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Abstract

The civilized and industrial development in The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, through achieving the
2030 vision and creating a suitable environment for business, has attracted a lot of investments,
businesses, and enterprises, which have created a highly competitive environment. This
competitive environment has led company managers to search for ways to ensure continuity and
superiority over their competitors. This research aims to assist people with interest in low-cost
carriers (LCCs) in Saudi Arabia such as managers of LCCs and other stakeholders by providing
them with information on the travelers’ perceptions that might be overlooked and could help to
find solutions that lead to increase customer satisfaction and improve performance of the firm, or
to abolish activities that could damage the reputation and performance. Survey questionnaires were
distributed to 111 participants in The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to assess their perceptions of
overall service quality via applying modified SERQUAL model on LCCs (LCCSQUAL). Data
were analyzed using SPSS software; it was found that there are several SERQUAL dimensions
that need to be improved especially those items with the lowest scores. The research concludes
with providing some proposals that may assist managers and interested readers in achieving their

goals towards sustainability.
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Introduction

The commercial airline industry is one of the largest industries in the world, that has grown rapidly
since the early decade of the 19th century (Mattos & Guerreiro Fregnani, 2015, p. 2). The airline
industry has played a significant role in the economic development of many countries by opening
up their markets to both local and foreign investors (Perovic, 2013). Relatively, low-cost carriers
(LCCs) have played a significant role in the development of the industry; indeed, LCCs have
achieved a rate of passenger growth that was about one and a half times the rate of the world’s
total average passenger growth (ICAQO). One of these LCCs is Flynas, found in 2007, to be one of
two first-LCCs in Saudi Arabia. The World Travel Awards named Flynas as the Middle East’s
leading low-cost carrier from 2015 to 2019 (Flynas.com). This was a sign that the market was
promising; thus, major airlines such as Saudi Arabian Airline founded it as an opportunity for
strategic move to enter the LLC market by developing a subsidiary unit, Flyadeal, in 2016

(Flyadeal.com).

The Saudi Arabian market seems to be auspicious for many businesses such as LCCs, for several
reasons. First, companies seek to be market leaders, because they see it as an opportunity to gain
more profits (Yannopoulos, 2011, p. 31) and to help ensure continuity in today’s dynamic markets
and competitive environment (Alotaibi, 2015; Alsini, 2017, p. 468; Nadiri et al., 2008; Nwaogbe
et al., 2017). Another reason is related to the Saudi Arabia Vision 2030, which anticipated that
many opportunities would be created. In fact, Saudi Arabia Vision 2030 promised to enhance the
growth of the industry sector as well as the growth of the airline industry through making the
Kingdom a pioneer in the fields of business and tourism (Saudi Arabia Vision 2030, 2017). The
third reason is that the demographic data indicate that approximately 38% of the population of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is from the millennials group, comprising people born between 1980
and 2000 (General Authority of Statistics, 2016). This generation is more educated than previous
generations and chooses their purchases carefully and cautiously. In addition to that, more than
half of them stick to budgets and make purchase decisions first based on price followed by quality
and then other available options (SG, 2019). Therefore, the LCC industry seems attractive and can

satisfy the needs of those who are looking for low-priced travel options.

However, low price does not mean receiving low quality; several studies have found that quality-

and safety-related factors are highly considered by travelers (Chu & Choi, 1999; Heung & Chu,
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2000; Seddighi & Theocharous, 2002; Zhang et al., 2004). Holtbrugge et al. (2006) believed that
many air carriers focus on delivering a high level of service quality to increase customer
satisfaction and to improve their efficiency to displace the generic reputation of LCCs as providing
no-frill and low-fare benefits. Although LCC travelers are more concerned about changes because
price is the driving factor of the travelers’ demands, Li et al. (2010) found that service quality
represents the second largest effect. As a result, it is important that the air carriers should diligently

improve service quality to attract more travelers.

Travelers in Saudi Arabia had never experienced low-cost carriers before Flynas and Sama were
launched in 2007 due to the only presence of Saudi Airlines (Sobie, B; Reed Business Information
Limited, 2007); therefore, there are a limited the number of studies conducted on studying the
quality of low-cost aviation in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The purpose of the study is to
recognize travelers’ perceptions of overall service quality provided by LCCs in Saudi Arabia to
help the airlines achieve an expected level of customer satisfaction which in turn increase LCC
profitability and performance. This study will focus on realizing travelers’ perceptions of the
overall service quality offered by LCCs, including LCCs in Saudi Arabia such as Flynas, Flyadeal,
and others, through using the five dimensions of SERVQUAL which is modified and verified to
be applicable for LCCs or as known as LCCSQUAL model. Our methods include administering
survey questionnaires to potential customers to measure their perception of the in-flight services

of low-cost carriers.
The objectives of the thesis were identified as follows:

e To review definitions of customer perceptions, customer expectations, customer
satisfaction, and SERQUAL.

e To determine the shortage of research in the LCCs industry in Saudi Arabia

e To develop survey questionnaires from SERVQUAL dimensions, based on previous
research which has been already verified to be used for low-cost carriers or general
airlines.

e To measure and assess the level of quality perceived by travelers of low-cost carriers in
Saudi Arabia.

e To analyze the results of survey questionnaires.

e To suggest and develop recommendations based on results of the analysis.

