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Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction at Visa Application Centres in South
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Introduction

The economic growth in South Africa and globally has largely depended on tourism, one of the most important sectors of the
service industry (Hermann et al., 2012; Phori & Mbali, 2020). A citizen wishing to travel to and enter a foreign country typically
needs to obtain a travel visa first, which provides temporary permission to enter the destination for tourism purposes. The
traveller then begins the process of applying for a visa at a Visa Application Centre (VAC) in their country of residence. In this
modern landscape, hospitality and tourism organisations and businesses focus on ensuring and improving service quality
because they believe that perceived service quality and customer satisfaction are vital for achieving their goals. According to
Nimsith et al. (2017), service quality in the tourism industry can be assessed within the context of the service provided. In this
competitive era, every business entity seeks a competitive advantage and a way to dominate the market or simply survive
(Nikou et al., 2016). Hospitality, leisure, and tourism, as service sectors, play a crucial role in every economy, whether
developed or developing (Thevisuthan & Tharjanan, 2016). Indeed, as Ahmed et al. (2010) have noted, service sectors are a
fundamental part of most modern economies. The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between service quality
and customer satisfaction at various VACs in South Africa, using the SERVQUAL model. Service quality and customer
satisfaction in the visa applications sector are relatively under-researched topics. Regarding service quality and customer
satisfaction in VACs, Matthews & Mokoena (2020) conducted a similar study recently, which further limited their research by
using a very small sample of foreign students from a single university attending VFS Global-operated centres. This limitation
raised questions about how representative their sample was of the broader population of VAC users. This study, however,
includes a larger sample, involving more visa applicants from VACs operated by several visa-outsourcing companies such as
Capago International, TLScontact, VFS Global and BLS International across various provinces in South Africa. Additionally,
Matthews and Mokoena (2020) did not address the formalisation and commercialisation of visa facilitation services by
embassies and consulates worldwide, a focus this study will incorporate. One of the most urgent issues faced by VACs, not
only in South Africa but globally, is the need to provide a high-quality or consistent visa application process to minimise
customer dissatisfaction and excessive complaints (Quinn, 2011). Nimsith et al. (2017) highlight that it is increasingly
challenging for companies, whether large or small, to acquire new customers compared to retaining existing ones. Furthermore,
research by Safwan et al. (2010) suggests that it costs significantly more in terms of budget and employee time to convert a
new customer than to retain an existing one.

Literature review

Service quality

Service quality is a vital concept in tourism and hospitality research, yet scholars continue to debate how best to measure it.
Over time, various models have been created, such as SERVQUAL, SERVPERF, INTSERVQUAL and INSQPLUS, all
designed to capture the multidimensional nature of service delivery (Jain et al., 2017; Parasuraman et al., 1988). In tourism-
focused research, tools like HOLSERV and LODGSERYV are used for accommodation services, DINESERV for restaurant
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services and CASERYV for casino services (Markovi¢ & Raspor, 2010). INTQUAL and INTERSERVQUAL, however, include
employees’ expectations and perceived service quality. Despite the numerous measurement models available, SERVQUAL
remains the most widely used across service industries, including tourism, because it emphasises aspects such as intangibility,
inseparability and variability (Ali et al., 2021; Butt & de Run, 2010). According to Molai et al. (2020), SERVQUAL assesses
service quality by measuring the gap between customers’ expectations and perceptions of the service delivered across five
dimensions: reliability, assurance, tangibility, responsiveness and empathy. The adaptability and validity of the SERVQUAL
framework have made it prevalent in hospitality, leisure and travel-related industries (Amin et al., 2013; Sanchez-Rebull et al.,
2018).
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Figure 1: Conceptual model
Source: Authors’ own compilation

