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Abstract

The Malaysian government is continuously striving to develop the country to become a regional education hub.
Hence, higher learning institutions, especially universities, are becoming the centre of attention in order for
Malaysia to achieve its desired status. Although the number of international postgraduate students in Malaysia
has progressively increased, the country still needs an annual growth of 13.5 per cent to attain the target of
150,000 international students by 2015. Previous studies have reported that student satisfaction can lead to
attracting new students and retaining the existing ones. Hence, it is essential for Malaysian universities to
understand the factors that influence the satisfaction of students. Despite its importance, less attention has been
given to the experiences and satisfaction of students in higher learning institutions in Malaysia. The key
objective of this paper is to conduct a comprehensive review of the literature and develop a conceptual model
that integrates several antecedents that are theoretically linked to student satisfaction. The proposed conceptual
model suggests that the internal and external environment of a university, and the feedback of research
supervisors are the key factors that influence the level of satisfaction among international postgraduate students.
Finally, recommendations for future studies are proposed.
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1. Introduction

The Malaysian government has been striving to develop the country to become a regional education hub. To
achieve this regional status, Malaysia has focused on promoting its higher learning institutions, particularly
universities. Following the 9/11 disaster, students, particularly from the Middle East, Africa and other Muslim
countries (e.g., Pakistan and Bangladesh), have increasingly considered Malaysia as their top choice for tertiary
education, especially for postgraduate studies. This change in preference has increased the number of
international postgraduate students pursuing studies in Malaysian universities.

In 2002, the total population of international students in Malaysia was 27,872 (Horany & Hassan, 2011; Yousif
& Chelliah, 2010). This number increased significantly to 86,000 in 2011 (Edvantage Asia One, 2011). In the
Malaysian higher education sector, both public and private institutions are well established; hence, a high degree
of competition exists among these institutions. Despite the growing demand, the Malaysian Minister of Higher
Education recently indicated the need for an annual growth of 13.5 per cent for the country to attain its target of
150,000 international students by 2015 (Edvantage Asia One, 2011). Hence, local universities are now striving to
increase the number of international students, and, as such, it is imperative that student satisfaction is met
(Arambewela & Hall, 2013), as, nowadays, students prefer institutions that provide unique and memorable
learning experiences (Ravindran & Kalpana, 2012). Thus, it is essential that local universities improve the
services they offer to increase the satisfaction of their international students (F. Alam, Q. Alam, & Rasul, 2013).

Recently, the subject of student satisfaction has received much attention and has become one of the major goals
of all higher educational institutions (Temizer & Turkyilmaz, 2012). Student satisfaction is defined as the
satisfaction of students with their overall educational experience, which reflects their primary goal of obtaining
their educational qualifications from the host country (Arambewela & Hall, 2013, p. 973). The growing
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emphasis on student satisfaction has been driven by the fact that a higher level of student satisfaction can lead to
a stronger competitive position, which will attract new students and maintain the existing ones. In fact, student
satisfaction has been acknowledged to be a critical indicator of word-of-mouth, retention and loyalty (Temizer &
Turkyilmaz, 2012). Undoubtedly, as primary customers, student satisfaction is critical to the existence of any
higher education institution (Ibrahim, Rahman, & Yasin, 2014). Supporting this view, Jalali, Islam, and Ariffin
(2011) emphasized that for Malaysian universities to attract new students and retain the current ones, focus must
be given to student satisfaction. Given these points, it is imperative that Malaysian higher education institutions
listen to their customers’ (students) needs and find a means to satisfy them.

