
01/2025 International Business Conference │ IBC

PERCEIVED INTERNAL SERVICE QUALITY OF
ADMINISTRATIVE EMPLOYEES IN THE
DEPARTMENT OF BASIC EDUCATION
Ms Ngoakoana J Motsoko11, Dr Cornelia PJ Harmse*2

1Tshwane University of Technology, Staatsartelerie Street, Pretoria, 0001, South Africa,
motsokonj@tut.ac.za 

2Tshwane University of Technology, Staatsartelerie Street, Pretoria, 0001, South Africa,
harmsecpj@tut.ac.za 

Abstract
This  study aimed to explore the perceived service  quality  of  administrative employees from the
internal customers’ perspective in the setting of a government department. The study employed a
quantitative research approach and a correlational survey research design. Online questionnaires,
based  on  the  SERVPERF  scale,  were  administered  as  a  data  collection  method  after  the  non-
probability  convenient sampling technique was adopted to select  a  sample size of  162 from the
population  of  569  employees.  One  hundred  and  forty-eight  questionnaires  were  returned.  This
constitutes a 91% response rate. Reliability of scales, Pearson’s correlation coefficient and t-tests
were used to analyse the data. The findings revealed that internal customers were generally satisfied
with the services they received from the administrative employees. The “tangibles” service quality
dimension was ranked the lowest, indicating that internal customers were least satisfied with this
aspect of service quality. There was a strong positive correlation between reliability and assurance.
The results further revealed a strong positive relationship between tangibles and assurance and a
strong correlation between tangibles and reliability.  There was also a strong correlation between
responsiveness and empathy. It can also be concluded that there was a strong correlation between
empathy and tangibles. There was a moderate relationship between empathy and reliability. There
was also a moderate correlation between responsiveness and reliability. It was recommended that
attention  should  be  given  to  the  “tangibles”  dimension  of  service  quality  of  administrative
employees. Most literature is on service quality and customer satisfaction, however, only a few have
concentrated on  the perceived internal  service  quality.  This  study  was  conducted  in  one public
service department in one city and one province rather than all public service departments in all
cities and nine provinces where the Department of Basic Education has offices. The findings can,
therefore, not be generalised to a broader population.
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Introduction
This  study  aims  to  explore  the  perceived  internal  service  quality  of  administrative

employees  from  the  internal  customers’  perspective  in  the  setting  of  a  government
1 This paper originates from a Masters study by NJ Motsoko (9150630) at the Tshwane University of
Technology
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department. Almost three decades into a democratic South Africa, growing signs of distress
regarding the failure of the government to provide services that most of the people waited for
have replaced the excitement that marked the dawn of a new South Africa. According to the
Statistics South Africa Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS),  a challenge faced by the
government is the lack of core skills needed for effective administration in public services,
which is the leading determinant of poor-quality service delivery by government departments
(Statistics South Africa, 2025). The

Following  this  introduction,  the  paper  will  present  a  literature  review,  followed  by  the
theoretical framework upon which the research question hinges. This will be followed by the
research methods used to collect  and analyse the data,  a presentation of  the results,  a
discussion of the results and how they link to the literature, and finally, a conclusion drawn
from the results and areas for further research are discussed.
Background 

A  service  delivery  improvement  plan's  (SDIP)  objectives  are  to  make  sure  that
stakeholders' needs are satisfied in a timely manner and to pinpoint organisational areas that
need  to  be  improved  to  provide  all  stakeholders  with  excellent  and  ethical  service
(Parliamentary Monetaring Group, 2020/21:10). According to the Public Service Commission
(2018:14),  a  transformed  South  African  public  service  will  be  judged  primarily  by  its
effectiveness in delivering services that meet the basic needs of all South African citizens.
The goal of the public service transformation programme is to improve service delivery to
meet the basic needs of all South Africans (Public Service Commission, 2018:14). Over the
years,  South Africans have become more and more vocal  in their  displeasure with poor
service delivery. 

The South African Department of Basic Education (DBE) should, in line with regulations
on  SDIPs,  publish  an  annual  statement  of  public  service  commitment.  A  study  on  the
perceived Internal Service Quality (ISQ) of administrative employees will,  therefore, make
sense to support the Parliamentary Monitoring Group’s vision. The administrative employees
at  the  DBE have  a  responsibility  and an  opportunity  to  provide  continuous,  high-quality
service to assist with this vision. Since administrative employees who interact with customers
are not  just  a  delivery  mechanism but  also a strategic  problem-solving resource for  the
department, this presents a significant gap in the literature on service quality and customer
happiness (Alexiadou, Stylos, Andronikidis, Bellou & Vassiliadis, 2017:1433). 

In line with the SDIP, the quality of services rendered by administrative employees at
government  departments  needs  to  be  thorough  to  ensure  that  these  government
departments begin to focus on developing interventions that are responsive to the needs of
the  citizens  of  the  country  (Promkaew  &  Tembo,  2017:2).  Alshurideh,  Al-Hawary,
Mohammad, Mohammad and Kurdi  (2017:141) agree that,  with continuous monitoring of
customers’ perceptions and improvements based on their feedback, quality of service and
customer loyalty will  improve. Understanding how administrative employees perceive their
capacity to deliver internal service quality and internal customer satisfaction will give a more
comprehensive  understanding  of  service  quality  and  customer  happiness  because
employees serve as substitutes for customers (Alexiadou et al., 2017:1432).