In the visa application industry, where applicants encounter both administrative and people-oriented scenarios presented as
service delivery, SERVQUAL serves as a valuable framework for assessing service quality. The multidimensional nature of
this framework enables researchers to provide a comprehensive overview of the service delivery process in a VAC, from the
accuracy and timeliness of document processing to the professionalism and empathy demonstrated by VAC staff. The service
involves various sub-processes necessary for delivery (Ganiyu, 2016). Information services related to visa application
dimensions can be categorised into four types: explanation of the application process, website usability, appointment
accessibility and VAC accessibility. Meanwhile, VAC services include parking facilities, entry through security, centre
atmospherics, privacy, professionalism, staff competence and overall service quality, among others. During the service
experience, such data shape customer expectations regarding how they anticipate to be treated (Ganiyu, 2016). To remain within
a zone of tolerance, customers must also recognise the differences between their expectations and perceived performance
(Zeithaml et al., 1990). As Noel (2011) mentions, the measures employed by customers influence how they perceive service
quality. Consequently, the relative importance assigned to the five dimensions of quality service varies depending on context
(Noel, 2011) and draws upon different stakeholder value chains. Therefore, this study aims to utilise the SERVQUAL
framework to elucidate the dimensions of service quality and the attributes influencing customer satisfaction in South African
VACs.

Customer satisfaction

The concept of customer satisfaction has been examined across various fields worldwide, highlighting the need for further
investigation in the tourism and hospitality sectors. This is mainly because consumers serve as the primary source of revenue
for these industries. Consequently, research has demonstrated that customer satisfaction plays a vital role in the future success
of tourism and hospitality (Ariya et al., 2020; Pivac et al., 2011). These industries are highly competitive, and one key approach
to remaining competitive is delivering quality service, as it directly influences customer satisfaction (Liat et al., 2017). Previous
studies suggest that success in today’s tourism and hospitality markets depends on businesses consistently meeting customers'
needs (Grissemann & Stokburger-Sauer, 2012). Customer satisfaction is defined as the extent to which a product or service
fulfils the customer’s needs and expectations. According to Abdallat & Emam (2014), customer satisfaction reflects the post-
purchase thought process, revealing how much the customer likes or dislikes the service received. In the tourism and hospitality
sectors, Sanchez-Rebull et al. (2018) noted that customer satisfaction involves aligning the buyer's needs and expectations with
the service provided by the host establishment or destination. Oliver's (1980) disconfirmation theory states that if the service
quality experienced by the customer is less than their expectations, satisfaction will not be achieved, and only disconfirmation
occurs; however, if the destination or establishment meets or exceeds expectations, the customer will be satisfied, resulting in
positive fulfilment of expectations.
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Eid (2015) explains that customer satisfaction is essential for the tourism and hospitality sectors to retain customers
and foster loyalty. When a customer is pleased with their overall experience at a host venue or location, they are likely to return
for further purchases of the product and service (Maunier & Camelis, 2013). One benefit of fulfilling customers’ needs and
expectations is that the tourism and hospitality industries benefit from free advertising and promotion, as satisfied customers
tend to spread positive word of mouth and recommend the tourist site or hospitality venue to friends and family (Wang et al.,
2017). Additional advantages of satisfied customers include, but are not limited to, increased competitiveness, efficiency,
profitability and market share (Chand, 2010). For this reason, customer satisfaction should be a top priority in the tourism and
hospitality industry. Cengiz (2010) states that by confirming customer satisfaction within a venue, management can assess and
improve the service and product experience of a lodging facility, ensuring that offerings align with customer needs and
expectations, as well as those of competitors (Agyapong, 2011). Mnisi (2014) noted that when measuring customer satisfaction,
it is vital to identify what the customer perceives as the core offering of the venue.

Amin et al. (2013) conducted a study on hotel industry service quality and customer satisfaction. The constructs
measured included reservation services, value for money, staff presentation and knowledge, food and beverages, and hotel
ambience, all of which significantly predicted customer satisfaction. Chen et al. (2011) explored the behavioural intentions of
consumers in tourism and hospitality, extending beyond mere service quality satisfaction. They found that higher customer
satisfaction is more likely when destination and location quality are high. Consequently, managers in tourism and hospitality
should focus on delivering high-quality services, as customer satisfaction can influence future behaviour positively or
negatively. The Kano Model, created in the 1980s, best illustrates customer satisfaction by categorising customer needs into
basic, one-dimensional, attractive and attribute groups (Basfirinci & Mitra, 2015). This model also helps monitor customer
expectations about service features. Madzik (2018) notes that the model is based on the idea that excellent products and services
must meet customer needs, shifting away from a linear relationship to focus on specific attributes that truly satisfy customers.
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Figure 2: Kano’s model of customer satisfaction
Source: Yang, 2005