WWwWWw.ajrsp.com 7



http://www.ajrsp.com/

Academic Journal of Research and Scientific Publishing | Vol 4 | Issue 42 AJRSP

S

)

Publication Date: 5-10-2022 ISSN: 2706-6495

Those objectives set out to answer the following questions:

e What is the scientific gap in the field of low-cost aviation that this study contributes to
fill?

e Could we apply dimensions of SERVQUAL to LLCs in Saudi Arabia?

e What is the impact of customer perception of overall service quality on customer
satisfaction in low- cost carries?

e What is the customer perception of overall service quality of low- cost carries in Saudi
Arabia?

e What are recommendations that could be useful for LCC management?
Literature Review

Service industries are a significant contributor to gross domestic product and employment in
various countries. Thus, the delivery of high service quality has become a marketing priority for
these organizations. Different clients have varying expectations based on their knowledge
concerning products and services, and organizations need to have this knowledge to ensure profit
maximization and increased sales. Therefore, this section will briefly review the extant literature
on service quality in the low-cost airline industry, including definitions and explanations of
customer perceptions, customer expectations, and customer satisfaction, in addition to revealing
relationships and differences between them. Furthermore, the literature review consists of simply
a summary of crucial sources that clarify SERVQUAL model, SERVQUAL dimensions, and the
gap model. Some of those sources have been assessed and verified and are intended to be used to

develop the methodology of this research.
Recent Research

There are many studies focused on service quality in the services sector, but there is still a need
for studies on the quality of services in the aviation sector. Research carried out across the Middle

East on LCCs service quality are very limited (Hasan et al., 2019, p. 86).

In Saudi Arabia, although there is existing research conducted on service quality in the services
sector (D'Silva, 2015), as well as general aviation services. However, there have been studies on
LCCs, but they generally have been conducted in the Middle East and Asia (some presented in
Table 1).
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the gap of shortage of research on LLCs service quality in Saudi Arabia.

Table 1: Several previous studies and research related to aviation in Saudi Arabia. In addition to

studies and research related to LCCs in Middle East, and Asia.

Services Quality and
customer
Satisfaction: Case of
Saudi Airlines

February and May
2016.

returned, of which
712 were suitable for
analysis, representing
89% response rate.

Research Periods Methodology Regions of study
Investigating Effects | Established in 800 questionnaires Saudi Arabia (Saudi
of Perceived Service | The study comprised | were distributed. 740 | Airlines)

Quality on Overall between questionnaires were

Evaluation of
“AIRQUAL” scale
for measuring airline
service quality

and its effect on
customer satisfaction

and loyalty

Established in 2015
Academic Year 2010
— 2015

Qualitative: Data
collection, data
analysis, findings
Qualification/
confirmation of the
instrument
Quantitative: Data
collection, analysis;
and overall results

and interpretation

Mainly Saudi Arabia
(Saudi Airlines) and
the USA

Level of Satisfaction
of Passengers About
the Quality Level of
In-Flight

Services Provided by
Saudi Arabian
Airline: Case Study

Domestic

Established in 2015
The survey was
conducted between
February 10 and
February 25, 2014.

130 questionnaires
distributed, 25 were
incomplete and thus
eliminated from the
study. 105
questionnaires were
accepted for the
purpose of final

analysis, representing

Saudi Arabia (Hail
Airport, Saudi

Airlines)
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Airways Between
Hail-Jeddah- Riyadh

a response rate of
7%

Customer
Satisfaction in Low
Cost Airlines:

A Critical Review of

Extant Literature

2019

The review covers
other research from
2000-2016

related to the study
were accessed and
only 84 papers were

found to be relevant.

Investigating Established on Questionnaire, Middle East
Passenger October 2015 observation,

Satisfaction: interviews, and

A Model for statistical and non-

Measuring Service statistical techniques

Quality

of Low Cost Carriers

Service Quality and Established on March | 180 research papers India

Customer Perceptions

Customer perception refers to the awareness of the customer and their impressions about a

business, products, or a certain brand. Customer perception is often shaped by different variables

and this often includes both direct as well as indirect interactions with the different products and

services that a company offers (Gupta & Stewart, 2010). Boamah et al. (2020) also state that in

addition to the awareness, impression, and consciousness concerning the organization and its

services, customer perception summarizes what the client feels about the brand, including every

indirect and direct experience they had with it. Furthermore, the authors indicate that perception

can be defined as how the brain comprehends the sensation it receives, and its development entails

various components like expectation, attitude, motivation, and expectation (Boamah et al., 2020).