Due to the nature of the administrative function in organisations, administrative employees
also provide services to other employees in the organisation. These other employees are
known as  internal  customers  (Sharma,  Kong & Kingshott,  2016:773).  Sasser  and Arbeit
(1976:61-65), who considered certain employees as internal customers, first proposed the
concept of ISQ. Internal services refer to services provided by distinctive organisational units
or people working in departments in an organisation to other units or to employees within the
organisation (Singh, 2015:11). 

Although there is a huge amount of literature on service quality and customer satisfaction,
there  is  little  empirical  information on how employees consider their  capability  to  deliver
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service  quality  because  these  notions  are  often  evaluated  from  the  perspective  of  the
customer  (Al-Ababneh,  2016:192).  Few  studies,  however,  have  concentrated  on  the
perceived  ISQ  in  government  departments.  The  focus  of  the  proposed  study  is  on  the
perceptions that employees within the DBE have of the ISQ of administrative employees in
the DBE. The scope of the study does not include external service quality, but the hypothesis
is that by addressing ISQ, the external service quality might improve as well. The study aims
to make an academic contribution by determining the ISQ in order for the department to
make  recommendations  on  how  to  possibly  improve  the  quality  of  the  services  that
administrative employees offer to their internal customers. 
Problem Statement 

In the South African context, citizens continue to frequently express their dissatisfaction
about the poor quality of service they receive from government departments such as the
DBE  in  Pretoria.  The  Department  of  Public  Service  and  Administration  subsequently
announced that an SDIP has been established and should be sustained by each government
department.  Among others,  including in  the  QLFS,  it  was suggested that  as part  of  this
initiative, the impact of quality service improvement should be evaluated  (Statistics South
Africa, 2025). The public is putting more pressure on parliament and provincial legislatures,
and they expect them to be more accountable and receptive to the interests of the population
(South Africa,  2017/18:15).  The perception,  therefore,  is  that  South Africa’s  poor  service
delivery can be improved if attention is given to the ISQ at government departments. It is also
noted that several studies have been conducted regarding the perceived service quality of
government  departments  to  external  customers  (Alkraiji  &  Ameen,  2022;  Chan,  Thong,
Brown & Vankatesh,  2021;  Kant  & Jaiswal,  2017;  Thang,  Thang,  Thanh & Canh, 2017);
however, few have investigated the importance of ISQ. It is against this background that the
need for the study has arisen. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the perception of
internal customers at a government department, namely the DBE in Pretoria, on the service
they receive from administrative employees. A study like this has not been previously done,
as  confirmed  by  a  search  on  the  Southern  African  Bibliographic  Information  Network
(SABINET). Provide a background to the research problem and a one-sentence problem
statement, indicating ‘What is the problem?’ 
Research objectives 

This study, therefore, sought to address the following primary and secondary objectives:
Primary research objective
 To  investigate  the  perceived  ISQ  internal  customers  receive  from  administrative

employees at the DBE.
Secondary research objectives
 To  determine  which  specific  factors  are  contributing  to  the  perceived  ISQ  of  the

administrative employees at the DBE.
 To investigate whether there are any significant differences between the perceptions of

ISQ  that  different  biographical  groupings  of  the  internal  customers  have  of
administrative employees at the DBE.

Literature Review
This section provides the literature on the historical background of the public sector, as

well  as  definitions  of  and  the  importance  of  administrative  employees  and  their  role  in
government departments from various theoretical and practical perspectives. The difference
between internal and external service quality will also be discussed.
The DBE

The DBE is constitutionally mandated to develop, maintain, and provide support to the
South African education system for the 21st century, which will result in contributing towards
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improving quality of life and building a peaceful, prosperous, and democratic South Africa
(Department of Basic Education, 2019). The DBE envisions a South Africa where everyone
has access to quality basic education and training as well as lifelong learning opportunities.
To determine compliance with the provisions of the Constitution of the Republic of South
Africa of 1996 and with the national education policy, the DBE’s mandate is to annually, or at
other specified intervals, monitor the standards of the provision, delivery, and performance of
education throughout South Africa (Official Guide to SA, 2020/2021). 
The concept and definition of service quality

Definitions of service quality are complex; therefore, there are many diverse definitions of
service quality available in the literature. Service quality has gained a considerable amount of
interest from researchers and practitioners in the past two decades (Ali & Raza, 2017:559).
According to Machado (2016:124), service quality can be defined as a customer’s evaluative
judgment  about  the  degree  of  superiority  of  service  performance.  The  author  further
describes service quality as an abstract and elusive concept because of the three distinctive
characteristics  of  services:  intangibility,  heterogeneity,  and  inseparability.  Service  quality
deals with the result of the service and the process of delivery (Parasuraman, Zeithaml &
Berry, 1988:24). Quality service is, therefore, also a service that is economically profitable
and procedurally easy and fun and will create satisfaction (Jamaluddin & Ruswanti, 2017:23).

The service sector worldwide has been receiving increasing attention, considering its role
in the socioeconomic development of society (Katelo, Kokina & Raščevskis, 2021:295). The
customer's total perception of service performance is referred to as service quality (Akroush,
Dawood & Affara, 2015:56). Given the observation by Eshetie, Seyoum and Ali (2016:73),
service quality has become a critical strategic component for organisations to differentiate
their products and services from other competitors by utilising service quality. 

The inference, therefore, can be made that service quality determines the reputation of an
organisation and the level of service quality provided often determines what customers think
of an organisation and, thus, leads to its reputation being enhanced or downgraded (Mmutle
& Shonhe, 2017:2). More importantly, service quality is seen as the process that would be
acceptable to  consumers (Ariani,  2015:34).  The level  of  the service  quality  perceived is
governed by the functional and technical quality and the difference between the expected
and perceived service (Khattab, 2018:27). 