Visa application regulations

Over recent decades, border controls have become significantly more important (Baysan, 2013). As Salter (2008) notes,
countries need to manage entry control even before individuals reach the border. This shift has led consular and embassy
officials, along with private visa outsourcing firms, to take on critical border enforcement roles. Internal security now extends
beyond domestic police forces to include consulates in travellers' home countries. Unlike visible police officers, these measures
are less apparent (Bigo, 2006). Visa officials are now better positioned to protect their countries from unauthorised entry
through new border control strategies (Whyte, 2008). Recently, economic growth in emerging nations such as China, India,
and South Africa, along with globalisation, has increased the number of people travelling abroad for business, leisure or visiting
family and friends (Economist, 2016). As a result, demand for visas has surged. Before March 3, 2009, South Africans and
many other nationalities could visit the United Kingdom (UK) for up to six months without a visa (Traveller24, 2020). A stricter
immigration security policy was implemented when the UK reviewed its visa rules and reinforced borders by urging
neighbouring and other countries, whose passports and immigration controls didn't meet UK standards, to improve their security
(Traveller24, 2020). Despite warnings, nations such as South Africa, Swaziland, Bolivia and Venezuela did not meet the visa-
national deadline and were subsequently added to the controversial visa-national list.

According to the UK government (2020), UK Visas and Immigration (UKV1) oversees decisions on who can visit or
stay in the UK, balancing security with customer satisfaction. UKV (2016) states that various visitor visas are available,
including options for general and family visitors, children, business professionals, entrepreneurs, sports and creative
professionals, individuals seeking private medical care (up to six months), those taking the PLAB test, clinical attachments,
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dental observations and those expecting payment for attendance. Visa costs vary based on validity, from six months to ten years
(UKVI, 2020); longer visas cost more. The European Union (EU) has updated its visa code to streamline applications for
genuine travellers, aiming to boost travel, trade and safety while reducing irregular migration and security risks (European
Union, 2020). This code covers short-stay visas for the 28 Schengen Area countries, including Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and
Switzerland, - home to over 400 million people (Baysan, 2013). Visitors need visas to stay up to 90 days within any 180-day
period. Applications are usually submitted in the applicant’s home country, either in person at a diplomatic mission or at a VAC
operated by an external service provider. Applicants are also required to give fingerprints in person every 59 months.

Visa application outsourcing

In recent years, visa processing has increasingly been outsourced to external companies such as Tlscontact (TLScontact, 2020).
This shift has helped governments manage the rising demand for visas amid a surge in international travel. Peachey (2020)
notes that outsourcing visa services can improve customer experience and reduce processing times for travellers. Within the
tourism sector, visa application outsourcing is a niche market dominated by a few specialised firms worldwide, including VFS
Global, CSC, TLScontact, Intergate Visalink and BLS International (HDFC Securities, 2016). These organisations handle all
administrative and non-judgemental tasks of the visa application process for their diplomatic missions and consulates globally,
allowing these missions to concentrate on the core part of the process: evaluating visa applications. VFS Global is recognised
as the leading global application processing provider. Part of the Kuoni Group, a Swiss tourism company established in 2001,
VFS Global initially handled American visa applications at one Mumbai location, where applicants often waited about five
hours in the hot, humid weather outside the American consulate (Economist, 2016). Later, the American Embassy partnered
with VFS Global to manage visa processing, cutting the wait time to around one hour (Gailliot, 2016). This period marked the
shift of visa application services to outsourcing. Antony Phillipson, the British High Commissioner to Singapore (2013),
observed that outsourcing visa services to private partners allows for higher quality service and a customer-focused approach,
aligning with the public sector's goal of delivering excellent service (Diedericks & Tiba, 2015). Today, visa applicants globally
are familiar with private visa outsourcing providers (Geiger, 2016). According to VFS Global (2020), consular support services
encompass operational, informational and financial platforms that streamline the entire consular process, customised to specific
needs. These services help diplomatic missions provide an integrated process from application submission to delivery.
Diplomatic missions reduce the complexity and costs involved in visa application processes by outsourcing these services to
private organisations. Escott-Carrington (2020) highlights that offering smooth and simple visa procedures is becoming
increasingly important in the visa processing industry. Such procedures can increase the influx of tourists, students and business
travellers to a country. Peachey (2020) argues that travellers abroad must follow immigration rules, so they should be treated
as ‘customers' with an emphasis on enhancing their overall experience.

