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ABSTRACT 

 

The present study investigated the mediating effect of switching barriers in the 

relationship between social service quality and switching intention for social service 

users. The purpose of this study is to provide baseline data on lowering switching 

intention by increasing social service quality, in order to promote policies and stable 

organizational management of service provider agencies. To this end, social service users 

in Busan were surveyed; 719 survey responses were used in the final analysis. The main 

results are as follows. First, social service users showed lower switching intention with 

higher perceived service quality. Second, higher switching barriers resulted in lower 

switching intention. Third, switching barriers in social services were found to mediate 

the effect of service quality on switching intention. Based on these results, implications 

regarding the reduction of switching intention that contributes to the success of social 

services are provided.      
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Ⅰ. Introduction 

 

Social services in South Korea have expanded since the 2000s with the introduction of 

the user-centered electronic voucher system, as universal services were pursued in 

preparation against new social risks across the society. From 2012, social service provider 

licenses became attainable under a registration system, allowing various agencies to 

provide social services. While this change to a user-centered method of provision led to a 

quantitative expansion of provider agencies through market competition, it has also 

brought endless controversy over service quality—including the content and price 

difference of social services and the qualification of provider agency professionals (Kim, 

2009).  

Service agencies also acknowledge user-perceived service quality as a major 

determinant in securing their competitiveness (Oh, 2006). That is, improving service 

quality is being emphasized as an essential factor in the survival of such organizations 

(Grasso, 1994). The importance of service quality has incentivized various literature 

regarding service quality since the advent of social services. In addition to research 

regarding the factors constituting service quality, numerous studies are being conducted 

in relation to the success of social services, such as those on the relationship between 

service quality and satisfaction as well as service quality and loyalty, and the 

cause-and-effect relationship among service quality, satisfaction, and loyalty (Kim, 2017; 

Kim & Jung, 2012).  

While users who use and are satisfied with a service opt to reuse it or maintain a 

favorable attitude towards it, there are cases where users who are dissatisfied due to 

their needs and wants, despite excellent service quality, choose to defect. Additionally, 

there are cases where they switch as they become dissatisfied despite their initial 

satisfaction (Cho & Kim, 2015). Such phenomena reflect the fact that user satisfaction of 

service quality does not increase retention rate. Therefore, one needs to focus on the fact 

that switching barriers, which refer to the effort required to switch, can be used to 

increase retention rate when aiming to directly hinder users defecting.  

Switching barriers refer to the complication of switching to a new provider, thereby 

ensuring that users continue to stay with their current provider even if they are 

dissatisfied with it (Poter, 1980). Thus, managers of provider agencies need to consider 

the switching barriers established between the user and the provider agency with respect 

to the causes of switching behavior, in addition to user dissatisfaction. The efficient 

management of such reality can be regarded as an important strategy in operating a 

social service agency in the midst of fierce quality competition due to the increasing 

number of provider agencies. Accordingly, agencies need to secure their user base by 

raising satisfaction in service quality to maintain loyalty, as well as creating switching 

barriers to deter users’ intention to switch to other agencies. From the agency’s 

perspective, the user base is more than simply securing stable users; instead, it becomes 
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a fundamental asset in ensuring continuous growth and development, as well as a 

competitive edge, by reducing costs, increasing relation efficiency, and acquiring new 

users by word-of-mouth.   

Based on the above discussion, service quality and switching barriers can be deduced 

to be important factors in lowering switching intention even in the field of social services 

where users have the right of choice. Therefore, within the field of social services, 

investigation of the mediating effect among the interest in switching barriers, service 

quality, and switching intention is highly significant both theoretically and practically. 

This study is conducted on social service users with respect to the effect of the quality of 

service provided by agencies on switching intention, in order to provide practical 

implications in efficient organization management by understanding the relational 

structure among the variables caused by the mediating effect of switching barriers. This 

is because an action plan to improve service quality, raise switching barriers, and lower 

switching intention must be devised beforehand if policy efforts to improve service 

quality and manage social service performance are to be effective.  

 

Ⅱ. Theoretical Background 

 

1. Social Service Quality 

Social service quality can be defined as “user behavior after subjectively perceiving the 

process and result of service provision” (Jeon, 2006). Gronroos (1984) claimed that service 

quality is the result of the interaction between the service provider and the user, and is 

created by a type of user perception of an agency’s services or its image-building (Maeng 

& Shim, 2011). In other words, compared to the general quality of service that indicates 

the user’s subjective attitude or judgment of the excellence of service, interaction 

between users and the quality of service during service provision is more emphasized in 

the social service area. 