In the literature reviewed, there has been considerable progress in outlining how service
quality should be measured and achieved. No study would, however, be complete without
discussing the SERVQUAL measuring instrument of Parasuraman et al. (1988). Many of the
recent  internal  service  quality  measuring  instruments  originated  from  the  SERVQUAL
instrument. Since service quality is considered a multi-dimensional construct, Parasuraman,
Zeithaml and Berry (1985:46-47) identify ten key service dimensions. The authors recognise
that regardless of the type of service, customers use similar criteria in evaluating service
quality. 

Since 1988,  however,  Parasuraman  et  al. (1988) have refined their  research with the
subsequent  scale  named  SERVQUAL  for  measuring  customers’  perceptions  of  service
quality. The original ten dimensions, as identified by them in 1985, were collapsed into five
dimensions, namely reliability, responsiveness, assurance, tangibles (tangibles include the
original communication, competence, credibility, courtesy, and security), and empathy (which
includes  the  original  access  and  understanding/knowing  the  customers).  According  to
Parasuraman et al.  (1988:23), the core of this model is the ability to measure whether the
real performance of services exceeds consumer expectations. 

Service  quality  has  been  said  to  directly  influence  service  organisations’  growth  and
profitability  (Nethengwe,  Nengovhela,  &  Shambare,  2018:1).  Public  sector  organisations,
though not usually focused on competitive advantage and profitability, are not exempt from
ensuring the delivery of quality service and satisfying their customers. It should be noted,
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though, that the public and private sectors operate under fundamentally different mandates,
objectives, and structures, which significantly impact their approach to service delivery. It is
acknowledged that customers of the public sector do not have the choice that private sector
customers have of turning somewhere else for better service delivery if they are dissatisfied
with the service. The focus of this study, however, is on ISQ, with the assumption that if the
internal  customers  receive  quality  service  from  the  administrative  environment,  the
employees will be able to deliver quality service to the general public as well.

Internal service quality
Domenge  and  Arciniega  (2015:12)  contend  that  service  quality  involves  two  main

approaches,  namely  internal  and  external  service  quality.  The  internal  approach
encapsulates the process or steps that service providers take to provide a service, whereas
the external approach considers the customers’ service quality perception and focuses on
their service expectations. The internal customer’s intention to utilise the service again is
influenced by the quality of service.

The internal  market,  which consists of  the organisational employees,  and the external
market, which consists of the organisation's customers, are the two types of markets that
modern organisations in today's world service (De Bruino, 2019:9). To boost service quality,
it's  vital  to  use  internal  marketing,  which  means  treating  your  employees  like  internal
customers (Elboraie, Abdelazeem, Amara & Ayad, 2024:9789). Prayag Gannon, Muskat and
Taheri  (2020:2562), for  instance, argue that internal service is an important predictor for
favourable  employee  outcomes,  such  as  employee  commitment.  Aydemir  and  Kipçak
(2024:13) further argue that to get the most out of employees, businesses need to see them
as social beings and create a system that motivates them and builds loyalty. This means
providing  excellent  internal  services  and  showcasing  strong  leadership  through  ethical
behaviour, fairness, balanced task distribution, and encouraging employee involvement. All
these elements are key to effective service quality. 

ISQ was first proposed by Sasser and Arbeit (1976:63), who considered employees as
internal  customers  (Al-Ababneh,  Masadeh,  Al-Shakhsheer  &  Habiballah,  2018:56).
Furthermore, academic scholars have understood the significance of relationships between
the  internal  customers,  and  the  literature  has  started  evolving  in  terms  of  ISQ  (Elibol,
2024:1032). The term ‘internal customer’ is based on the process view of the organisations
where organisational units such as departments and divisions provide services to an external
customer or another unit (Skarpeta, Koemtz & Aidonis, 2019:270). ISQ is widely known as
where  professional  customers  receive  internal  services  (Al-Ababneh,  2018:56).  ISQ  is
defined  as  the  quality  of  services  provided  to  co-workers  by  employees  from  different
organisational units within the same organisation, while external service quality is defined as
the  quality  of  service  provided  by  the  organisation  to  its  customers  (Almohaimmeed,
2019:158). The term ‘internal service quality’ describes the quality of services delivered to
internal  customers.  (Skarpeta  et  al.,  2019:271).  Therefore,  services  delivered  among
employees are an organisation's internal services (Skarpeta et al., 2019:270).

Management should realise that if  employees in one department fail  to provide timely
service to their  co-workers in another department,  this will  undoubtedly result  in delayed
service to external customers, thus, resulting in negative credibility and loss of reputation
(Latif  & Ullah, 2016:32). The quality of external service is hugely reliant on the quality of
internal service (Latif & Ullah, 2016:32). The most important factor in determining customer
satisfaction  is  service  quality,  which continues to  be a  crucial  indicator  of  organisational
performance for government institutions (Yilmaz, Ari, & Gürbüz, 2018:425). 

