criteria must be established (Seyfried and Pohlenz, 2018; Turyahikayo, 2019). Overseeing quality within higher education presents a complex challenge, involving a multitude of separate entities, divisions, and groups (Beerkens, 2018). These entities and divisions encompass academic departments, comprised of educators and students, administrative units facilitating student admissions and enrolment, as well as auxiliary services such as laboratories and libraries (Alzafari and Ursin, 2019).
An extensive examination of contemporary literature undertaken by Camilleri (2021) came to the conclusion that higher education establishments have the capacity to evaluate the excellence of their services based on factors like "their resources, student-centric teaching, impactful research, and interaction with stakeholders" (p. 268), employing diverse performance markers and measures. This allows them to appraise the perceived quality of their services, a dimension that might undergo alteration due to the initial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which prompted a shift from conventional and blended learning methods to entirely virtual and remote course delivery (Camilleri, 2021). Moreover, as indicated by Borishade et al. (2021), there exists a connection, driven by student contentment, between student satisfaction and the quality of services, signifying a robust correlation between these two factors. Demir et al. (2020) also propose that service quality not only impacts the reputation of the educational institution but also shapes students' inclination to afford varying levels of tuition (Demir et al., 2020). In alignment with Borishade et al. (2021), Demir et al. (2020) additionally propose a "direct correlation between quality and willingness to pay" (p. 1,436).
Several studies (Ham and Hayduk, 2003; Min and Khoon, 2014; Ada et al., 2017; Gul et al., 2019; Skarpeta et al., 2019) suggest that socio-demographic variables such as age and gender play a role in shaping perceptions of services within higher education. Findings from Min and Khoon (2014) and Gul et al. (2019) emphasize that factors like nationality and academic year significantly impact the way educational services are perceived.
Nonetheless, there appears to be a noticeable gap in the existing literature concerning the influence of socio-demographic characteristics on how service quality is evaluated by mature business students. The concluding set of hypotheses in this investigation will examine the manner in which gender, academic year, and nationality impact students' perceptions of the quality of services provided by their educational institution.


2.1.4. The application of the SERVQUAL model in measuring service quality at universities
Service quality is defined as "a form of attitude, related but not equivalent to satisfaction, and results from comparison of expectations with perceptions of performance" by Parasuraman et al. (1988, p. 15). According to O'Neill and Palmer (2004, p42), "the difference between what a student expects to receive and his/her perceptions of actual delivery" can be used to define service quality in the context of higher education. This concept has been widely employed in numerous research intended to gauge the quality of services provided by higher education. (Cuthbert, 1996; Soutar and McNeil, 1996; Tan and Kek, 2004; Arambewela and Hall, 2006; Barnes, 2007; Wong et al., 2012).
Measuring service quality in higher education has been the subject of many studies as highlighted by Oldfield and Baron, (2018); Mogre et al. (2018); Osman and Saputra, (2019). Amongst such attempts to study service quality in higher education, the SERVQUAL model, established by Parasuraman et al. (1985, 1988), stands out as the most renowned and frequently employed instrument for assessing the calibre of services (Calvo-Porral et al., 2013). The SERVQUAL model and its adaptations have found extensive application across diverse service sectors such as "banking, retail, wholesale, health, and education," as indicated by Narang (2012, p. 359).
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2.2. [bookmark: _Toc141424396] The research gaps.

Based on the key points discussed in the above section, the following voids have been identified amongst the current body of literature.
2.2.1. Diversity of Mature Student Population
Student satisfaction in general is a well-researched area (Bell, 2022). However, majority of these studies focus on conventional students (Sutherland, et al., 2023). Thus, a gap exists in relation to exploring the satisfaction levels among NTS. Furthermore, The NTS demographic is diverse, encompassing various age groups, life experiences, and motivations for returning to education. However, research often generalizes findings without delving into the nuances of different subgroups, which can result in overlooking unique satisfaction drivers for each group.

2.2.2. Limited Focus on Non-Academic Aspects
While some studies have explored academic experiences of mature students (Gupta, and Kaushik, 2018; Bell, 2022; Fiorini, et al. 2022) there's often a lack of emphasis on non-academic factors such as social integration, sense of belonging, and extracurricular engagement, which can greatly influence overall satisfaction.
Furthermore, some studies identify the importance of student integration to the organisational culture (Rivas, et al. 2019). However cultural backgrounds and contextual factors can significantly influence mature student satisfaction. Further exploration of these factors and their intersection with satisfaction can enhance the understanding of this complex issue.