Service quality in various fields of human service mainly use an application of the 

process-centric SERVQUAL model developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry 

(PZB). This has also been used in recent studies on social service quality, arranged into 

assurance, responsiveness, empathy, reliability, and tangibles, depending on the focus of 

the researcher (Kim & Jung, 2009). Reflecting the nature of social services, Kim & Jung 

(2009) used six dimensions by adding sociality, which emphasizes the protection of users’ 

rights. Therefore, social service quality is defined as the subjective evaluation of service 

content and its competent delivery, and is examined from the dimensions of sociality, 

assurance, responsiveness, empathy, reliability, and tangibles after including the extra 

dimension of sociality.  

 

 

 



DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14391/ajhs.16.87 

Asian Journal of Human Services, VOL.16 87-100 

 

90 

 

Services 

Human 

2. Association among Relationship between Social Service Quality, Switching Barriers, 

and Switching Intention 

Social service agencies regard service quality as an important determinant (Cho, 2012) 

of stable organizational management as it determines the users’ decision to reuse a 

service without defecting to other agencies. Furthermore, in the context of social services, 

where the users’ right of choice is emphasized, it is important for provider agencies to 

improve the user-perceived switching barriers and switching intention. This is because in 

terms of performance, strategic responses are needed to retain their current users. 

Fornell (1992) proposed switching barriers as a defensive strategy for retaining current 

users. Switching barriers suggest that there are cases where users with low satisfaction 

or dissatisfaction tend to stay with their current provider and provider agency rather 

than switching to other providers or agencies (Jones & Sasser, 1995).  

Switching barriers are defined as all factors that hinder users or incur costs, such as 

effort and time, when switching their provider agency (Jones, Mothersbaugh & Beatty, 

2000). Thus, switching barriers refer to all obstacles that are present when users switch 

their provider agency. The deterrents in switching barriers can be divided into switching 

costs, attractiveness of alternatives, and interpersonal relationships (Kim, 2017; Han, 

Back & Barrett, 2009). Ping (1993) claimed that higher switching barriers lead to higher 

retention and loyalty from users. Weiss & Anderson (1992) found that if switching 

requires high costs and difficult processes, the decision to switch becomes extremely slow 

even if one is dissatisfied, and in some cases, may lead to the continuation of the 

relationship (Jackson, 1985). The role of switching barriers is to deter users from 

switching provider agencies by influencing their switching intention through high costs 

of time and effort when switching, or by having unattractive alternatives for competition. 

Switching barriers are defined in this study as all deterrents in defecting or switching 

from the current service agency, comprised of the objective situational variables of 

switching costs and lack of alternatives (a concept contrary to the attractiveness of 

alternatives).  

Switching intention is a concept contrary to the retention of existing users and reuse 

intentions, and refers to the user’s intention of switching from one service from another 

(Jones, Mothersbaugh & Beatty, 2002). Furthermore, switching intention leads to a 

reduction in the number of existing users due to users switching services, and such 

switches are made based on the users’ desire for something new due to their 

dissatisfaction with provided services (Jeon, Bang & Ko, 2017; Keaveney, 1995). Service 

switches, switching intention, service loyalty, user retention, and reuse intention are all 

related (Han, Back & Barrett, 2009). Loyalty, retention, and reuse intention are favorable 

outcomes for the provider, whereas service switches and switching intention are not. 

Stronger switching intention heightens the possibility that one carries out the switch, 

and conversely, that possibility is reduced with weaker switching intention (Bintner, 

Booms & Tetreault, 1990). This study defines switching intention as the desire to defect 
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from the current provider or provider agency and examines its relationship with service 

quality and switching barriers.    

Reviewing the effect of service quality on switching intention based on the above 

discussion, Kim (2008) suggests that higher quality of educational service lowers the 

intention to switch schools. Lee & Murphy (2005) brainstormed the causes of switches 

and discovered that service quality had the highest effect on switching behavior. Jones, 

Reynolds, Mothersbaugh, et al. (2007) found that the quality of educational services had 

a negative effect on switching intention. Such results can be interpreted as high-quality 

services provided by current agencies lowering user intention to switch to other agencies.  

Literature on the relationship between switching barriers and switching intention 

shows that switching costs influence user behavior and behavioral intention. The 

literature proposed that switching barriers have a negative effect on switching intention 

(Liu, Park & Kim, 2017; Cho & Kim, 2015; Jones,Retnolds, Mothersbaugh, et al, 2007; 

Burnham, Frels & Mahajan, 2003). This implies that provider agencies should raise 

switching barriers to make users reuse their services without switching. In a social 

service study on the moderating role of switching barriers in the relationship between 

relational quality and loyalty, Kim (2017) claimed that higher switching costs and fewer 

competitive alternatives raise switching barriers and thereby increase loyalty.   