Zeithaml et al., as quoted by Latif, Baloch and Rehman (2016), assert that SERVQUAL
can be adapted to  measure internal  service quality.  Several  instruments have,  however,
been developed to measure the ISQ specifically, such as a 9-item scale by Ehrhart, Witt,
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Schneider  and Perry  (2011),  the  internal  service  quality  questionnaire  developed by  Xie
(2005),  the  questionnaire  by  Kang,  James,  and  Alexandris (2002),  INTERVAL,  and
INSQPLUS.  (Al-Ababneh,  2018:56).  However,  many  of  these  ISQ  questionnaires  were
developed from the SERVQUAL model, where most of the five service quality dimensions
feature. A more recent modified SERVQUAL model was developed by Ibrahim, Makhbul,
Kamarul,  Ahmad  and  Dzulkarnain  (2024:58).  These  authors  added  another  dimension,
namely  “access”  to  the  existing  SERVQUAL  dimensions,  arguing  that  approachability,
availability,  ease  of  contact,  and  convenience  to  meet  the  needs  of  internal  customers
became essential in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. For this study, it was decided to
use the SERVPERF measuring instrument as only the perceptions and not the expectations
of internal customers were measured. 
The public sector in South Africa

The public sector, responsible for meeting the needs of citizens, has a special place in the
service sector. The public sector is made up of a growing number of organisations, starting
with the core government and moving on to agencies and public companies (Institute of
Internal  Auditors,  2011:3).  According  to  Ghansah  (2016:8),  the  public  sector  includes
governments as well  as all  publicly  managed or  funded organisations,  corporations,  and
other entities that provide public programmes, goods, and services.

A public servant is obligated to uphold the democratic nature of the state and the ideals
that  support  it  by  committing  to  a  career  in  the  public  sector  (Ponomariov  &  McCabe,
2017:82). For a public servant to serve their country, meaningfully improve the lives of their
fellow citizens, be innovative in the creation of new approaches to public administration and
other technologies, and finally, have a fruitful and fulfilling work life, an institutional system
that  nurtures  and  manages  the  public  servant  must  also  be  established  (SA,  2020:58).
Osborne,  Powell,  Cui  and  Strokosch  (2022:634)  argue  that,  in  the  21st century,  a  re-
evaluation  of  public  administration  and  management  has  occurred,  including  the  digital
transformation of society, increasing globalisation, and most recently, the impact of the global
COVID pandemic. The National School of Government (2024:29), however, found that the
South  African  public  sector  is  inundated  with  corruption,  ethical  issues,  and  poor
administration.  Even  though  South  Africa  has  a  detailed  policy  framework  to  ensure
professionalism  in  its  public  sector,  widespread  corruption  cases  clearly  show  that
unprofessional behaviour remains a significant problem (Jarbandhan, 2022:25). 
Administrative employees

An  administrative  employee  is  responsible  for  carrying  out  the  administration  of  an
organisation  (Sonsaard  &  Darbavasu,  2018:523).  According  to  Siregar  (2018:29),
administrative  employees  are  accountable  for  managing  office  tasks  and  coordinating
information  in  support  of  a  professional  environment  and  are  dedicated  to  professional
development.  Mogale,  Mkhomazi,  and  Rankhumise  (2018:161)  further  emphasise  that
administrative employees are typically in charge of a wide range of duties, including choosing
office  furniture,  planning  and  setting  up  the  layout,  automating  software,  utilising
telecommunications  technology,  designing  forms,  and  managing  client  files.  The
administrative employee's role is further divided into four categories by Dosunmu, Bukki, and
Akintola (2018:58). Firstly, the administrative employee must effectively communicate both
inside and outside the organisation.  This  includes being able to write  good memoranda,
reports,  and  letters,  as  well  as  being  able  to  communicate  fluently.  Secondly,  the
administrative employee oversees managing information storage and retrieval, whether it is
done electronically or manually. Thirdly, the administrative employee serves as the office's
memory and brain. Finally, the administrative employee earns the title of ‘housekeeper of the
office’ by providing the manager with information from phone calls and visitors. 
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Research Methodology
This section presents the methodology and design applied in carrying out the research.

This study aims to explore the perceived service quality of administrative employees from the
internal customers’ perspective in the setting of a government department.
Research design

Research design, according to Malhotra, Nunan and Birks (2017:105), is a framework that
outlines the data that will be acquired and the type of study that will be carried out. Research
design  is  described  by  Sekaran  and  Bougie  (2016:95)  as  the  plan  for  data  collection,
measurement, and analysis based on the research objectives.

In research, paradigms aid researchers in making cautious judgements based on their
observations and understanding of a research population. A research design is a type of
inquiry within quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods approaches that provides a specific
direction for procedures in a research study (Creswell, 2018:247). Researchers can adopt
several research design methods: survey, case study, observational research, experimental
research,  and  development  design.  Each  of  these  has  a  different  meaning,  nature,
characteristic, and purpose for its use. To achieve the objectives of this study, a correlational
survey design will  be adopted. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  (2016:181), a
survey design involves the assessment of public opinion using questionnaires and sampling
methods. Correlational design is a non-experimental research method used to investigate
how two or more variables relate to each other within a single group (Devi, Devi, Pradhan,
Giri, Lepcha & Basnet, 2022:60).
Research approach

There  are  two  well-known  empirical  research  approaches,  namely  quantitative  and
qualitative  research  approaches.  In  this  study,  a  quantitative  research  approach  was
adopted. Quantitative research is believed to be a relevant technique when describing and
testing  relationships  and  examining  cause-and-effect  interactions  among  variables
(Saunders et al., 2016:166). 