2.2.3. Influence of Institutional Support 
As mentioned above, research often overlooks the role of institutional support mechanisms tailored specifically for mature students, such as academic advising, flexible scheduling, or tailored orientations. Exploring the impact of these services on satisfaction can provide actionable insights.
Addressing these gaps in research will contribute to a more holistic understanding of mature student satisfaction, aiding educational institutions in crafting tailored strategies to enhance their experiences and outcomes.



2.3. [bookmark: _Toc141424397]Proposed research aim, objectives, and questions 

The overarching aim of the research is to investigate and evaluate the level of satisfaction among non-traditional students (NTS) regarding their educational institution. As mentioned previously, this broad aim is narrowed down to three main objectives for this study. Namely,
(RO.1) 	To examine perceived satisfaction with their higher education institution of NTS enrolled on an undergraduate business programme in the UK.
(RO.2) 	To examine the impact of socio-demographic variables (age, nationality, and gender) on the perceived quality of services among adult business students.
(RO.3) 	To establish a foundational reference for subsequent research and pinpoint practical implications beneficial to both administrative stakeholders and researchers specializing in NTS experience.

In order to meet these objectives, the study will focus on answering the following research questions.
(RQ.1)	Does the factors identified in the SERVQUAL model affect the satisfaction levels amongst NTS?
(RQ.2)	What influence does demographical factors have on satisfaction levels amongst NTS?
(RQ.3)	To what extent does non-academic aspects affects satisfaction amongst NTS?
(RQ.4)	How effective are the student experience enhancement actions made by the university in ensuring satisfaction amongst NTS?

Using the examined literature as a foundation, the theoretical framework that follows directs the research effort helps it adequately address the stated study objectives.

2.3.1. Theoretical framework
As identified in section 2.2, the existing research regarding the impact of socio-demographic factors on students' evaluations of service quality seems notably deficient. Consequently, this investigation will examine the potential effects of gender, age, and nationality on students' perceptions of service quality within the chosen HEI.
Therefore, combining the key factors identified by Parasuraman et al. (1985) with the demographic variables of age, gender, and ethnicity, the key variables in this study and their relationships are depicted in the future below.
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2.3.2. Statement of hypothesis
The following hypotheses has been formulated considering the theoretical framework and research objectives, based on the foundation laid by the review of literature. The five service quality dimensions that were put forward in the previous section are directly related to the hypothesis.
Hypothesis 1 (H1): 	The reliability aspects of the service have a significant positive impact on student satisfaction.
Hypothesis 2 (H2):	The responsiveness of the service has a significant positive impact on student satisfaction.
Hypothesis 3 (H3):	The Assurance of the service have a significant positive impact on student satisfaction.
Hypothesis 4 (H4):	The empathy of the institution has a significant positive impact on student satisfaction.
Hypothesis 5 (H5):	The tangibles of the service have a significant positive impact on student satisfaction.
Hypothesis 6 (H6):	The ethnic origin of students have a significant impact on student satisfaction.



















3. [bookmark: _Toc141424398]Research Methodology

This section will explain the fundamental elements and phases of the research methodology employed in answering the proposed research question in section 2.3. It will explain the methodology employed, the strategies utilized, the chosen research approach, as well as ethical considerations pertinent to the study. Furthermore, this section will delve into the construction of the research instrument, methods for sampling, and the process of data collection.

3.1. Research approach

Many service quality studies have predominantly followed a quantitative deductive methodology (Govender & Ramroop, 2012; Dib & Alnazer, 2013; Azoury et al. 2013; and Mang’unyi and Govender, 2017). Saunders et al. (2015) delineated the fundamental characteristics of the deductive research approach. It commences by establishing specific relationships between concepts and variables. These concepts are used quantitatively to facilitate objective measurement. Deduction also encompasses the capacity for generalization; hence, meticulous sample selection is pivotal to enable the broader applicability of study results. Within the deductive approach, the researcher maintains an impartial perspective on the observed phenomena. 
Thus, a deductive approach is employed due to its appropriateness within the context of this study. This approach allows for the testing of formulated hypotheses, leading to their validation or refutation by the researcher. This perspective harmonizes seamlessly with the positivist research philosophy and the ontology of objectivism embraced in this study. 

3.2. [bookmark: _Toc141424399]Study location

This study will present a preliminary examination of the factors affecting satisfaction among students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Birmingham Campus. The study will provide UWTSD management a crucial chance to compare the results and evaluate the effects of the adopted procedures and actions. In improving student satisfaction overall, this will help to improve the currently existing methods and suggest new procedures to be used when necessary. Even though this study only uses one institution as a case study, the study's conclusions are probably generalizable to other HEIs that serve NTS.