Finally, regarding previous studies on the mediating effect of switching barriers 

between service quality and switching intention, Jones, Mothersbaugh & Beatty (2002) 

found that service quality is deeply related with switching costs upon empirical analysis. 

Cha (2007) verified that service quality has a strong influence on switching barriers. 

Moreover, by examining service quality in the categories of functional quality and 

technical quality, Byeon (2009) found that switching barriers mediate the relationship 

between service quality (functional and technical) and switching intention. That is, users 

perceive switching barriers (the high cost of switching and the lack of competitive 

alternatives) to be higher with increased quality of service, which leads to lower 

switching intention and ultimately their decision to remain with their current agency.   

The relationship between major variables used in this study were examined in various 

service areas throughout the literature. It can be seen that switching barriers, which 

make user switches to other service agencies more difficult, are affected by service 

quality and related to switching intention. Therefore, this study examines indirect paths 

in the relational structure among service quality, switching barriers, and switching 

intention, in order to determine the cause-and-effect therein. This is because it is 

significant to investigate the role of switching barriers in the above relationship to 

improve the performance of agencies, even in the context of social services which are 

provided in a user-centric manner.  
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Ⅲ. Research Method 

 

1. Research Model and Hypotheses  

The research model was set as seen in <Figure 1> in accordance with the purpose of 

this study of examining the effect of social service quality on switching intention with 

switching barriers as its mediator.  

  

<Figure 1> Research Model 

 

   

The hypotheses derived from the research model are as follows. 

Hypothesis 1. Social service quality will affect switching intention. 

Hypothesis 2. Switching barriers will affect switching intention. 

Hypothesis 3. Social service quality will affect switching intention, mediated by 

switching barriers. 

 

2. Research Subjects and Data Collection   

The subjects of the present study consisted of Busan residents who use the Long-term 

Care Service for the Elderly, Personal Assistance Service for the Disabled, and 

Psychological Support Service for Children and Youth, all of which are implemented 

nationwide, use a standardized manual for delivery and business content, and are 

provided to a distinct group of users. The Long-term Care Service for the Elderly and the 

Psychological Support Service for Children and Youth were stratified according to region 

and significantly allocated based on the method of provision. Personal Assistance Service 

for the Disabled, managed only by nonprofit organizations, was proportionally allocated 

according to region and selected through random sampling. Trained researchers, as well 

as managers and providers at service provider agencies, delivered the questionnaires and 

asked for participation. The questionnaire was approved by the Research Ethics 

Committee and was administered after a research participation consent form was 

submitted by the respondent. Data collection took place from November 2015 to February 

2016, during which 756 questionnaires from the 1,050 delivered to research subjects were 
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collected. In total, 719 questionnaires were used in the actual analysis after excluding 

those that were filled in dishonestly. 

 

3. Variables and Measures 

The latent variables of this study consist of social service quality, switching barriers, 

and switching intention. The scale used by Kim & Jong (2012) was used to measure 

service quality, and the scale used by Whang & Chang (2007) was used to measure 

switching barriers (switching costs and lack of alternatives) after it was modified and 

supplemented. For switching intention, the scale used by Oh & Lee (2014) for public 

library visitors was modified to conform to social services, and was used to survey “the 

possibility of not using the current center” and “collecting information on new centers to 

transfer to.” All items were measured via a 5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree = 1 

point, strongly agree = 5 points). Therefore, higher quality of service leads to a higher 

perception of switching barriers (higher switching costs and fewer competitive 

alternatives), thereby lowering switching intention. The levels of confidence among the 

variables measured in this study were found to be appropriate at a=.896 for social service 

quality, a=.835 for switching barriers, and a=.882 for switching intention. 

 

4. Analysing Methods 

SPSS 22.0 and Amos 22.0 were used to analyze the cause-and-effect relationship and 

mediating effect of the research model and to examine their statistical significance. GFI 

and RMSEA were used for χ2 statistics and absolute index of fit, and CFI and TLI were 

comprehensively considered for the normed fit index. Smaller RMSEA values indicate a 

better fit, and a value of .05 or below is deemed to be of good fit. A value of .09 or above is 

deemed a good fit for CFI, TLI, and GFI. Structural equation modeling was conducted to 

verify the research hypotheses, and bootstrapping was conducted to examine the 

significance of the indirect effect of switching barriers used as the mediating variable. 