The study consists of  a literature review and an empirical  study. The literature review
provided  an  overview  and  understanding  of  the  research  problem  and  the  necessary
background to guide the empirical part of the study. The empirical part of the study focused
on the perceived ISQ of administrative employees at a selected government department.
Population and sampling

According to Christensen, Johnson and Turner (2015:196), a target population refers to
the larger population to which the researcher would like to generalise the study. Etikan, Musa
and Alkassim (2016:25) describe a population as the total quantity of things or cases that are
the  research  subject.  According  to  the  Director  of  Human  Resources  Management  and
Administration  at  the  DBE,  there  are  769  employees  at  the  DBE  in  Pretoria,  Gauteng
(Malemela,  2022).  The  DBE has  200  employees providing  administrative  support  to  the
national department (Kotze, 2020). The population, therefore, included all employees who
regularly use administrative services at the DBE. For this study, the total population is N =
569 (769 employees minus 200 administrative employees). 

Sampling  refers  to  a  small  group  of  objects,  events  or  individuals  selected  from the
population (Blair & Blair, 2015:8). Christensen et al. (2015:162) define sampling as drawing
elements from a population to obtain a sample. Non-probability, convenient sampling was
used to select  respondents for  this study. Convenience sampling was used because the
selection of study subjects was accessible to the researcher. Non-probability sampling is a
technique in which the likelihood of each sampling unit is hypothetical (Hair, Celsi, Ortinau &
Bush, 2017:351). The sample size was calculated using the Raosoft® sample size calculator
(Raosoft Inc. USA, 2004), with a 5% margin of error and 95% confidence interval (p ≥ 0.5). A
sample size of n = 162 employees was included in this study. 
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Data collection
According  to  Bryman,  Bell,  Hirschsohn,  Dos  Santos,  du  Toit,  Masenge,  van  Aardt  &

Wagner  (2014:58),  data  collection  is  a  series  of  interrelated  activities  to  gather  reliable
information to answer emerging research questions. Christensen et al. (2015:340) state that
a researcher must decide on the type of survey instrument to be utilised for data collection.
The data collection method that was employed for this study was web-based questionnaires
using closed-ended questions, structured on a 4-point Likert scale for agreement levels from
strongly disagree to strongly agree, which assisted in obtaining the required information from
respondents. In addition, respondents were requested to rate, from most important to least
important, the various dimensions of internal service quality that they most value and what
they experienced with administrative employees. A 4-point Likert scale was used as Mohd
Rokeman  (2024:85)  emphasises  that  two-,  three-,  and  four-point  scales  facilitate  quick
choices, providing sufficient points to express agreement and opinion.

Before distributing the questionnaires to respondents, a pilot study was conducted. For
this  study,  10  employees  who  used  administrative  services  were  selected  using  non-
probability  convenience  sampling  to  participate  in  the  pilot  study.  Questionnaires  were
personally  administered  by  the  fieldworker  to  provide  clarity  to  respondents  and  obtain
insights  into  where  the  questionnaire  needed  improving.  All  questions  were  clear  to
respondents, and they did not experience any difficulties understanding and answering the
questions. The 10 questionnaires were included in the final study. 
Validity and reliability

Validity relates to the ability of the questionnaire to measure what it intends to measure
(Creswell, 2018:250), while reliability relates to the reproducibility and stability of the data
(Saunders et al., 2016:450). Although a previously validated questionnaire was used, further
tests of reliability and validity were conducted using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and factor
analysis. According to Bryman et al. (2014:38), Cronbach’s alpha coefficient calculates the
average of all possible split-half reliability coefficients. The calculation of the alpha correlation
coefficient varies between 0 (no correlation and, therefore, no internal consistency) and 1
(perfect correlation and, therefore, complete internal consistency). Statisticians suggest that
values  of  0.7  or  above  are  an  indication  that  the  questions  combined  in  the  scale  are
measuring  the  same  thing  (Saunders  et  al.,  2016:451).  Factor  analysis  was  done  to
determine the construct validity of the questionnaire, and the pilot study ensured face validity.

A pilot study was done to test the measuring instrument for data collection. According to
Saunders et al. (2016:473), a questionnaire should be subjected to pilot testing to minimise
the likelihood of respondents having problems answering the questions, to eliminate data
recording problems, as well as to allow some assessment of the questions’ validity and the
reliability  of  the  data  that  will  be  collected.  Ten  internal  customers  were  requested  to
complete the questionnaire. After completing the pilot study without changes, the main study
commenced.
Data analysis

Data analysis  is  the  process of  systematically  searching through and  organising field
notes and other material accumulated by the researcher in the process of data collection
(Creswell  &  Creswell,  2018:156).  Quantitative  data  were  captured  using  MS  Excel™.
Thereafter, the quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) and were used to compile descriptive and inferential statistics. 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarise data in an organised manner by describing
the relationship between variables in a sample or population. The ANOVA test using least-
square means t-tests was also executed to illustrate statistical differences between various
variables.
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Ethics
Ethics refer to a set of norms, values and standards that should always be taken into

consideration  and  serve  as  guidelines  when  conducting  research  (Saunders  et  al.,
2016:239).  The goal of ethical conduct in research is to ensure that no one is harmed or
suffers adverse consequences resulting from research activities. The study was presented to
the participants prior to data collection,  where  they  were  afforded  the  opportunity  to
make an informed decision to participate in or decline to participate in the research, or
to withdraw from the research at any stage they felt  uncomfortable. Data collected from
the participants were treated with confidentiality, and no  names were  revealed of any
person. Anonymity was ensured by letting the Human Resources Department at the DBE
distribute  the  link  to  the  Google  Forms  questionnaire  to  respondents.  Responses  were
received  without  any  identifiable  information  on  the  questionnaires.  To  ensure  that
respondents were protected from any harm that may arise from this study, ethical approval to
conduct this research was obtained from the TUT’s Research Ethics Committee, with the
reference  number  FCRE2020/FR/09/012-MS.  The  researcher  obtained  permission  to
conduct the study at the DBE.