Knowledge and remembrance help in creating perception as well as the first impressions that tend

to influence attitudes (Boamabh et al., 2020).
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Customer Expectations

Gebremichael and Singh (2019) describe consumer expectations as their anticipation of future
consequences based on current circumstances, previous experience, or other information sources.
Additionally, these are formed before the clients use the service and may also occur when actively
involved in its delivery. Expectations also serve as a comparison standard to judge the performance
of service delivery, and apart from these, consumers use various sources of information, which
include expert opinions, word of mouth, publicity, and previous exposure to competitive services
that lead to clients anticipating future service encounters with a particular company (Gebremichael
& Singh, 2019). Consequently, the difference between customer expectations and perceptions is
that the former is based on beliefs concerning service delivery that act as points of reference against
which the performance of services of a company is judged, while the latter entails the developed

awareness and impression about the offerings.
Customer Satisfaction

Based on Kalaiarasan et al. (2015), the airline industry is a highly competitive environment where
high-quality services are provided to travelers in the core competitive advantage for sustained
growth and profitability. Thus, most organizations focus on customer satisfaction, which
determines their ability to increase their client base and overall loyalty. The authors define
customer satisfaction as a fulfillment response whereby a consumption objective is known
(Kalaiarasan et al., 2015). Further, they indicate that this aspect impacts the retention of clients in
the service industry. The article also argues that customer satisfaction is linked to factors such as
reliability, assurance, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy (Kalaiarasan et al., 2015). On the
other hand, Snyder and Tai (2014) assess the various influence factors on customer satisfaction
and identify its levels with services that customers obtain from the low-cost carrier industry
(Snyder & Tai, 2014). Further, they argue that it is a holistic concept that represents the emotional
response of clients after they consume a service, and its level can range from dissatisfaction to
satisfaction (Snyder & Tai, 2014). Customer satisfaction is a vital factor of competitive advantage
and assists in creating success for low-cost carriers. Thus, some of the strategies to be taken to
improve this are enhancing the training of front-line employees who communicate directly with
clients to improve service performance, communication, ability to tackle challenges, and behavior

attitude, including implementing fair prices.
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The Relations between Customer Perception, Customer Expectation, and Customer
Satisfaction

Service quality refers to the ratio between the performance of a firm perceived by customers and
their expectations (Parasuraman et al, 1988). Al-Msallam (2014) discusses the impact of customer
expectation and perceived service quality on the satisfaction of clients. The author states that while
the expectations of clients are their pretrial beliefs about service while service quality refers to its
features and characteristics that bear on its ability to satisfy the stated and implied needs.
Additionally, service quality can be measured as the difference between expected and perceived
service to identify areas that require improvement (Al-Msallam, 2015). The aim of providing
quality is to satisfy customers. Its components include personal behavior with regard to the serving
staff, professional judgment on the side of the employees, and physical facilities, procedures, and

processes that the company is providing (Al-Msallam, 2015).

According to Gebremichael and Singh (2019), satisfaction among customers is developed by
ensuring quality in service delivery, and this is linked to their perceptions and expectations.
Consumer expectations and perceptions of the service quality of an organization, directly and
indirectly, affect their satisfaction (Gebremichael & Singh, 2019). Yusof et al. (2017), state that
satisfaction refers to comparing expectations before the actual service performance and results
from a service perceived performance being higher than the standards. However, dissatisfaction
happens when service performance is lower than anticipated (Yusof et al., 2017). The authors also
argue that the best instrument used to measure service quality is SERVQUAI, which is a scale of
perceived quality that focuses on the intention of the client and their judgment (Yusof et al., 2017).
The tool is based on the gap model that emphasizes past experiences, word of mouth

communication, and the needs of consumers.
Theory No.1: Gap Model

Based on Guergis (2018), the gap model is a marketing method used to evaluate perception in
relation to expectation, and the five gaps entail the difference between the expectations of
consumers about service provision and the perceptions of management about the expectations, the
discrepancy between delivered service quality and service quality expectations, variations in
internal organization quality standards, perception of services received and whether promises

match delivery.
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The SEVQUAL model was added to the gap model to measure the perception of consumers about
the quality of service (Guergis, 2018). However, despite the enhancements to the SEVQUAL scale,
it has been challenging to identify a universal method of measuring customer satisfaction towards
the services provided by an organization. Moreover, service quality perceptions may be

significantly influenced by external factors.
Service Quality Model

According to Budianto (2019), service quality is a multidimensional concept built on assessing
the construction of various service-related attributes and has a significant impact on customer
loyalty. The quality model of client service perceived quality consists of two dimensions: technical
quality associated with the quality of consumer perceived service output and functional quality
associated with the quality-of-service delivery (Budianto, 2019). Other factors include
professionalism and skills to solve consumer problems, attitudes and behaviors, accessibility and
flexibility in customizing their desires and requests, reliability and trustworthiness, service
recovery and reputation and credibility (Budianto, 2019). Similarly, Cheng and Lin (2014) define
service quality as the subjective assessments of consumers towards different services offered by a
company based on their perceptions and personal experiences. Some of its dimensions include
corporate quality based on the evaluation of the organizational image, interactive quality as the
interaction with customers, and physical quality (Cheng & Lin, 2014). The loyalty of a client to a
service is dependent on the development of the interpersonal relationship (Cheng & Lin, 2014).
Service quality is essential in revealing strategic profits on both returns on investment and market

share and can reduce production cost while effectively enhancing organizational performance.