 

IV. Results 

 

1. Sociodemographic Characteristics among Research Subjects 

The sociodemographic characteristics of the subjects of this study are shown in <Table 

1>. Respondents evenly varied in age from children to the elderly and handicapped. For 

the duration of service usage under the current agency, most respondents were included 

in the category of 1 to 3 years at 38.9%, followed by under 1 year at 29.1%. There was an 

even distribution of for-profit (46.9%) and non-profit (61.1%) organizations. The 

characteristics of social service recipients were well reflected among the respondents.  
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<Table 1> Characteristics of the Participants 

           Characteristic n (%) 

Respondent 
Self   443 (61.6)  

Guardian   276 (38.4)  

Sex 
Male   398 (55.4)  

Female   321 (44.6)  

Age 

Under 8   118 (16.4)  

8-13   97 (13.5)  

14-20   20 (2.8)  

21-49   107 (14.9)  

50-65   98 (13.6)  

Over 66   279 (38.9)  

Duration of usage 

under current agency 

Under 1 year   209 (29.1)  

1 to 3 years   274 (38.1)  

3 to 5 years   165 (22.9)  

5 years or more   79 (11.0)  

Type of organization 
For-profit   337 (46.9)  

Non-profit   439 (61.1)  

The following <Table 2> shows the descriptive statistics of the measured variables. 

Considering the conditions of normal distribution (skewness <2, kurtosis <4) in the 

structural equation modeling used in this study, all necessary conditions are met.   

 

<Table 2> Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

Latent variable Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Social 

service 

quality 

Sociality 3.921 .534 -.770 .147 

Assurance 4.002 .602 -.620 -.060 

Empathy 3.979 .802 -.849 .057 

Responsiveness 4.078 .459 -1.001 .187 

Reliability 4.122 .761 -.861 .157 

Tangibles 3.123 .534 -.509 -.638 

Switching 

barriers 

Switching costs 3.849 .973 -.881 .128 

Lack of alternatives 2.924 .852 .529 -.181 

Switching 

intention 

Switching intention 1 3.235 .742 -1.290 1.005 

Switching intention 2 3.216 .746 -.993 .792 

 

 

2. Correlations Among Major Variables  

Correlation among the variables used to verify the cause-and-effect structure set for 

this study are displayed in <Table 3>. Results show that the social service quality 

dimension has a statistically significant negative correlation to switching intention 

(r=-.306~-.598, p<.01), and a statistically significant positive correlation to switching 

barriers (r=.239~.455, p<.01). Switching intention shows a statistically significant 

negative correlation to switching barriers (r=.413~.437, p<.01). Therefore, this indicates 

that positive social service quality leads to a higher perception of switching barriers, and 

that higher switching barriers lead to decreased switching intention.  
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<Table 3> Correlations Among Major Variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Sociality 1          

2. Assurance .467** 1         

3. Empathy .490** .671** 1        

4. Responsiveness .335** .529** .541** 1       

5. Reliability .461** .668** .576** .672** 1      

6. Tangibles .240** .263** .260** .216** .347** 1     

7. Switching costs .314** .445** .419** .412** .455** .239** 1    

8. Lack of alternatives .335** .429** .411** .401** .422** .316** .535** 1   

9. Switching intention 1 -.439** -.598** -.517** -.503** -.557** -.306** -.421** -.423** 1  

10. Switching intention 2 -.419** -.593** -.527** -.457** -.566** -.376** -.413** -.437** -.692** 1 

*p<.05, **p<.01 

 

 

3. Measurement Model Analysis 

The present study hypothesized that higher social service quality will lead to higher 

satisfaction in the agency and provider, and that higher perception of switching barriers 

will lead to decreased switching intention to defect to other agencies. The hypotheses 

were verified through structural equation modelling. Goodness of fit was found to be 

appropriate at a satisfactory level as shown in <Table 4>. 

 

<Table 4> Goodness of Fit  

 χ2 df GFI CFI TLI RMSEA 

Model 121.097 51 .911 .963 .959 .047 

 

 

With goodness of fit verified, the hypotheses of this study were examined through their 

path coefficients. The path from social service quality to switching intention was found to 

be statistically significant from the parameter estimates shown in <Figure 2> and <Table 

5>, showing higher quality of service leading to lower switching intention.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

<Figure 2> Structural Model 

Q_1: Sociality, Q_2: Assurance, Q_3: Empathy, Q_4: Responsiveness, Q_5: Reliability,  

Q_6: Tangibles, B_1: Switching costs, B_2: Lack of alternatives  
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Furthermore, the path from service quality to switching barriers was found to be 

statistically significant. This indicates that higher service quality raises switching 

barriers. In other words, if users form a relationship of trust with the provider in the 

process of service provision and engages in more positive interactions, they feel 

uncomfortable with the costs of switching to a different agency and searching for 

alternatives, thereby increasing the switching barriers. The path from switching barriers 

to switching intention was also found to be statistically significant, and higher perception 

of switching barriers led to a decreased intention to switch or defect. Thus, both 

Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 were supported by the results.  

