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Abstract: This paper proposes a conceptual framework integrating the SERVQUAL service quality
model with sustainability principles for the four core tourism segments - accommodation, transport,
food service, and guide-excursion services. The framework responds to a recurring disconnect in
the tourism literature, where service quality measurement and sustainability assessment have
evolved as parallel rather than integrated agendas. Drawing on a structured review of services
marketing, sustainability, and tourism certification literatures, the four classical service
characteristics are mapped onto the five SERVQUAL dimensions, and each dimension is enriched
with sustainability sub-indicators aligned with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. The
framework is then operationalised through a four-pillar matrix - resource management, service
quality management, partnership, and monitoring - embedded in a Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle. The
contribution is threefold: how service characteristics relate to SERVQUAL dimensions, a
sustainability extension that avoids constructing a parallel instrument, and a segment-specific
operational matrix ready for empirical testing.

Keywords: Tourism service quality; SERVQUAL; sustainable development goals; Triple Bottom
Line; ESG; conceptual framework; hospitality industry.

1. Introduction

Tourism is among the most economically significant service industries worldwide.
According to the WTTC, the sector contributed about 10 percent of global GDP in 2024 and
supported approximately 357 million jobs, accounting for one in ten jobs around the world
[1]. The United Nations World Tourism Organization has long projected continued long-
term growth, with international tourist arrivals expected to reach 1.8 billion by 2030 [2].
Yet the rapid expansion of the sector also amplifies its environmental footprint, social
externalities, and pressure on host communities, making the question of sustainable
management increasingly central to both scholarly and policy debates.

Quality in tourism differs fundamentally from quality in manufactured goods.
Whereas industrial products are typically inspected before consumption, services are
produced and consumed simultaneously, with the customer participating directly in the
production process [3]. This basic asymmetry implies that service quality cannot be
reduced to technical norms or infrastructural attributes alone; it depends on subjective
perception, the everyday performance of front-line staff, and the contextual environment
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in which the service is delivered [4]. Such characteristics make conventional product-
oriented quality management approaches ill-suited to the service economy, and to tourism
in particular.

The dominant analytical instrument for measuring tourism service quality has long
been the SERVQUAL model developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry [5], which
conceptualises quality as the gap between expected and perceived performance across five
dimensions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. Although the
model has been validated extensively in hospitality research, it does not incorporate
sustainability considerations. Conversely, sustainability frameworks such as Elkington’s
Triple Bottom Line (TBL) [6] and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals [7]
are well-established as normative templates for the economic, social, and environmental
performance of tourism organisations, but they offer little guidance on how sustainability
translates into the lived experience of service quality.

Specifically, the paper develops a conceptual framework that integrates the
SERVQUAL model with the TBL and the SDGs across the four core segments of the
tourism value chain: accommodation, transport, food service, and guide-excursion
services. Three research questions guide the analysis: (i) How can the four classical service
characteristics be mapped onto the five SERVQUAL dimensions in a way that exposes
their managerial implications? (ii) How can sustainability components be embedded into
the SERVQUAL architecture through the TBL and SDG framework? (iii) How can the
resulting integrated framework be operationalised across the main tourism service
segments through a continuous-improvement cycle?