Although customer satisfaction has been extensively discussed in different settings with different antecedents
and outcomes (e.g., Anderson & Fornell, 2000; Crotts, Mason, & Davis, 2009; Fornell, Johnson, Anderson, Cha,
& Bryant, 1996), little attention has been paid to the experiences and satisfaction of students in higher education
(Elliot & Healey, 2001; Lizzio, Wilson, & Symons, 2002; Symons, 2006; Ting, 2000). Most of the available
studies on the subject matter have been conducted in the Western educational context (Parahoo, Harvey, &
Tamim, 2013). In particular, these studies were conducted in countries, such as the UK and USA (Li, 2005;
Maggs, 2014), Australia (Arambewela & Hall, 2008, 2013), the Netherlands (Kleijn, Meijer, Pilot, &
Brekelmans, 2013; Mainhard, Rijst, & Tartwijik, 2009), and in the Gulf region (Parahoo et al., 2013), where both
the culture and climate are considerably different from those of the Southeast Asian countries. Hence, the
generalizability of their findings to the context of the present study is arguable. Additionally, studies concerning
student satisfaction in the context of the Malaysian higher education, particularly those relating to international
postgraduate students, are rather limited.

The key objective of this paper is to conduct a comprehensive review of the literature and to conceptually
develop a student satisfaction model, which integrates several antecedents that are theoretically linked to the
satisfaction of international postgraduate students. Most of the previous studies focused on the internal learning
environment as the major predictor of student satisfaction, and studies pertaining to the external learning
environment, particularly with regards to student satisfaction, seem rather limited. Hence, it is recommended
(e.g., Arambewela & Hall, 2013; LeBlanc & Nguyen, 1999) that scholars explore student satisfaction beyond the
factors of the internal environment.

Previous studies have also highlighted that the feedback provided by research supervisors is a contributory factor
to student satisfaction (Kleijn et al., 2013; Todd, Bannister, & Clegg, 2004). Feedback benefits learning and
achievement at all levels of education, across all content areas (Black & Wilaim, 1998). In an empirical study,
Pyhalto, Stubb, and Lonka (2009) observed that supervisors’ feedback was significantly linked to low stress and
anxiety, which contributes to a high level of satisfaction. In the case of higher education, considering that
students are the best judges, it is imperative that their satisfaction be assessed on a regular basis (Jalali et al.,
2011).

The present paper integrates both the internal and external learning environments, and supervisor feedback in a
conceptual model of major antecedents to student satisfaction. The proposed model suggests that the internal and
external environment of a university, along with the feedback provided by research supervisors, are the key
factors that influence the level of satisfaction among international postgraduate students.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Student Satisfaction

Fornell et al. (1996) described satisfaction as “an overall feeling or as satisfaction with elements of the
transaction”. Although satisfaction has been an accepted global construct for predicting consumer behaviour, the
term is also well-accepted in academic research (Parahoo et al., 2013). Being a service organization, higher
learning institutions consider students as customers, or the ‘major stakeholders’ who are involved in the purchase
of higher education programmes and services (Ravindran & Kalpana, 2012).

Student satisfaction can be subjective to the students themselves, in terms of how well a learning environment
supports their academic achievements (Lo, 2010, p. 47). From the perspective of international students, student
satisfaction refers to their satisfaction with their overall educational experience, which reflects their primary goal
of obtaining their educational qualification from the host country (Arambewela & Hall, 2013, p. 973).
Satisfaction helps students to build their self-confidence, which, ultimately, leads to the development of useful
skills and the acquisition of knowledge (Letcher & Neves, 2010). Decreased student attrition and enhanced
student experience are also the major outcomes of student satisfaction (Fearn, 2008; Trotter & Roberts, 20006).

Studies (e.g., Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Li, 2005) have indicated that student satisfaction intensely depends on
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the quality of the services provided. Hence, satisfaction of international postgraduate students can be
conceptualized through different key aspects, such as internal and external university environment, and
supervisors’ feedback. More recently, Ibrahim et al. (2014) investigated the determining factors of student
satisfaction in skill-based training institutions in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. The results showed that a campus
environment that is conducive for learning was the most significant predictor of student satisfaction.

To summarize, it is broadly accepted that student satisfaction is important for universities to retain their current
students, and, potentially, attract new ones. Moreover, the external and internal learning environment and
supervisors’ feedback can be the key antecedents to achieving a higher level of satisfaction among international
postgraduate students.