 

<Table 5> Path Coefficients of the Structural Model 

Path B β 

Social service quality --> Switching barriers .613 .524*** 

Social service quality --> Switching intention -.439 -.415** 

Switching barriers  --> Switching intention -.499 -.387** 

 *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  

 

 

4. Decomposition and Mediating Effect Analysis 

Results indicated that switching barriers mediate the connection between social 

service quality and switching intention. Bootstrapping was conducted to analyze the 

mediating effect and examine the influencing relationship among variables decomposed 

into direct and indirect effects. Decomposition results indicated that the total effect of 

social service quality on switching intention is -.618, consisting of both direct (-.415) and 

indirect (-.203) effects, as shown in <Table 6>.  

   

<Table 6> Decomposition of Structural Model Variable 

Path 
Total 

effect 

Direct 

effect 

Indirect 

effect 

Confidence 

interval 

Social service quality --> 

Switching intention 
-.618 -.415 -.203 -.072~-.229** 

*p<.05, **p<.01 

 

 

Bootstrapping the mediating effect of switching barriers resulted in a confidence 

interval of -.072 ~ -.229, which shows that the mediating effect is statistically significant 

at a significance level of p<.01, as a “0” is not included in its range. Therefore, switching 

barriers in social services were found to partially mediate the effect of service quality on 

switching intention. 
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V. Discussion 

 

The present study aimed to examine the relationship between social service users’ 

switching intention and service quality, and to verify the mediating effect of switching 

barriers. To this end, 719 Busan residents using universal services in South Korea, the 

Long-term Care Service for the Elderly, Personal Assistance Service for the Disabled, and 

Psychological Support for Children and Youth, were selected for analysis. Analysis 

results using Amos 22.0 to study the research model and hypotheses are as follows.  

First, social service quality was found to have a direct effect on switching intention. 

That is, improved quality of service from social service provider agencies and user 

optimism for service quality leads to a decrease in switching intention. Second, the 

switching intention of social service users was weakened with higher switching barriers. 

This indicates that the switching intention of service users is lowered with higher 

switching costs of effort, time, and money, and fewer competitive agencies that provide 

better quality alternatives than the current one. Third, social service quality was found 

to influence switching intention mediated by switching barriers. In other words, while 

service quality indeed has a direct effect on switching intention, higher service quality 

led to higher switching barriers, which in turn decreased switching intention. This result 

is in line with the literature (Byeon, 2009) that claims switching barriers are important 

in relation to service quality.  

For agencies to perform well in the field of social services, where financial support is 

given on the basis of expanding users’ right of choice, improvement of service quality by 

competition between agencies is important. To prevent user defects and switches, 

provider agencies must protect the rights of their users while increasing job and 

supplement training to better equip providers with professional knowledge, skills, and 

accountability to provide services in a safe environment.  

Verification of the importance of switching barriers that affect service quality and 

switching intention is highly significant in relation to the performance of social service 

provider agencies. Success in social services was found to be mediated by switching 

barriers rather than being directly achieved through social service quality. Therefore, 

service quality and switching barriers were confirmed to be important influencing factors 

on switching intention. The switching barrier variable should be considered since the 

defection of users satisfied with service quality becomes more frequent especially for 

social service provider agencies that lack differentiation and are locked in fierce 

competition. As such, social service policies must recognize switching barriers, such as 

the psychological effort of switching, cost of finding alternatives, inconvenience, and lack 

of good alternatives, as an important factor at the stage of their design.  

In addition to professional quality, providers and provider agencies must improve their 

service quality from a relational aspect with individual users as well if they are to 

enhance their switching barriers, the importance of which has been demonstrated in the 



DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14391/ajhs.16.87 

Asian Journal of Human Services, VOL.16 87-100 

 

98 

 

Services 

Human 

area of social services. Providers must be trained for relational sensitivity to positively 

maintain the interaction between users and providers, which is a critical aspect in social 

service quality. If agencies are to provide services and relational benefits of higher value 

than their competitors, users will find costs in the time and psychological effort to switch 

to different agencies burdensome, perceive the current agency to be more attractive than 

competing ones, and weaken their switching intention. Thus, to minimize user defection, 

it is suggested that agencies strategically increase their switching barriers by enhancing 

relational quality and utilize switching barriers from all dimensions.  
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