3.3. [bookmark: _Toc141424400]Population and choice of the sample

The population for this study consists of students who are enrolled on the BA in Leadership and management programme during the 2022/23 academic year at the UWTSD Birmingham campus. The table below provides the number of students consisting of the total population of the study.

	Year of Study
	Weekday
	Weekend
	Total

	Year 1
	260
	164
	424

	Year 2
	235
	131
	366

	Year 3
	223
	108
	331

	Total
	718
	403
	1121




Sampling involves the selection of an appropriate number of elements from a population (Sharma, 2017). Determining what constitutes an "appropriate" number is challenging, so established methods are employed to ascertain the suitable sample size. As depicted in the Figure XX, sampling can be broadly categorized into two types: probability and non-probability sampling. In non-probability sampling, discrete elements within the population are not given an opportunity to be included in the sample which increases the sampling error (Holliday, 2014). This approach is usually more cost-effective than probability sampling. Consequently, it becomes unfeasible to extrapolate the study's conclusions based on non-probability sampling.
Probability sampling is often associated with research methods involving experiments and surveys (Rahman et al. 2022). Within probability samples, the likelihood of selecting each instance or element from the population is established and usually the same across all cases. This permits the ability to make statistical inferences about the population's characteristics based on the sample by reducing sampling error(Saunders, 2015). A comprehensive grasp of the sample's attributes and qualities enables the extension of these traits to elements within the population (Sharma, 2017).
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Given the timescale for completing the study, it is not practical conduct a survey to cover the entire population for collecting data. Hence, a representative sample of the population has been chosen in order to depict and describe the greater population. A random sample technique has been adopted in this study to gather data from respondents considering the objectives of the study and the fact that the researcher wants to make broad conclusions about an overall degree of NTS satisfaction in HE. The technique used in this case was stratified proportional random sampling (As highlighted in yellow in figure XX) with the aim of reducing sampling error (Sharma, 2017). Students were divided into 3 strata according to their year of study, and samples were chosen from each year are proportionate to the size of each stratum. 
Consequently, a sample of 112 students (n=112) was chosen across the 3 years of study as illustrated in table XX. 
	Year of Study
	Weekday
	Weekend
	Total

	Year 1
	26
	16
	42

	Year 2
	23
	13
	36

	Year 3
	22
	12
	34

	Total
	71
	40
	112




3.4. [bookmark: _Toc141424401]Survey instrument

A comprehensive examination of service quality models and the literature pertaining to service marketing was conducted to formulate the required questionnaire. The creation of the questionnaire aimed to address and assess two key facets: the satisfaction and loyalty of students, along with the quality of services within higher education institutions. Within the context of the questionnaire's development, student satisfaction, and loyalty, were identified as the dependant variables. Meanwhile, service quality dimensions and demographic factors were considered as independent variables.
The questionnaire contained xx questions formulated based on finding from literature. Appendix XX illustrates the relationship of the research questions and the questionnaire.


3.5. Data collection




3.6. Ethical considerations




4. [bookmark: _Toc141424402]Data Analysis
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8. [bookmark: _Toc141424410]Appendices
[bookmark: _Toc141424411]Appendix 1 – 
	Research question
	Construct / Variable
	Survey question
	Literature reference

	RQ1 – 

Does the factors identified in the SERVQUAL model affect the satisfaction levels amongst NTS?
	V1 Reliability – 
The degree of consistent and accurate delivery of services by the University within specified parameters. (Reliability involves upholding commitments and fulfilling promises made to customers).
	Lecturers are efficient in providing feedback on my performance and progress. 

	Fernandes, C. et al., (2013). Understanding Student Satisfaction and Loyalty In The UAE HE Sector. International Journal of Educational Management, 27, pp. 613-630.

	
	
	In my university, I feel there is a commitment to academic excellence. 
	Green, P. (2014). Measuring service quality in higher education: A South African case study. Journal of International Education 
Research, 10, 131-142. 

	
	V2 Responsiveness –
willingness or readiness of employees to provide the service.
	I can easily contact my lecturers for advising and consultation.
	Gatfield, T. (2000). A scale for measuring student perceptions of quality: an Australian Asian perspective. Journal of Marketing for Higher Education,10(1), pp.27-41. Parasuraman, A. et al., (1985). A conceptual model of service quality and its implications for future research. Journal of Marketing, pp. 41-50.