Kar (2018) discusses the SERVQUAL model, which he argues is shaped by the service process,
customer, employees, and management. The author states that the model provides a measure of
the service quality experienced by customers, and Leonard Berry and Valarie Parasuraman
developed it. Further, it can be used to expose the shortcomings in service and address them (Kar,
2016). Naik and Gantasala (2010) argue that service quality is linked to concepts of expectation
and perceptions. The latter results from a comparison of before-service anticipations with the

actual service experience.
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SERVQUAL Dimensions

SERVQUAL is essential in gathering customer perceptions related to its dimensions, including
reliability, tangibles, assurance, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy (Naik & Gantasala,
2010). Tangibles refer to the appearance of physical equipment, facilities, written materials, and
personnel. while reliability refers to the ability to perform the expected service accurately and
dependably (Naik & Gantasala, 2010). According to research conducted by Park et al. (2005)
physical facilities such as, on-board comfort, seating arrangements, leg room, and quality of food
are fully compatible to tangibles- dimensions in LCCs. Furthermore, it could include variables that
are considered in other service industries such as spaces, comfortability, cleanliness, and hygiene
(Blesic¢ et al. 2011; Zakaria et al. 2010). A research conducted in India by Prabaharan et al. (2008)
states that SERVQUAL's tangibles was found a mediating factor for the service quality and
affecting domestic tourism the most. Additionally, it has also been considered significant for the
growth of sustainable tourism in India. On the other hand, reliability ensures that the organization
keeps its promises made to consumers about billing accuracy, accurate record keeping and service
performance at the appointed time. (Parasuraman et al. 1985). If the same was extended to the
airline industry, the ability to perform correctly and consistently in terms of safety primarily
through the performance of cockpit crew, will be the most significant reliability variable. The key
attraction of LCCs is on-time performance, thus, customers will be loyal to a carrier that gives

priority to this variable and finds the service quality of such a carrier to be high.

Responsiveness is the willingness to assist clients and offer prompt service (Naik & Gantasala,
2010). It also refers to employees' ability or readiness to provide a service. (Parasuraman et al.,
1985). Responsiveness in the aviation industry means the ability of all ground personnel and flight
crew to support passengers and provide timely service. Regardless of what he or she has paid for
the service obtained, every passenger wants to be treated as a person. The client assumes that care
and attention will be given anytime he/she needs assistance, not only as a duty or obligation. In
fact, Huang (2009) used importance performance analysis (IPA) to find that that responsiveness is
the most important airline service quality attribute in passengers as they valued efficient check-in,
baggage handling service, quality of the reservation services, employees’ willingness to help,

employee behavior to delayed passengers.
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Assurance is linked to the knowledge of employees, courtesy, and their ability to ensure trust and
confidence (Naik & Gantasala, 2010). A study conducted in Thailand on airline service quality
affecting post purchase behavioral intention by Lerrthaitrakul and Panjakajornsak (2014),

highlighted that assurance dimension referring to customers’ feeling of security.

Empathy refers to individualized attention, care, good communication, and easy access provided
to clients (Naik & Gantasala, 2010). The empathy dimension is also about giving customers
individual attention and care. (Somwang, 2008). In some countries, being courteous to customers
is part of the culture; customers would avoid dealing with the company. Customers prefer to feel
more relaxed and comfortable in the business of friendly workers and systems. A study in
established and conducted by Degirmenci et al. (2012) on Turkish airlines considered behavior in
needs and employee actions in unforeseen conditions concludes that empathy dimension was the
third highest customer satisfaction with SERVQUAL score -0.658.

Low-Cost Carrier Service Quality (LCCSQUAL) Model

This initial model used for this research was the SERVQUAL model, developed by Parasuraman
et al. (1988) for assessing LCC service quality. Although SERVQUAL dimensions appear to be
suitable for the context of this research, other sub-dimensions needed to be designed to match
industry-specific requirements (Ekiz and Bavik, 2008; Ladhari, 2008). Dabholkar et al. (1996)
argues that the traditional industry measures of service quality are not feasible; thus, future service
quality research should develop industry-specific measures of service quality. A modified
SERVQUAL model, named "Low-Cost Carrier Service Quality” (LCCSQUAL), has been
developed by (D’Silva, 2015) based on the findings of qualitative and quantitative data analysis
(Diagram 1). Moreover, the LCCSQUAL model was implemented and tested in the Middle East,
of which the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is considered as part of its cultural context. D’Silva claims,
“This study is the first of its kind in the Middle East region and the first of its kind in the LCC
market worldwide. The five dimensions and twenty-five variables were tested with the help of
Confirmatory Factor Analysis” (D’Silva, 2015).
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Diagram (1) illustrates the evolution of Low-Cost Carrier Service Quality (LCCSQUAL)