2. Literature Review and Methodology
2.1. Theoretical foundations

The conceptual development reported in this paper rests on four interrelated bodies
of literature. The first is the services marketing tradition originating with Parasuraman,
Zeithaml and Berry [5] and developed further by Gronroos, who distinguishes between
technical quality (what is delivered) and functional quality (how it is delivered) [8]. This
tradition yielded the four classical service characteristics - intangibility, simultaneity
(inseparability), variability (heterogeneity), and perishability - that distinguish services
from goods and that frame much of the subsequent literature [9]. The second stream is the
corporate sustainability literature, anchored in Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line [6] and
complemented by the broader sustainability paradigm articulated in the United Nations
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [7]. While the TBL emphasises the
simultaneous pursuit of economic, social, and environmental value, the SDG framework
translates these principles into seventeen measurable goals, several of which-most directly
Goals 8.9, 12.b, and 14.7-relate to tourism. The third stream comprises tourism-specific
applications of sustainability, including the work of Buhalis et al. on tourism’s contribution
to the SDGs by 2030 [10], the GSTC criteria for industry and destinations [11], and ISO
21401:2018, the first international management-system standard dedicated to
sustainability in accommodation establishments [12]. These instruments collectively
define the operational vocabulary of sustainable tourism today. The fourth stream is the
quality-management literature, particularly the contributions of Crosby on conformance
and zero defects [13] and Juran on the quality trilogy [14], which together provide the
procedural backbone for continuous-improvement approaches such as the Plan-Do-
Check-Act (PDCA) cycle. This stream is essential to the present study because it supplies
the dynamic mechanism through which quality and sustainability indicators can be jointly
monitored and refined over time.

2.2. Method
The study follows a two-stage methodology consistent with conceptual research

design in management and tourism studies. The first stage is a structured literature review
covering the period 1985-2025. Bibliographic searches were conducted in Scopus, Web of
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Science, and Google Scholar using keyword combinations such as “service quality” and
“tourism”, “SERVQUAL” and “sustainable”, “Triple Bottom Line” and “SDG”.

The second stage is conceptual modelling. Following the cross-mapping logic used
in prior integrative tourism studies, the analysis proceeds through four steps: (i) functional
mapping between the four classical service characteristics and the five SERVQUAL
dimensions; (ii) augmentation of each SERVQUAL dimension with TBL- and SDG-derived
sub-indicators; (iii) operationalisation of the resulting framework across the four core
tourism service segments by means of a four-pillar matrix; and (iv) embedding of the
matrix in a PDCA continuous-improvement cycle drawing on Crosby [13] and Juran [14].

Because the study is conceptual rather than empirical, no primary data were
collected. Validation is instead achieved through theoretical triangulation across the four
literature streams and through alignment with established certification frameworks.

3. Results: An Integrated Framework
3.1. Mapping service characteristics onto SERVQUAL dimensions

The four classical service characteristics generate distinct managerial challenges,
each of which is addressed by a specific subset of SERVQUAL dimensions. Intangibility
implies that the service experience is constructed in the customer’s mind from sensory,
relational, and reputational cues; in the absence of physical inspectability, customers rely
on assurance (the credibility of staff and brand) and empathy (personalised attention) to
form quality judgements [15]. Gronroos has shown that, under conditions of intangibility,
perceived quality is shaped less by objective attributes than by trust and the cumulative
effect of micro-interactions [8]. Simultaneity - the fact that production and consumption
occur at the same moment-shifts the focus of quality control from pre-delivery inspection
to real-time monitoring and immediate recovery. This characteristic places responsiveness
at the heart of service management: the speed and adequacy with which customer
requests, deviations, and complaints are addressed during service delivery is a primary
determinant of perceived quality [16]. Variability arises because services are co-produced
by human actors operating in heterogeneous contexts; the same hotel front-desk procedure
can be delivered very differently by different employees, on different days, and to different
guests. The SERVQUAL dimension that addresses variability is reliability, understood as
the consistent delivery of the promised service to the agreed standard. Standardised
operating procedures, training, and digital scripting are typical instruments for managing
variability. Perishability reflects the impossibility of inventorying unsold service capacity:
an empty hotel room or a vacant excursion seat cannot be stored. This characteristic is
managed primarily through the tangibles dimension-the configuration and utilisation of
physical infrastructure-reinforced by dynamic pricing and yield-management techniques
such as those used by online travel agencies [17]. Figure 1 summarises the resulting
functional links between the four service characteristics and the five SERVQUAL
dimensions.
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Service characteristics

Variability Perishability

LR Reliability Responsiveness Assurance Empathy

SERVQUAL dimensions

Figure 1. Functional links between service characteristics and SERVQUAL
dimensions.