Methodology

This study aimed to examine the link between service quality and customer satisfaction at five VACs in Pretoria, South Africa.
A quantitative approach was employed, using a non-probability convenience sampling method, suitable for exploring
relationships between service quality constructs (Creswell, 2014; Hair et al., 2019). The participants included visa applicants,
both those applying and those collecting passports. Data was collected outside the VAC premises through a self-administered
SERVQUAL questionnaire consisting of two parts: demographic information and 20 items measuring service quality
dimensions. Participants rated these items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), providing
detailed perceptions of service quality. A total of 262 valid responses were obtained. To verify validity and reliability,
Cronbach's alpha assessed internal consistency across the SERVQUAL constructs. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and
structural equation modelling (SEM) were also used to evaluate construct validity and explore hypothesised relationships
between service quality dimensions and customer satisfaction (Hair et al., 2019). This approach aligns with recent service
quality studies in tourism and hospitality, where access to random sampling is limited (Amin et al., 2013; Matthews & Mokoena,
2020). While other tools like SERVPERF, INTSERVQUAL, and INSQPLUS exist, SERVQUAL remains the most widely
used model in service and hospitality sectors (Jain et al., 2017; Parasuraman et al., 1988). Sector- specific models such as
HOLSERYV, LODGSERYV, and DINESERY are applied in hotels and restaurants, with CASERYV used in casinos (Markovi¢ &
Raspor, 2010). Given the unique characteristics of services in tourism and visa facilitation- such as intangibility, heterogeneity,
and inseparability- SERVQUAL was considered the most appropriate tool. Its five dimensions - reliability, assurance,
tangibility, responsiveness, and empathy - provide a comprehensive framework to assess customer perceptions and expectations
of service delivery (Ali et al., 2021; Butt & de Run, 2010).

The following hypotheses were developed to test the relationship between the constructs.

H1: Reliability has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction.

H2: Assurance has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction.

H3: Tangibility has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction.

H4: Empathy has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction.

H5: Responsiveness has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction.
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Results of the study
The study is descriptive in nature, and the survey data employed frequency tables, descriptive and correlation statistics in this
research data analysis. The SPSS computerised programme was used for data analysis.

Demographic analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the demographic profile of the participants. Out of the total of 262 participants in
the study, the results showed that more females, at 56%, took part. Male participants made up 44%. In terms of age groups,
most participants were between 31 and 40 years old, accounting for 29%, while most indicated a diploma as their minimum
level of education at 43%. The majority of respondents, at 63%, reported being employed, with most participants, at 62%,
stating that their purpose of travel or type of visa applied for was a leisure or family-visit visa.

Table 1: Demographic data

GENDER Frequency Percentage
Male 115 44%
Female 147 56%
TOTAL 262 100%
AGE Frequency Percentage
<20 33 13%

21-30 42 16%
31-40 7 29%

41 -50 55 21%
51-60 31 12%

61> 24 9%
TOTAL 262 100%
EDUCATION LEVEL Frequency Percentage
High School 28 11%
Diploma 112 43%
Degree 91 35%

Post Grad. Degree 31 12%
TOTAL 262 100%
OCCUPATION Frequency Percentage
Employed 166 63%
Unemployed 28 11%
Retired 32 12%
Student 36 14%
TOTAL 262 100%
TYPE OF VISA APPLYING FOR Frequency Percentage
Business visa 64 24%
Tourism/Leisure/Family-visit visa 162 62%
Student visa 21 8%