Results and Findings
The  questionnaire  responses  regarding  ISQ  are  presented  in  Table  1.  The  ISQ

statements  were  divided  into  the  five  dimensions  of  ISQ,  namely  reliability,  assurance,
tangibles,  empathy,  and  responsiveness.  Table  1  depicts  the  results  of  the  reliability
dimension of ISQ. The question number, as indicated in the questionnaire, the statement and
the frequency and percentage on the scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree are
given. 
Reliability

Reliability is the first of the dimensions, as suggested by Parasuraman et al. (1988:25)
and refers to the ability of  an organisation to perform promised service dependably and
accurately. The results of the reliability dimension are depicted in Table 4.2.
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Table 1: Reliability (source: authors
Statement Strongly

Disagre
e

Disagree Agree Strongly
Agree

Mea
n

Std.
Devia
-tion

Missing
Data

1 2 3 4
Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr %

RELIABILITY
1. The 

administrative 
employee 
provides 
services as 
promised.

9 6.8 37 25.0 66 44.6 35 23.6 2.85 0.860 0 0

2. The 
administrative 
employee is 
trustworthy in 
handling my 
work-related 
problems.

5 6.1 27 18.2 55 37.2 57 38.5 3.08 0.900 0 0

3. The 
administrative 
employee 
performs 
services right 
the first time, to 
avoid having to 
make 
corrections 
later.

7 3.4 33 22.3 59 39.9 48 32.4 3.03 0.837 15 10.1

4. The 
administrative 
employee 
provides me 
with correct 
information.

8 4.7 24 16.2 56 37.8 61 41.2 3.16 0.863 0 0

5.  The
administrative
employee  is
reliable.

6 5.4 25 16.9 43 29.1 69 46.6 3.19 0.915 3 2.0

As seen in Table 1, the reliability mean scores range from 2.85 to 3.19. The findings show
that the highest mean score is for “The administrative employee is reliable” (3.19), and “The
administrative employee provides me with correct information” was second on the list (3.16).
The third highest mean score is for “The administrative employee is trustworthy in handling
my work-related problems” (3.08). “The administrative employee performs services right the
first  time,  to  avoid having to make corrections  later”  (3.03)  was ranked fourth  and “The
administrative employee provides services as promised” (2.85) was ranked as the lowest.
Assurance

Assurance is employees' ability to instil trust and confidence in customers (Parasuraman
et  al.  1988:24).  To  determine  whether  the  assurance  dimensions  of  service  quality  are
satisfactory, internal customers were asked to give input on questions in Table 2.
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Table 2: Assurance (source: authors)
Statement Strongl

y
Disagre

e

Disagree Agree Strongly
Agree

Mea
n

Std.
Deviatio

n

Missin
g Data

1 2 3 4
Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr %

ASSURANCE
6. I can trust the 

administrative 
employee.

7 4.1 19 12.8 73 49.3 50 33.8
%

3.13 0.785 0 0

7. I feel safe in 
dealing with the 
administrative 
employee.

9 4,7 23 15.5 51 34.5 64 43.2
%

3.19 0.874 3 2.0

8. The 
administrative 
employee is 
polite towards 
me.

9 6.1 14 9.5 69 46.6 55 37.2
%

3.16 0.833 1 0.7

9. The
administrative
employee  is
knowledgeable.

7 4.7 18 12.2 57 38.5 64 43.2
%

3.22 0.843 2 1.3

As seen in Table 2 above, the assurance mean scores range from 3.13 to 3.22. The
findings  show  that  the  highest  mean  score  is  for  “The  administrative  employee  is
knowledgeable” (3.22), and “I feel safe in dealing with the administrative employee” (3.19)
was ranked second  on the list.  The  third  highest  mean score  is  for  “The  administrative
employee is polite towards me” (3.16).” I can trust the administrative employee” (3.13) was
ranked as the lowest.
Tangibles

Tangible refers to the environment and physical aspects of the service business. These
include  the  appearance  of  facilities  and  buildings,  the  appearance  of  administrative
employees and the cleanliness of the facilities and equipment, which form part of the service
experience.  Customers rate administrative employees according to their  appearance,  the
equipment  they  use  and  their  working  environment.  Table  4.4  illustrates  how  internal
customers view and rate tangibles according to their experience and knowledge.
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Table 3: Tangibles (source: authors)
N
o

Statement Strongly
Disagree

Disagre
e

Agree Strongly
Agree

Mea
n

Std.
Deviat
ion

Missing
Data

1 2 3 4
Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr %

TANGIBLES
10 The

administrative
employee
has  up-to-
date
equipment.

9 6.1 2
6

17.6 67 45.3 34 23.0 2.93 0.840 12 8.1

11 The  working
environment
of  the
administrative
employee  is
comfortable.

10 6.8 2
6

17.5 62 41.9 50 33.8 2.93 0.840 0 0

12 The  working
environment
of  the
administrative
employee  is
visually
appealing.

11 7.4 2
6

17.6 52 35.1 58 39.2 3.07 0.934 1 0.7

13 The work that
the
administrative
employee  is
producing  is
neat  and
professional.

8 5.4 2
9

19.6 76 51.4 34 23.0 2.93 0.8.3 1 0.7

14 The
administrative
employee
has  a  neat,
professional
appearance.

7 4.7 3
9

26.4 56 37.8 44 29.7 2.94 0.873 2 1.3

As seen in Table 3, the tangible mean scores range from 2.93 to 3.07. The findings show
that the highest mean score is for “The working environment of the administrative employee
is  visually  appealing”  (3.07).  “The  administrative  employee  has  a  neat,  professional
appearance”  (2.94)  rated  second,  then  “The  administrative  employee  has  up-to-date
equipment” (2.93) and “The work that the administrative employee is producing is neat and
professional”  (2.93)  and  “The  administrative  employee  has  up-to-date  equipment”  (2.93)
respectively. 
Empathy