3.2. Embedding sustainability: SERVQUAL x TBL x SDG

Although SERVQUAL captures the perceived dimensions of service quality with
considerable analytical precision, it is silent on the environmental and societal externalities
of service delivery. Three complementary observations motivate the integration developed
below. First, an increasing share of international tourists prefers providers that
demonstrate environmental and social responsibility, indicating that sustainability is no
longer external to the service experience but constitutes part of it [18]. Second, the GSTC
criteria explicitly require accommodation and tour operators to track environmental,
social, and governance indicators alongside customer-experience metrics [11]. Third, ISO
21401:2018 represents the first international management standard that integrates
sustainability requirements into the quality management system of accommodation
establishments [12].

Building on these observations, each SERVQUAL dimension can be enriched with
sustainability sub-indicators drawn from the TBL and the SDGs. Tangibles can be
redefined to include energy- and water-efficient infrastructure (SDGs 7 and 12); reliability
can be extended to encompass the stability of local supplier networks and fair employment
relations (SDG 8); responsiveness can incorporate real-time environmental monitoring
such as waste streams and carbon emissions (SDG 13); and assurance and empathy can be
widened to include staff training in sustainability competencies (SDG 4) and demonstrable
contributions to local community welfare (SDGs 5 and 11). The integration is shown
schematically in Figure 1.
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Figure 2. Conceptual integration of SERVQUAL, the Triple Bottom Line, and the
Sustainable Development Goals.

The integrated structure provides a conceptual answer to the second research
question: rather than positioning quality and sustainability as separate streams, the
framework treats sustainability as the deepening of each existing SERVQUAL dimension.
This logic is consistent with Buhalis et al.’s argument that the SDGs represent not an
additional reporting burden but a re-framing of how tourism value is generated and
distributed [10].

3.3. Operationalisation across tourism service segments

To convert the integrated structure into a managerially usable instrument, the
framework is operationalised across the four core tourism service segments through four

pillars: Resource Management, Service Quality Management, Partnership, Monitoring and

Improvement. Each pillar specifies a set of indicators tailored to the segment, while
preserving cross-segment comparability. The matrix is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Sustainable Tourism Service Quality matrix across core tourism segments

Pillar Accommodation Transport Food service & guide-
excursion
Resource Waste segregation, Electric and hybrid Local and organic sourcing (=
Management zero-waste policies, fleets, Euro-6+ 50%), 40-60 % reduction of
LED lighting, solar standards, CO, food waste through
power, grey-water monitoring with composting, induction cooking
systems [19]. offsetting, GPS-based [21]; low-impact guiding and
deadhead minimisation  ecological route design [22].

[20].

Service Quality
Management

Green branding,
“green booking”
guarantees, 24/7
customer support,
eco-signal
monitoring apps,

Branded eco-fleets,
vehicle inspection
systems, backup-vehicle
protocols, QR-ticketing,
GPS-tracked online
booking.

HACCP-based food safety,
mobile menus,
halal/vegan/eco-label
certification; precise
itineraries, WFTGA standards,
real-time scheduling.
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eco-penalty systems

[23].

Partnership =50 % local Local labour and Cooperation with local farmers
employment, fair- supplier networks, and NGOs on food-waste
trade principles, ecological partners, reduction; 2 70 % local guides,
infrastructure grants, green compliance partnerships with artisan and
volunteer indicators. ecotourism organisations.
programmes.

Monitoring & Sensor-based Sensor monitoring with ~ Sensors for waste, water, and

Improvement monitoring, live-feedback apps, SDG energy; ISO 22000, “Green
interactive analytics ~ reporting, ISO 14001 / Kitchen”; GSTC indicators,
platforms, SDG 39001, PDCA cycle. post-tour feedback, PDCA-
reporting (Goals 11- based content updating.

12), external
certification, PDCA
with digital
feedback.

The first pillar, Resource Management, addresses the environmental footprint of
service delivery and is therefore most closely aligned with the planet dimension of the TBL
[24]. In transport services this is operationalised through fleet electrification, emission
monitoring, and route optimisation [20]; in accommodation through waste segregation,
zero-waste policies, and grey-water reuse [19], [25]; in food service through local and
organic sourcing and composting of organic residuals [21]; and in guide—excursion
services through low-impact route design and energy-efficient guiding equipment [22],
[26].