Transit visa 9 3%

Other 6 2%
TOTAL 262 100%

Validity and reliability

The study adopted dimensions of the service quality from the SERVQUAL model developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988). The
model is still widely used as an instrument to measure service quality, thus confirming the content validity (Bolton & Drew,
1991; Carman, 1990). Cronbach's alpha was used to measure the internal consistency of the test scores for the scale items.
Cronbach alpha scores range between 0.0 (meaning no internal consistency exists) to 1.0 (absolute internal consistency). In
most social sciences literature, reliability was acceptable when the alpha score of the test scale was equal to 0.60 or above. The
Cronbach's Alpha value for each construct for this study is shown in Table 2. The Reliability construct scored an alpha value
of 0.6215, Assurance construct scored a value of 0.6554, Tangibility construct scored an alpha value of 0.6047, Empathy scored
an alpha value of 0.8485 and the Responsiveness construct earned 0.8247.

Table 2: Instrument reliability

Scale Number of items Cronbach’s Alpha Type

Reliability 4 0.6215 Moderate Reliability
Assurance 4 0.6554 Moderate Reliability
Tangibility 4 0.6047 Moderate Reliability
Empathy 4 0.8485 High Reliability
Responsiveness 4 0.8247 High Reliability

Confirmatory factor analysis

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was constructed to measure goodness of fit amongst each Latent variable or construct
against all other items or statements. CFA for each individual construct was measured, then CFA was constructed after
validating each construct. Three criteria were used, with several cut-off points used to measure goodness-of-fit when applying
CFA. The following are used to measure CFA: Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), Comparative fit index
(CFI) and Standardised root mean squared residual (SRMR). For the goodness-of-fit to be observed, the majority of the criteria
should be significant with the following cut-off points: RMSEA <= 0.08; CFI >= 0.90 and SRMR <= 0.08. The latent variable
was not observed and predicted using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM). In SEM, the higher the coefficient (Coef.), the
lower the variance error (Var(e)) and the lower the coefficient, the higher the Var(e). SEM 1 covered the presentation of
Structural Equation Modelling for SERVQUAL constructs. No measure was noted for the path of items for REL1. The
interaction between Latent variables and item 4 (REL4) had a coefficient of 3.69, the lowest observed coefficient, with a
variance of Var(e.Rel4) of 1.07. The coefficients for the paths REL2 and REL3 were 5.22 and 4.80, respectively. The paths for
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REL2, REL3, REL4, REL5, and REL6 were significant because their p-values were less than 0.05. RMSEA was below 0.08;
these criteria indicate a good fit. CFI was 1.000, exceeding the cut-off of 0.90, which also suggests a good fit. Additionally,
SRMR had a value of 0.004, under the threshold of 0.08. Therefore, all three measures indicate a good fit. Consequently, the
constructs and items are valid.

Table 3: Confirmatory factor analysis

Coef. Std. z P>[z| [95% Conf. Interval]
Measurement
REL1 <- 1 (constrained)
Reliability 4.068702 .0480923 84.60 0.000 3.974443 4162961
_cons
REL2 <-
Assurance 5.216719 1.852313 2.82 0.005 1586253 8.847184
cons 3.454198 .0756602  45.65 0.000 3.305907 3.60249
REL3 <-
Tangibility 4.79905 1.679001 2.86 0.004 1.508268 8.089831
cons 3.339695 .0681452 49.01 0.000 3.206133 3.473257
REL4 <-
Empathy 3.688646 1.335477 2.76 0.006 1.071159 6.306133
_cons 2.51145 .0743507 33.78 0.000 2.365726 2.657175
REL5<- Responsiveness 3.656646 1.335477 2.67 0.005 1.062159 5.506122
cons 250145 .0723504 34.76 0.000 2.324724 2.657171
REL6<- Customer 3.688646 1.335477 2.76 0.006 1.071159 6.306133
Satisfaction 256532 .0743565 33.74 0.000 2.365726 2457162
cons

Correlation analysis

In determining the model’s descriptive power, a correlation analysis method was utilised to evaluate the developed theoretical
model about the link between SERVQUAL constructs and customer satisfaction at various VACs in South Africa and test the
hypotheses for this study. Findings of the correlation analysis and hypotheses are presented in Table 4.