2.2 Internal Environment

The internal environment includes the quality of education, reputation of the institution, student facilities and
post-study marketability of a degree, all of which strongly influence the students’ level of satisfaction
(Arambewela, Hall, & Zuhair, 2006). Since international students are highly concerned about their study
outcomes and future careers (Zepke & Leach, 2007), teaching quality (quality of research supervision for
postgraduate students) is considered to be a critical factor for student satisfaction. The supervision of research
has been defined as the “most responsible task undertaken by an academic” (Armstrong, 2004; Burnett, 1977),
“the most complex and subtle form of teaching” (Brown & Atkins, 1988, p. 115), and ‘the most advanced level
of teaching” (Connell, 1985). The quality of research supervision has been described as the major element
affecting the quality of research students (Trigwell & Dunbar-Goddet, 2005).

Zhao (2012) asserted that student satisfaction has a strong relationship with the quality of higher education
perceived by the student, and that this perception will be influenced by many factors concerning the educational
service, including expectation of service and image of the institution. Likewise, according to Li (2005), an
institution’s image and learning quality significantly affect the satisfaction of students among the postgraduate
business school students in the US and UK. This finding is in line with that of Kuo and Ye (2009) who found that
internal environmental factors, such as service quality and institution’s image, were the key aspects that
influenced the level of student satisfaction; in fact, these factors also enhanced the students’ academic
performance. Concisely, besides quality education, postgraduate international students also valued the reputation
of the institution, which, ultimately leads to a higher level of satisfaction.

2.3 External Environment

External environment refers to “the social and physical dimensions outside of the university campus in which a
student spends a significant amount of their academic life, engaged in multiple actions with host community”
(Arambewela & Hall, 2013, p. 974). The “host community” in this context refers to the local community groups
related to a particular institution in which a student lives, along with other local and international students
(Arambewela & Hall, 2013). Previous studies on social relationships (such as friendship patterns, housing and
other accommodation facilities) have found that international students who successfully formed social ties with
their local communities have reported higher satisfaction (e.g., Gracia-Aracil, Gabaldon, Mora, & Villa, 2009;
Sam, 2009). Past studies have also shown that international students prefer to spend more than sixty per cent of
their academic tenure with students of the same country (Ward & Masgoret, 2004). This is comparable with the
Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which professes that individuals will strive to maintain their
positive self-esteem through group membership. In respect of housing and accommodation facilities, studies
have associated better housing arrangements with quality of life. For instance, Amole (2009) argued that one’s
satisfaction with accommodation facilities and housing can lead to a higher satisfaction with a high quality of
life.

Arambewela and Hall (2013), who investigated student satisfaction in several Australian universities located in
the state of Victoria, conceptualized and examined different antecedents of student satisfaction, such as a
university’s internal learning environment, the community (external learning environment) and personal values
(in terms of self-efficacy and hedonism). The findings showed a significant relationship between “students’
internal and external learning environments” and their satisfaction formation process. It was also found that the
external learning environment has a great impact on the internal learning environment (university) and student
satisfaction. This confirms that the external learning environment in terms of the community is a critical factor
that influences the satisfaction of international students. Although Arambewela and Hall’s study considered
international postgraduate students as units of analysis, it overlooked aspects relating to research supervision.
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2.4 Supervisor s Feedback

Past studies (e.g., Arambewela & Hall, 2013) conceptualized feedback as one of the dimensions of the internal
learning environment; however, they exclusively focused on either the foundation or undergraduate level of
investigation. Therefore, it is argued that the relationship between a postgraduate student and their supervisor is a
one-to-one relationship, which differs from lecturer-student relationships at other levels (e.g., foundation,
undergraduate). Hence, there is a need to conceptualize and assess feedback (supervisory feedback in this case)
separately rather than as a sub-component of the internal environment. Given these points, supervisor feedback is
discussed as a standalone construct in this paper.