Tangibles
Reliability
Perceived
Responsiveness SERVQUAL Quality of LCCSQUAL
LCCs
Assurance
Empathy

Method

The modified SERVQUAL model or LCCSQUAL, which will be used in this study, has been
tested as a reliable method to measure customer perceptions and service quality expectation in the
airline industry and LCCs (D’Silva, 2015; Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988). In addition, according
to Gronroos (1993), measuring passenger experiences in airline service quality has been found to

be a theoretically valid method for assessing perceived quality.

Customers in the airline industry strive for consistency. It should be noted that a key element of
customer perception is that it reflects what consumers think as well as feel about a certain brand.
Consistency is one of the elements that consumers desire in a brand. If a consumer feels that a
certain brand is consistent with its messaging and that there are no contradictory messages that
come from the brand, they are more likely to be satisfied with the brand. This is especially in the
case in the aviation industry where consistency is key. Consumers that perceive a brand to be
consistent are often satisfied in that they feel that the company from the first brand interaction to
the consumer journey was smooth as well as pleasant (Mahmud & Kamaruzaman, 2013). Most of
the decisions that consumers make are often as a result of emotional triggers. Therefore, if a
consumer perceives a certain brand to be homely and reliable, they often create an emotional
connection with the brand, which not only helps to shape the customer’s perception regarding the

brand but also leads to increased customer satisfaction.
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Research has showed that consumers in the airline industry that have an emotional bond with
company have a 310% higher lifetime value and have a 75% chance of recommending the airline
to a friend (Cheung, 2016). This is compared to the average rate of 45% where the customer does
not have an emotional connection with the company (Cheung, 2016). By recommending the
company to friends as well as having a higher lifetime value, it means that the consumers are
highly satisfied with the brand. This consequently shows definitively that good customer

perception often leads to improved customer satisfaction.

Furthermore, Curry and Gao (2012) argue that perceived service quality is the direction and degree
of discrepancy between the expectations and perceptions and entails all activities undertaken by
the employees and management. Thus, if the perception is higher than the expectation, the service
is considered high quality (Curry & Gao, 2012), and vice versa, if the expectation is higher than
the perception, the service is of low quality. Furthermore, the authors argue that organizations that
identify the most effective ways to include the best service processes and methods are likely to
achieve favorable long-term customer perceptions (Curry & Gao, 2012). Therefore, a customer
perception is directly related to service quality and customer expectation is inversely related to

service quality.
Theory No.2: Total Quality Management

Elsewhere, Golmohammadi et al. (2014), state that implementing total quality management in an
organization can improve the satisfaction of customers. Furthermore, they indicate that there has
been an emphasis on maintaining quality and innovation in service provision industries
(Golmohammadi et al., 2014). Total quality management refers to continuous methods for the
sustenance of customer satisfaction, and several organizations apply these practices to improve
their competitive advantage. Therefore, when consumers are satisfied by the services of a low-cost
carrier, they remain loyal, recruited other clients through word of mouth, thus increasing sales and
the market share. For this reason, there has been a focus on customer perception in the aviation
industry as a way of increasing a company’s competitive advantage as well as increasing customer
satisfaction, which in turn leads to loyalty. Research has consistently showed that customer
experience has overtaken both product and price as one of the key brand differentiators (Gupta &
Stewart, 2010). This means that the customer’s perception of a brand is extremely important as it

IS what determines the customer experience.
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If a customer feels that a certain airline is well managed and communication with it is easier, the

customer is highly likely to be satisfied with the airline and recommend it to others (Diagram 2).

Diagram (2) explained the relation between customer perception, customer satisfaction, and
customer loyalty based on TQM and other arguments by Curry & Gao (2012), D’Silva (2015),
Mahmud & Kamaruzaman (2013), and Cheung (2016), Golmohammadi et al. (2014), Gupta &
Stewart (2010), and Gronroos (1993):

High Customer Customer Customer
Perception Satisfaction Loyalty
Hypotheses

Seven hypotheses were developed for this study based on Curry & Gao (2012), D’Silva (2015),
Parasuraman et al (1985, 1988), Mahmud & Kamaruzaman (2013), and Cheung (2016),
Golmohammadi et al. (2014), Gupta & Stewart (2010), and Grénroos (1993) arguments as

follow:

H1: High degree of perceived LCCSQUAL tangibles- related services will result in high overall

service quality.

H2: High degree of perceived LCCSQUAL reliability- related services will result in high overall

service quality.

H3: High degree of perceived LCCSQUAL responsiveness- related services will result in high

overall service quality.