The second pillar, Service Quality Management, links the SERVQUAL architecture
to sustainability outputs. Branded green identifiers, real-time eco-signal apps, and eco-
penalty systems make the sustainability orientation visible to the customer in the
accommodation segment [27], while certification labels (halal, vegan, eco) and adherence
to international guiding standards perform a similar signalling function in food service
and excursions. The third pillar, Partnership, embeds the service in its local economy and
community, addressing the people dimension of the TBL through fair employment,
supplier diversity, and cooperation with cultural and ecotourism actors[28]. Finally, the
fourth pillar, Monitoring and Improvement, anchors the framework in the PDCA cycle:
sensor-based monitoring, SDG reporting, third-party certification audits, and digital
customer feedback close the loop and feed back into the next planning round [29].

Taken together, the four pillars and four segments produce a matrix of sustainability-
enriched quality indicators. The matrix is deliberately compact: it can be expanded into
more granular KPIs without altering its underlying logic, and it can be aligned with
existing certification regimes by mapping each cell onto specific GSTC criteria or ISO 21401
clauses.

4. Discussion

The framework developed in Section 3 contributes to the literature in three ways.
First, it offers a parsimonious account of how the four classical service characteristics relate
to the five SERVQUAL dimensions, complementing the more general treatments of Lai et
al. [9] and Mokhtaran et al. [16]. Second, it shows that the integration of sustainability into
service quality measurement need not require a wholly new instrument; instead, each
existing SERVQUAL dimension can be deepened through TBL- and SDG-derived sub-
indicators. This incremental strategy lowers the adoption cost for tourism firms that
already use SERVQUAL-style customer surveys.

Central Asian Journal of Innovations on Tourism Management and Finance 2026, 7(3), 18-25. cajitmf.centralasianstudies.org/index.php/CAJITMF



24

Third, by operationalising the integration across four service segments, the
framework enables segment-specific analysis without sacrificing comparability. This is
particularly relevant for destination management organisations (DMOs), which typically
oversee a portfolio of service providers with heterogeneous business models. Aligning the
matrix with the GSTC criteria for industry [11] and with ISO 21401:2018 for
accommodation establishments [12] further increases its practical relevance, because both
regimes are widely recognised by international markets and by major online travel
agencies.

The framework also has limitations that should be acknowledged. As a conceptual
contribution, it has not yet been validated empirically; the indicator weights, the exact
formulation of composite indices, and the relative importance of the four pillars across
different national contexts remain open questions. In addition, the framework focuses on
supply-side actors and treats demand-side dynamics-such as cross-cultural differences in
sustainability expectations [4] - as exogenous. Future research should address both
limitations.

5. Conclusion

This paper has developed a conceptual framework that integrates the SERVQUAL
service quality model with the Triple Bottom Line and the Sustainable Development Goals
across four core tourism service segments: accommodation, transport, food service, and
guide-excursion services. The framework is grounded in four mutually reinforcing
literatures-services marketing, corporate sustainability, tourism-specific certification, and
quality management-and is operationalised through a four-pillar matrix embedded in a
Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle.

Three findings have been reported. First, the four classical service characteristics map
systematically onto the five SERVQUAL dimensions through identifiable functional
mechanisms. Second, sustainability components can be embedded into SERVQUAL by
enriching each dimension with TBL- and SDG-derived sub-indicators rather than by
constructing a parallel measurement instrument. Third, the resulting framework can be
operationalised across the four core tourism service segments through a matrix of
indicators that is compact, expandable, and compatible with leading international
certification regimes.

Three avenues for further research follow directly from these conclusions. The
framework should be tested empirically by means of survey instruments that integrate
SERVQUAL items with sustainability sub-indicators; an integrated composite index
combining service-quality scores with ESG performance should be specified and validated;
and the framework should be applied at the destination level, where multi-actor
governance and regional planning generate additional analytical demands. Pursuing these
lines of work would convert the conceptual framework presented here into an empirically
calibrated tool for sustainable tourism management.
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