Table 4: The Constructs' relationship is significant

Hypothesis Beta-Value () R Value P Value Results

Reliability - Customer satisfaction (H1) 0.205 0.172 0.017 Supported/Significant
Assurance - Customer satisfaction (H2) 0.034 0.034 0.617 Not supported/Not significant.
Tangibility - Customer satisfaction (H3) 0.203 0.361 0.000 Supported/Significant
Empathy - Customer satisfaction (H4) 0.207 0.143 0.043 Supported/Significant
Responsiveness - Customer satisfaction (H5) 0.143 0.186 0.010 Supported/Significant

As shown in Table 4, it is clear that service quality dimensions positively correlate with customer satisfaction within the VACs,
except for assurance, which is not supported or not significant. Therefore, all hypotheses are positive except assurance. The
hypotheses for the study were tested using the results of Pearson’s Correlation Analysis.

H1: Reliability has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction

The results in Table 4 show that there is a significant relationship between reliability and customer satisfaction at Visa
Application Centres in South Africa (f = 0.205, R-value = 0.172, p < 0.05). Therefore, H1 is supported. This finding supports
Matthews and Mokoena (2020), who also identified reliability as a strong determinant of satisfaction in South African VACs.

H2: Assurance has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction

The results of this hypothesis test (B = 0.034, R-value = 0.034, p > 0.05) indicate that assurance did not have a significant
relation with customer satisfaction. Thus, the hypothesis (H2) was not supported. Again, the finding is in agreement with the
study by Matthews & Mokoena (2020), which acknowledges that there was no significant relationship between assurance and
customer satisfaction. This could be due to VACs not taking the assurance dimension into full and serious consideration. Naik
et al. (2010) show that the assurance dimension relates to customers' perceptions of security and privacy, as well as the
perception that staff are knowledgeable and have the ability to instil trust in them, which the VACs need to pay attention to.

H3: Tangibility has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction

The results of the study (B = 0.203, R-value = 0.361, p < 0.05) indicated that customer satisfaction and tangibility share a
significant positive relationship within the VAC environment. Modern facilities, accessibility, and comfort strongly influence
applicants’ perceptions of quality, confirming the importance of physical evidence in service delivery (Gouws & Motala, 2019;
Parasuraman et al., 1988). The hypothesis is therefore supported.

H4: Empathy has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction
As shown in Table 4, these results (p = 0.207, R-value = 0.361, p < 0.05) clearly indicate that customer satisfaction and apathy
are positively correlated. Friendliness, willingness to assist, and attentiveness from staff were vital factors in creating positive
applicant experiences, aligning with Eid (2015). Therefore, the hypothesis is supported.

H5: Responsiveness has a significant positive relationship with visa applicants’ satisfaction
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According to these results (f = 0.143, R-value = 0.186, p < 0.05), as shown in Table 4, there was a positive significant
relationship between responsiveness and customer satisfaction found. Prompt service delivery and proactive problem-solving
contributed to applicants’ favourable evaluations of VACs, consistent with Wang et al. (2017). Therefore, the hypothesis is
supported.