H4: High degree of perceived LCCSQUAL assurance- related services will result in high overall

service quality.

H5: High degree of perceived LCCSQUAL empathy- related services will result in high overall

service quality.
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H6: High overall service quality means customer is satisfied.
H7: Customer satisfaction increases customer loyalty
Variables

The variables used in the questionnaire under each dimension will be particular to the LCC
industry and derived from a variety of sources, predominantly from those mentioned in the

literature review. The dimensions and variables shall be:

Dimension one: TANGIBLES

Safe and reliable aircraft

Leg space

Noise level on-board

Toilet cleanliness

Comfortable seats

Catering (on board or on sale)

Entertainment (magazines, TV, and/or music)

Clear information (policies, timing, offers, and any changes).

© 0o N o o bk~ wDdpRE

Aircraft safety and security equipment

10. Hygiene and cleanliness on-board

11. Company (logos, designs, pilots, cabin crew, and ground staff) appearance and
professionalism

Dimension two: RELIABILITY

1. Keeping promises

2. Safety and security procedures in case of pandemic and crisis

3. Prioritization of on-time performance

4. Correct performance of duties by airline employees

5. Helpful website

6. On-time and problem-free arrival of luggage

Dimension Three: RESPONSIVENESS

1. Sincere efforts in solving traveler issues

2. High level of skills and knowledge to answer traveler questions
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3. Services provided to travelers with special needs or special preferences like elderly or
disabled travelers or families with infants

4. Average response time

5. Good value for money (VFM) compared to full-fare carriers

Dimension four: ASSURANCE

1. Friendly, polite, courteous, and helpful airline employees

2. Employees that inspire confidence in travelers

Dimension five: EMPATHY

1. Immediate contact with travelers in case of any issues or delays

2. Perceived trustworthiness of employees

3. Positive attitudes of employees toward customers

4

Personal attention to each passenger with no discrimination

Therefore, the LCCSQUAL model will be used through survey questionnaires to collect data for
analysis (Liou et al., 2010). Participants will be asked to indicate their level of agreement using a
S-point Likert scale (Likert, 1932); with “1” being “strongly disagree” and “5” being “strongly
agree.” The results will be analyzed using SPSS 26.0 software for Windows. Descriptive analyses

including means, standard deviations, and frequencies will be calculated.

Reliability of survey questions was tested via SPSS 26 by obtaining a coefficient Cronbach’s alpha.
Table (2) shows that the coefficient of consistency for the survey is 0.946, which confirms that the

survey is reliable, and the alpha coefficient was determined to be 0.948, based on standardized

items.
Table (2)
N %
Cases | Valid 110 100.0
Excluded? 0 0
Total 110 100.0

a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the procedure.

Cronbach's alpha | Cronbach's alpha based on standardized items | N of Items
0.946 0.948 28
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Results
Participants’ Low-Cost Carrier Awareness

After the questionnaire was distributed through social media, 111 participants were involved in
this survey, 99 of whom answered that they are familiar with low-cost carriers. Of the 111, 102
realized the difference between traditional carriers and low-cost carriers. Several participants had
traveled with a couple of LCCs inside or outside of Saudi Arabia, while others had flown with
only one LCC, and a few had other experiences or had never experienced flying with LCCs.
Specifically, Flynas was selected by 76 participants, Flyadeal was selected by 49 participants,
LCCs from outside Saudi Arabia were selected by 33 participants, Nesma Airline was selected by
11 participants, Saudi Gulf was selected by 10 participants, and only one participant had never

travelled with LCCs before and was excluded as being unsuitable for the study.
Participants’ Demographic Characteristics

Table (3) explains the frequency and percentage of each item of participants’ demographic results:

Items Frequency Percentage
Nationality

Saudi 106 95.5%
Saudi resident 4 3.6%
Other 1 0.9%
Gender

Male 76 68.5%
Female 35 31.5%
Age

10 - 20 years 5 4.5%
20 - 30 years 31 27.9%
30 - 40 years 31 27.9%
40 - 50 years 26 23.5%
50 - 60 years 17 15.3%
Over 60 years 1 0.9%
Job
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Student 17 15.3%
Employee 68 61.3%
Businessman 3 2.7%
Other 23 20.7%
Quialification

High school 17 15.3%
Diploma 14 12.6%
Bachelor’s degree 50 45.1%
Master’s degree 23 20.7%
PhD 4 3.6%
Other 3 2.7%

Analysis of Customer Perceptions

The questionnaire contained 27 questions on participants’ perceptions of LCCs. Using a Likert
scale of 1 equals “strongly agree” to 5 equals “strongly disagree”, the participants were asked to
select the most appropriate choice according to their understanding. They were clearly notified
that there were no right or wrong answers. The following sections will focus on analyzing each
dimension and previously identified variables to suit the industry-specific variables to measure

LCC service quality in Saudi Arabia.
Tangibility

Tangibles were the first dimension tested in the LCC service quality survey questionnaire and the
variables included in this dimension were addressed in the table. The table presents the mean
scores and the standard deviations for each variable (item of the scale). The means scores of the
variables were used to assess the perception regarding tangibility-related services provided by LLC

in Saudi Arabia.