Empathy is about how administrative employees care or pay attention to providing internal
service quality to internal customers. Table 4 below explains the rating of how administrative
employees try to understand internal customer satisfaction on the empathy dimension, which
may be through listening carefully and being attentive to customers’ needs.   
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Table 4: Empathy (source: authors)
N
o

Statement Strongl
y
Disagr
ee

Disagree Agree Strongly
Agree

Mea
n

Std.
Devia
-tion

Missin
g Data

1 2 3 4
F
r

% Fr % Fr % Fr % F
r

%

EMPATHY
15 The

administrative
employee  is
sincerely
concerned
about  my work-
related
problems.

6 4.1 22 14.9 72 48.6 43 29.1 3.06 0.789 5 3.4

16 The
administrative
employee  will
work  overtime
to suit my work-
related needs.

5 3.4 25 16.9 49 33.1 62 41.9 3.19 0.853 7 4.7

17 The
administrative
employee  gives
me  individual
attention.

6 4.1 21 14.2 73 49.3 46 31.1 3.19 0.853 2 1.3

18 The
administrative
employee
seems  to  have
my best interest
at heart.

6 4.1 19 12.8 68 45.9 53 35.8 3.09 0.787 2 1.3

19 The
administrative
employee  is
sensitive  to  my
work-related
needs.

6 4.1 19 12.8 53 35.8 67 45.3 3.15 0.800 3 2.0

As seen in Table 4, the empathy mean scores range from 3.06 to 3.19. The findings show
that  the  highest  mean  score  is  for  “The  administrative  employee  gives  me  individual
attention” (3.19) and “The administrative employee will work overtime to suit my work-related
needs”  (3.19),  respectively.  The  second  highest  mean  score  is  for  “The  administrative
employee is sensitive to my work-related needs” (3.15).  “The administrative employee is
sincerely concerned about my work-related problems”. (3.06) was rated last.
Responsiveness

The responsiveness of administrative employees to offer internal service quality or cope
with a situation is one of the service quality dimensions. Internal customers were asked to
comment on how responsive administrative employees are,  how quickly they  respond to
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customers, how well they communicate, and how eager they are to assist customers. The
results are depicted in Table 5.
Table 5: Responsiveness (source: authors)
No Statement Strongly

Disagre
e

Disagree Agree Strongly
Agree

Mea
n

Std.
Devia
-tion

Missin
g Data

1 2 3 4
Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr % Fr %

RESPONSIVENESS
20 The

administrative
employee’s
communication
to  me  is
appropriate.

11 7.4 14 9.5 73 49.3 50 33.8 3.09 0.852 0 0

21 The
administrative
employee’s
communication
to  me  is
accurate.

8 5.4 16 10.8 63 42.6 61 41.2 3.20 0.838 0 0

22 The
administrative
employee
responds
quickly  to  my
requests.

12 8.1 18 12.2 60 40.5 54 36.5 3.08 0.912 4 2.
7

23 The
administrative
employee
responds
efficiently  to my
requests.

9 6.1 21 14.2 58 39.2 45 30.4 3.05 0.878 1
5

10
.1

24 The
administrative
employee  is
willing  to  help
me.

9 6.1 23 15.5 67 45.3 47 31.8 3.04 0.854 2 1.
3

2. The
administrative
employee  is
willing  to
accommodate
special requests
I might have.

9 6.1 15 10.1 62 41.9 62 41.9 3.20 0.854 0 0

As seen in  Table  5,  the  responsiveness mean scores  range  from 3.04 to  3.20.  The
findings  show  that  the  highest  mean  scores  are  for  “The  administrative  employee’s
communication  to  me is  accurate”  (3.20)  and  “The  administrative  employee is  willing  to
accommodate special requests I might have” (3.20), respectively. The second highest mean
score  is  for  “The  administrative  employee’s  communication  to  me is  appropriate”  (3.09),
followed by “The administrative employee responds quickly to my requests” (3.08) and then
by  “The  administrative  employee  responds  efficiently  to  my  requests”  (3.05).  “The
administrative employee is willing to help me” (3.04) was rated the lowest.
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In conclusion, in section B of the questionnaire, respondents were required to indicate
factors that contribute to the service quality of administrative employees at the DBE. The
results revealed that most of the respondents scored responsiveness highly (where the mean
scores range from 3.04 to 3.20), followed by empathy, with a mean score ranging from 3.06
to 3.19. The results further revealed that the mean score of tangibles was 2.93 to 3.07, and
reliability was 3.08 to 3.19, with the last one being assurance (3.13 to 3.22). 

Table 6 indicates the correlation between ordinal demographic values and scales. 