	
	
	Academic Staff keeps students informed about developments related to learning.
	Parasuraman, A. et al., (1985). A conceptual model of service quality and its implications for future research. Journal of Marketing, pp. 41-50.

	
	V3 Assurance – 
freedom from risk, danger or doubt through professional services, excellent technical knowledge, attitude courtesy, and good communication skills
	Lecturers have the knowledge to answer my questions
	Parasuraman, A. et al., (1985). A conceptual model of service quality and its implications for future research. Journal of Marketing, pp. 41-50. 

	
	
	I feel safe anywhere on campus. 
	Abu Hasan, H. F., Ilias, A., Abd Rahman, R., & Abd Razak, M. Z. (2008). Service quality and student satisfaction: A case study at private higher education institutions. International Business Research, 1(3), 163-175. 

	
	V4 Empathy – 
politeness, respect, consideration, and friendliness of contact personnel.
	Lecturers stimulates and maintains my interest in the course. 
	Hampton, M., (1993). Gap analysis of college student satisfaction as a measure of professional service quality. Journal of Professional Services Marketing, 9(1), pp.115-128. 

	
	
	Academic advisors are interested in my progress. 
	Hampton, M., (1993). Gap analysis of college student satisfaction as a measure of professional service quality. Journal of Professional Services Marketing, 9(1), pp.115-128. 

	
	V5 Tangibles –
the physical evidence of service such as the appearance of the personnel.
	My university has a sufficient number of computer labs with the software programs I need. 
	Kara AM, Tanui E, Kalai JM (2016) Educational service quality and students’ satisfaction in public universities in Kenya. Int J Educ Soc Sci 3: 37-48. 

	
	
	The classrooms have modern teaching support equipment such as projectors and computers. 
	Kara AM, Tanui E, Kalai JM (2016) Educational service quality and students’ satisfaction in public universities in Kenya. Int J Educ Soc Sci 3: 37-48. 

	
	
	My university is conveniently located. 
	Saleem, S. S., Moosa, K., Imam, A., & Khan, R. A. (2017). Service Quality and Student Satisfaction: The Moderating Role of University Culture, Reputation and Price in Education Sector of Pakistan. Iranian Journal of Management Studies, 10(1), 237–258. 

	RQ2 – 

What influence does demographical factors have on satisfaction levels amongst NTS?
	V6 Demographical variables
	Age
Gender
Employment status
Number of dependents
Ethnic origin 
Year of study

	Hughes, J.L., Camden, A.A., Yangchen, T., Smith, G.P., Rodríguez, M.M.D., Rouse, S.V., McDonald, C.P. and Lopez, S., 2022. Guidance for researchers when using inclusive demographic questions for surveys: Improved and updated questions. Psi Chi Journal of Psychological Research, 27(4), pp.232-255.

	RQ3 – 

To what extent does non-academic aspects affects satisfaction amongst NTS?
	V2 - Responsiveness

Interaction with professional/support staff
	Administration staff is friendly. 

	Miao, H. & Bassham, M.W. (2006) Embracing customer service in libraries. Library Management, 28, 53–61.

	
	
	My university provides helpful career services and advice. 
	Engelland, B.T., Workman, L. and Singh, M. (2000), “Ensuring service quality for campus career services centers: a modified SERVQUAL scale”, Journal of Marketing Education, Vol. 22 No. 3, pp. 236-45. 

	RQ4 – 

How effective are the student experience enhancement actions made by the university in ensuring satisfaction amongst NTS?
	V6 Demographic variables
	My university offers a variety of scholarships and financial assistance. 

	Hanaysha, Jalal & M, Dileep & Yeop Abdullah, Othman. (2012). SERVICE QUALITY AND SATISFACTION: STUDY ON INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN UNIVERSITIES OF NORTH MALAYSIA. International Journal of Research in Management. 3. 116-133. 

	
	
	Services are provided in a secure and confidential way. 
	Parasuraman, A. et al., (1985). A conceptual model of service quality and its implications for future research. Journal of Marketing, pp. 41-50. 

	
	V5 Tangibles – 
Activities enhancing student experience.
	My university has a variety of extracurricular activities. 
	Lumley S, Ward P, Roberts L, Mann JP. Self-reported extracurricular activity, academic success, and quality of life in UK medical students. Int J Med Educ. 2015;6:111–117 

	
	
	Administration staff provides services at the promised time. 
	Parasuraman, A. et al., (1985). A conceptual model of service quality and its implications for future research. Journal of Marketing, pp. 41-50. 
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