The general mean of the scale is 3.34. This indicates that the respondents tended to be neutral
(neither satisfied nor unsatisfied) regarding the tangibility-related services provided. Furthermore,
it mentions that catering (on board or on sale) and entertainment (magazines, TV, and/or music)
represent the lowest mean (2.65), whereas aircraft safety and security equipment represents the
highest (4.17).
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Descriptive statistics

N Minimum | Maximum | Mean | Std. Deviation

Safe and reliable aircraft 110 1 5 3.57 1.169
Leg space 110 1 5 2.89 1.288
Noise level on board 110 1 5 3.21 1.235
Toilet cleanliness 110 1 5 3.37 1.195
Comfortable seats 110 1 5 2.93 1.232
Catering (on board or on 110 1 5 2.65 1.130
sale)

Entertainment (magazines, 110 1 5 2.65 1.253

TV, and/or music)
Clear information (policies, 110 1 5 3.41 1.128
timing, offers, and any

changes).

Aircraft safety and security 110 1 5 4.17 .866
equipment

Hygiene and cleanliness on 110 1 5 3.79 1.024
board

Company (logos, designs, 110 1 5 4.10 1.031

pilots, cabin crew, and
ground staff) appearance and
professionalism

Valid N (listwise) 110 Average 3.34

Reliability

The reliability variables are important for LCC travelers because negative experiences in one or
more variables in this dimension may lead to dissatisfaction. The table below shows analysis of
reliability dimension variables and their mean scores and standard deviations. Those mean scores
were used to measure the perception regarding reliability-related services provided by LLCs in
Saudi Arabia. The average mean of the scale is 3.76. This means that the participants tended to be

satisfied by the tangibility-related services provided.
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Moreover, the analysis states that on-time and problem-free arrival of luggage scores the least

mean (3.33), whereas safety and security procedure scores the highest (4.07).

Descriptive statistics

N Minimum | Maximum | Mean | Std. Deviation

Airline's promises 110 |1 5 3.37 1.188

Safety and security procedures 110 |1 5 4.07 916

On time (departures and arrivals) | 110 |1 5 3.39 1.220

Correct duties 110 |1 5 3.89 1.112
Website 110 |1 5 4.00 1.092
Luggage 110 |1 5 3.33 1.235

Valid N (listwise) 110 | Average 3.76

Responsiveness

Five variables were tested under the responsiveness dimension to determine if there were any gaps

in the responsiveness of LCCs and their staff. The results are shown in the table below, with the

average mean of the scale at 3.57. This means that the participants tended to be satisfied by the

responsiveness-related services provided. In addition, the analysis shows that the least mean (3.40)

refers to “average response time”, whereas “services of special needs or special preferences” is the

highest mean (3.85).

Descriptive statistics

N Minimum | Maximum | Mean | Std. Deviation
Efforts in solving problems 110 |1 5 3.43 1.200
Skill and knowledge demonstrated | 110 |1 5 3.65 1.062
by the staff
Average response time 110 |1 5 3.40 1.205
Services of special needs or special | 110 |1 5 3.85 1.024
preferences
(VFM) compared to full-fare 110 |1 5 3.52 1.081
airlines
Valid N (listwise) 110 | Average 3.57
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Assurance

Two variables were tested in this dimension to measure LCC staff behavior toward travelers, as
the table below shows. “Friendly, polite, courteous, and helpful employees” scores the least mean
(3.91). The other variable is a little higher (3.92), which gives an average of 3.915, which indicates

that participants tend to be satisfied.

Descriptive statistics
N Minimum | Maximum | Mean | Std. Deviation
Friendly, polite, courteous, and 110 |1 5 3.91 1.000
helpful employees
Employees inspire confidence in | 110 |1 5 3.92 .959
travelers
Valid N (listwise) 110 | Average 3.915

Empathy

The empathy dimension concerns how empathetic LLCs and their employees should be toward
travelers, according to participants. Four variables were tested, as explained in the table. The
average score is 3.66. The least mean of 3.43 refers to “immediate contact with travelers in case
of any issues or delays”, and “positive attitudes of employees toward customers” being the highest

(3.84).