Table  6:  Correlations  between  ordinal  demographic  variables  and  scale  (source:
authors)

Variables Reliability Assurance Tangibles Empathy Responsive
ness

Age Pearson
Correlatio
n

0.038 0.053 -0.025 -0.005 -0.042

Sig.  (2-
tailed)

0.651 0.520 0.759 0.954 0.610

N 148 148 148 148 148
Qualification Pearson

Correlatio
n

0.204* 0.286** 0.266** 0.281** 0.316**

Sig.  (2-
tailed)

0.014 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.000

N 145 145 145 145 145
Length of 
service

Pearson
Correlatio
n

0.037 0.040 -0.021 -0.017 -0.103

Sig.  (2-
tailed)

0.654 0.627 0.799 0.840 0.211

N 148 148 148 148 148

According to Table 6, age did not show any significant correlations with perceptions on the
scales. The same may be said for the length of service. The study shows that the correlation
between qualification and reliability was 0.204 (p<0, 05). The results further indicate that the
correlation  between  qualification  and  assurance  was  0.286  and  the  correlation  between
qualification and tangibles was 0.266. The correlation between qualification and empathy
was 0.281. The correlation between qualification and responsiveness was 0.316, and the
correlation between qualification and age was 0.164. According to Cohen (1988:35), greater
than 0.5 is large or strong, 0.3 to 0.5 is moderate, and 0.1 to 0.3 is small. This shows that
there is a smaller relationship between qualification and assurance, a weaker relationship
between qualification and reliability, a weak relationship between qualification and tangibles,
and a small relationship between qualification and responsiveness.

The correlations of the highest qualification with the scales ranged from 0.204 (p<0.05) to
0.316 (p<0.001). The highest qualification, thus, should predominantly have small positive
correlations with the scales, suggesting that higher qualifications are associated with more
positive perceptions of the factors. The association is mostly small, though.

Although internal customers at the DBE were, in general, satisfied with the quality of the
administrative  employees’  services  rendered  to  them,  a  few  aspects  need  attention,  as
discussed next.

Under  the  reliability  dimension  of  service  quality,  internal  customers  were  the  least
satisfied with administrative employees who provided services as promised. An assurance
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dimension of service quality that internal customers indicated as a concern is closely related
to  this  reliability  dimension.  Internal  customers  indicated  a  moderate  concern  that
administrative employees cannot be trusted. Therefore, management needs to pay attention
to  these  aspects  and  make  the  administrative  employees  aware  that  they  must  follow
through on promises made to employees. 

Another issue that needs to be addressed is the “tangible” dimension of service quality.
This dimension includes aspects such as up-to-date equipment, a comfortable and visually
appealing working environment, neat and professional work, and a neat and professional
appearance of administrative employees. Internal customers were least satisfied with this
dimension of service quality. Management must maintain a pleasant work environment and
urge  administrative  employees  to  pay  attention  to  their  appearance  and  to  neat  and
professional-looking  work.  It  is  also  recommended that  administrative  employees  should
consider being more concerned about internal customers’ work-related problems and their
willingness to help them.
Managerial Implications

Although internal customers at the DBE were, in general, satisfied with the quality of the
administrative employees’ services rendered to them, a few aspects need attention.
Under the reliability dimension of service quality, internal customers were the least satisfied
with administrative employees who provided services as promised. An assurance dimension
of service quality that internal customers indicated as a concern is closely related to this
reliability dimension.  Internal  customers indicated a moderate concern that  administrative
employees  cannot  be  trusted.  Therefore,  management  needs  to  pay  attention  to  these
aspects and make the administrative employees aware that they have to follow through on
promises made to employees. 

Another issue that needs to be addressed is the “tangible” dimension of service quality.
This dimension includes aspects such as up-to-date equipment, a comfortable and visually
appealing working environment, neat and professional work, and a neat and professional
appearance of administrative employees. Internal customers were least satisfied with this
dimension of service quality. Management must maintain a pleasant work environment and
urge  administrative  employees  to  pay  attention  to  their  appearance  and  to  neat  and
professional-looking  work.  It  is  also  recommended that  administrative  employees  should
consider being more concerned about internal customers’ work-related problems and their
willingness to help them.
Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

The main purpose of this study was achieved, which was to determine the perceived
internal service quality rendered by administrative employees at the DBE. In this article, the
researcher discussed the empirical results, conclusions, recommendations, suggestions for
future research, and study limitations. 
Regarding the objective, “to investigate whether there is any significant relationship between
the five main dimensions of ISQ, namely, tangibility, responsiveness, reliability, assurance,
and empathy”, the following were found:

Internal service quality must be prioritised for the DBE to function optimally. There is a
strong  positive  correlation  between  reliability  and  assurance.  There  is  a  strong  positive
relationship between tangibles and assurance, and a strong correlation between tangibles
and reliability. There is also a strong correlation between responsiveness and empathy. It
can also be concluded that there is a strong correlation between empathy and tangibles.
There is a moderate relationship between empathy and reliability. There is also a moderate
correlation between responsiveness and reliability. 

The following may be seen as limitations of the study:
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 Only the DBE in Pretoria, a national public service department, was represented in
the  study's  sample  frame.  The  DBE’s  provincial  and  national  employees  did  not
participate in this study. Therefore, it is essential to understand that any references
made  in  this  study  to  any  part  of  the  universe  should  not  be  interpreted  as
representative of the entire population, but rather in the context of the sample frame
used.

 This study was limited to the internal service quality of the administrative employees
at the DBE; therefore, the results may not be generalisable to other public service
departments or industries. 

 Even though the researcher assured the respondents that their responses would be
anonymous and confidential, they might have been hesitant to share certain details.

The following suggestions for future research are derived from the current study: 
 The current study focused solely on internal customers at the national level. Even

though they work closely with the national unit, employees at the provincial and local
levels (for the department under study) were not included. Therefore, future research
on how internal customers from these other units perceive administrative employees’
service quality  would  be a step in  the right  direction so that  the findings can be
extrapolated with certainty.

 Once the provincial and local levels of the DBE are represented, it will be necessary
to expand the research to include other government departments.
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