Discussion

The results indicate that four dimensions of service quality (reliability, tangibility, empathy and responsiveness) significantly
impact customer satisfaction at VACs, whereas assurance does not. Similar patterns have been observed in African tourism
research, where the importance of each SERVQUAL dimension varies depending on the service environment (Gebremichael
& Singh, 2019; Molai et al., 2020; Meshack & Prusty, 2021). The prominent influence of reliability aligns with earlier findings
that procedural accuracy and dependability are critical for satisfaction in tourism and public services (Matthews & Mokoena,
2020; Ali et al., 2021). In African settings, reliability is often the most vital factor for customer trust, as it provides predictable
outcomes and reduces perceived risks (Fuyane, 2021; Basera & Mwenje, 2021). Tangibility also positively correlates with
satisfaction, confirming that the physical environment of VACS affects applicants’ perceptions of service quality. This supports
Gouws & Motala's (2019) research, which highlights that modern, comfortable, accessible facilities signal professionalism and
enhance perceived quality. Empathy and responsiveness are crucial emotional dimensions of service delivery. Their importance
echoes Eid' s (2015) assertion that interpersonal sensitivity and prompt assistance enhance satisfaction. In the African context,
empathetic and locally responsive services are particularly valued because they promote inclusion and fairness (Brett, 2019).
Conversely, assurance was not a significant factor, consistent with Matthews &Mokoena (2020), who found that South African
VAC applicants did not strongly link assurance-related traits such as staff confidence and privacy to satisfaction. This may
reflect a systemic trust gap: applicants tend to trust the embassy or consulate more than the outsourcing company. As Matthews
& Mokoena (2020) noted, government services are intangible, requiring both officials and frontline staff to build trust with
customers to boost satisfaction. This study extends the SERVQUAL model by testing it within a hybrid public—private
administrative context. The insignificance of assurance indicates that traditional service quality constructs may function
differently in highly regulated, compliance- focused environments. This supports Fuyane's (2021) call for adaptable, context-
sensitive models that modify existing frameworks for emerging African service sectors, such as visa processing.

Conclusion and recommendations
This study investigated the relationship between service quality dimensions and customer satisfaction at VACs in Pretoria,
South Africa, using the SERVQUAL model. As observed, SERVQUAL is an appropriate instrument for assessing perceived
service quality in the visa outsourcing industry (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1985; 1988). The findings showed that
reliability, tangibility, empathy, and responsiveness significantly affected customer satisfaction, whereas assurance had no
significant impact. This highlights that visa applicants value procedural accuracy, responsiveness, and empathy more than
perceived staff competence or confidence. These results align with previous research in African tourism and public service
sectors, which identify reliability and responsiveness as key predictors of satisfaction (Matthews & Mokoena, 2020; Fuyane,
2021; Gebremichael & Singh, 2019). The study essentially extends the use of SERVQUAL to include hybrid public—private
service settings. The lack of significance in assurance suggests that traditional service quality factors might operate differently
when institutional trust is more significant than interpersonal trust, as seen in visa facilitation processes. These results support
Escott-Carrington (2020) and Peachey (2020), who highlight the need to improve customer experience and feedback systems
in outsourced visa services. Overall, the research adds to African service quality literature, demonstrating that the SERVQUAL
model should be adjusted to account for the regulatory and procedural nature of outsourced administrative tourism services.
Practically, the findings identify several key areas for managerial action. Firstly, reliability can be improved by
implementing digital verification systems, strict process standards, and transparent tracking to reduce errors (Negi, 2009;
Agyapong, 2011). Tangibility can be enhanced by maintaining modern, accessible, and comfortable facilities that convey
professionalism and efficiency, aligning with Gouws & Motala’s (2019) research. Responsiveness requires empowering
frontline staff, establishing clear communication protocols, and setting measurable turnaround times to boost applicant trust
and satisfaction (Wang et al., 2017). Additionally, empathy should be fostered through multilingual support and staff sensitivity
training to meet applicants' diverse emotional and cultural needs (Eid, 2015; Brett, 2019). Although assurance was not
statistically significant, it remains essential. Focus should be on improving staff professionalism, confidentiality, and
competence to strengthen applicants’ confidence in VAC services. These actions can help address the institutional trust gap
highlighted in this and other African studies (Matthews & Mokoena, 2020). In summary, this research provides empirical
evidence that perceived service quality in the visa facilitation sector significantly influences satisfaction and shapes South
Africa’'s international image regarding its administrative tourism infrastructure. It highlights the importance of flexible service
frameworks and continuous professional development for VAC staff to enhance trust, efficiency and satisfaction, aligning with
global standards. Future studies should adopt mixed methods and cross-country comparisons to explore how trust and assurance
evolve in outsourced public services across different governance environments.
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