Descriptive statistics

N Minimum | Maximum | Mean | Std. Deviation
Immediate contact with travelersin | 110 |1 5 3.43 1.215
case of any issues or delays
Perceived trustworthiness of 110 |1 5 3.69 1.090
employees
Positive attitudes of employees 110 |1 5 3.84 1.071
toward customers
Personal attention to each passenger | 110 |1 5 3.67 1.182
with no discrimination
Valid N (listwise) 110 | Average 3.66
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Discussion

The findings of a survey of 110 participants indicate that low-cost carriers (LCCs) have acceptable
reputations. Mean scores show that all perceived quality dimensions — airline tangibles,
reliability, responsiveness, empathy, and assurance — range from "neutral” to "good," with
satisfaction as "satisfied" and/or "neutral.” Overall, this study suggests that people who flew with
low-cost carriers perceived these aspects neither strongly positively nor negatively. Therefore,
there is still room to improve in order to highly satisfy or delight their travelers. This, in fact,
requires LCC managers to find and develop strategies to guarantee quality services to passengers.
Moreover, this study measured dimension of SERVQAUL that affect the traveler satisfaction,
which can offer practical insights for LCC managers on how to improve airline service quality.
The following paragraphs will discuss each dimension individually to explain what variables
achieved the lowest scores. These will be followed by some management contributions and useful

recommendations.

First, we will begin with the tangibles-dimension which proved to be statistically significant and
had remarkable effects on the overall service quality dimension as per Ekiz, Hussain and Bavik
(2006). Ekiz, Bavik and Arasli (2009) and Nadiri et al. (2008) state that airline tangibles had the
most significant relationship with overall service quality. Unfortunately, in this study, the mean
score of the tangible dimension was the lowest among all dimensions. As a result, LCCs must pay
special attention to the tangible aspects, especially catering (on-board or on sale) and entertainment
(magazines, TV, and/or music). They could also improve the quality of supplies by firstly
improving the quality and increasing the variety of food provided to passengers, secondly, creating
several creative ways to make it easier for travelers to order food and reduce their costs. For
example, some carriers such as Ryanair reward their travelers if they bring their own food onboard
from the terminal. Others try to help their travelers by providing them with an app to pre-order
food, which saves time and money for both travelers and the carrier (Kollau, 2019). To improve
entertainment offerings, LCCs can provide travelers with in-flight Wi-Fi. Also, Virgin American
and JetBlue offer their travelers streaming Netflix and Amazon Prime content onboard (Future
Travel Experience & Ghee, 2015).

Second, the lowest reliability dimension findings were for “on-time and problem-free arrival of

luggage” and “keeping promises.” Being on time and receiving effective and efficient assistance
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are two of the most important priorities of many travelers; therefore, LCCs must be careful about
delivering promises to their travelers; otherwise, they will choose a more reliable carrier. In
addition to that, reliability is very important in term of safety, security measures and procedures
taken by a carrier. This aspect can affect travelers’ decisions on the best means of transport
(D’Silva, 2015). However, LCCs achieve good scores regarding safety and security aspects, so

they should maintain this pace.

Third, the responsiveness items scored fairly well, and were close to the average score of 3.57.
This indicates that LCCs still have room for future improvement, so carriers should put more of
their efforts into training their employees’ skills and knowledge, as well as developing facilities
and amenities to better address travelers’ needs effectively and efficiently. Pakdil and Aydin
(2007), in their SERVQUAL analysis of airline service quality at a Turkish airline, found that the

responsiveness dimension was more significant than the availability dimension for passengers.

Finally, unlike knowledge and skills, which should be periodically enhanced, staff attitudes
towards travelers require more constant maintenance for competency. From this standpoint,
assurance and empathy dimensions measure the attitudes and behaviors of LCC staff as perceived
by travelers. Those aspects scored more than 3.5, except for “Immediate contact with travelers in
case of any issues or delays,” which scored 3.43. According to D’Silva (2015), LCC employees'
attitudes should be especially considerate to Arab females and elderly travelers, suggesting that
LCC employees must be better aware of traveler needs, understanding their culture, and reaching
them in case of emergency or other changes, such as changes to boarding gates. Travelers must be
provided with timely information about any delays or changes in flight schedules. LCCs need to
be careful in hiring and recruiting new employees, through evaluating their attitudes and ability to
understand traveler cultures and needs. This is because attitudes and perceptions are much harder

to change than trained knowledge and skills (Kantane et al., 2015, p. 231).
Conclusion

In conclusion, the aviation industry overall, as well as the LCC industry, are extremely
competitive, so it is a necessity for different carriers to differentiate themselves from their
competitors. However, given that they offer the same service, this means that functional attributes
are difficult to distinguish; it is thus of significant importance for all LCC management to improve

their domestic in-flight service quality through understanding traveler needs and evaluating their
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perceptions about the service provided in order to earn more profit, gain market share, get a

competitive advantage, and achieve sustainability.
Limitations of the Thesis

This thesis was applied to a limited geographical scope — namely, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
— and a limited demographic — mainly people from Riyadh and Jeddah, which are among the
most homogenous populations. Also, due to the requirements of the study and the time, the survey

was conducted over a relatively short two-month period on 113 respondents.

This thesis was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic period, which limited the use of
apparatus to technology-based methods, whether for virtual meetings to discuss research, or the

use of electronic forms for collecting responses.

In addition to the stated objectives of the thesis, this paper was also one of the scientific theses
conducted to fulfill the graduation requirements for obtaining a master's degree in business

administration.
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