Research supervision is considered as an important contributory factor to the success or failure of a postgraduate
student. It refers to a complex social encounter between the two parties who are involved in converging and
diverging interests (Ismail, Abiddin, & Hassan, 2011). Most studies (e.g., Kleijn et al., 2013; Maggs, 2014;
Mainhard et al., 2009) identified the role of the different aspects of research supervision, particularly of a
supervisor’s feedback. Generally, a supervisor’s feedback has not only been associated with the achievement of
quality research outcomes, but also with the higher level of student satisfaction (Alam et al., 2013). Feedback
refers to the “spoken or unspoken response from others in response to behaviour” (Falchikov, 1995). Although a
few scholars have agreed on the critical role of a supervisor’s feedback, others have argued that students are not
always interested in receiving feedback (Duncan, 2007; Murtagh & Baker, 2009). Notwithstanding, the National
Union of Students (NUS, 2008) suggested that the importance of feedback depends largely on its quality (cited
in Maggs, 2014). From the perspective of a research student, Denicolo (2004) asserted that research supervisors
should consistently provide feedback to their supervisees, in order for the former to improve the quality of their
supervision.

As Race (2005) pointed out, there are several methods of giving feedback, such as verbal, written,
self-assessment and peer-assessment. Currently, audio, electronic and video are considered as the novel methods
of giving feedback (Maggs, 2014). Interestingly, other scholars, including Brown and Glover (2006), found that
written feedback is the most favored form of feedback. Their findings are comparable with the results of Lee and
Schallert (2008), who reported that written feedback was more effective in the more trusting student-teacher
relationships. In another study, Murtagh and Baker (2009) reported that students are equally engaged in both
written and oral communications. A number of studies have also found a significant relationship between student
satisfaction and the feedback they received. For instance, the National Student Survey of Scotland reported that
48 per cent of Scottish students agreed that feedback had helped them to clarify the areas in which they were
lacking, in addition, these students also explicitly indicated their level of satisfaction following the feedback they
received (Buckley, 2012).

Based on the discussion above, a graphical explanation is drawn (Figure 1) to depict the proposed conceptual
model. Drawing on an in-depth review of the past studies, this framework suggests that a university’s internal
environment (education quality and image), external environment (accommodation and life style) and research
supervisor feedback (quality and quantity) are the key factors that sustain or improve the level of satisfaction of
international postgraduate students in Malaysia’s higher learning institutions.

Internal Environment
=  Education Quality
= Image

External Environment
= Accommodation P>
= Life Style

Student
Satisfaction

Supervisor’s Feedback
= Quality
= Quantity

Figure 1. Proposed conceptual framework of the study
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3. Conclusion

The higher education sector in Malaysia is now experiencing a competitive and commercial environment due to
the increasing number of public and private learning institutions. As students have more choice, it is imperative
that the education industry not only attracts new students, but also retains the current ones. Thus, it is crucial for
the Malaysian higher learning institutions to pay greater attention to student satisfaction. Based on a thorough
review of past studies, this paper indicates that student satisfaction intensely depends on the quality of the
services provided. Hence, a framework is proposed, which conceptualizes that the internal and external
environment of a university, and the feedback of research supervisors, are the major contributors to the
satisfaction of international postgraduate students.

When students receive quality education, and perceive the renowned image of the institution to which they
belong, they will likely feel proud and secure in respect of their future careers. This will eventually lead them to
a higher level of satisfaction. The external environment also plays a vital role in improving student satisfaction.
For example, international students like to spend most of their time with other social groups and the community
to which they belong. These social interactions provide opportunities for international students to broaden their
knowledge and improve the level of satisfaction. Finally, it is suggested that the supervisor’s feedback is vital to
achieve the anticipated level of student satisfaction. This is critical, as past studies have indicated that feedback
improves the level of student satisfaction.

Limited effort has been made to conceptualize and explore student satisfaction in the Malaysian higher learning
institution setting. Hence, this paper intends to enrich the understanding of researchers and academicians
concerning the topic, while highlighting the potential antecedents that may not only facilitate the achievement of
student satisfaction, but also attract potential customers. Future studies could include other possible dimensions
of the internal and external environment to extend the proposed model further. Given that research supervisors
play an important role in ensuring the successful and timely completion of a thesis, further studies may consider
several other supervisory dimensions, such as personality traits, knowledge sharing, and demographic variables
(age, gender, experience, ethnicity), to investigate their linkages with the satisfaction of international
postgraduate students. In addition, it is recommended that future researchers validate the proposed framework
with the use of advanced statistical methods, such as structural equation modeling, to obtain robust results.
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