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Abstract: Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) operate in a competitive 
environment in which the universities must address issues of customer 
satisfaction and loyalty. This process requires that educational institutions 
carefully analyse the key factors contributing to student loyalty in all its 
dimensions and develop strategies accordingly. Customer loyalty is a 
consistent commitment deeply held by customers to re-purchasing and/or 
recommending the product or service. This paper aims at understanding the 
different levels of student loyalty towards HEIs through an empirical study run 
with 705 graduate students from a small University. According to the students’ 
personal and situational characteristics (age and choice of degree course), we 
expect significant differences in the level of loyalty. We may also draw 
conclusions about the management of HEIs in terms of positive word of mouth 
among students. 
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This paper is an updated and expanded version of a paper, entitled ‘Different 
levels of loyalty as a consumer behaviour in Higher Education service: an 
approach in private universities’ presented at the ‘INTED-IATED’, Spain, 2013. 

 

1 Introduction 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) operate in a competitive environment where, to be 
successful, it is vital that universities, like any other business, address issues of market 
orientation and customer satisfaction. Indeed, as recently stated “The Higher Education 
(HE) sector continues to face ‘marketisation’ challenges” (Kolar et al., 2018, p.1).These 
challenges are related to digitalisation, globalisation and a more customer-drive 
orientation (Brooks et al., 2017). Customer satisfaction and loyalty have explicitly been 
addressed in the last decade as key drivers for HEI performance (Agrawal and Tan, 2014; 
Annamdevula and Bellamkonda, 2016; Helgesen and Nesset, 2007; Ledden et al., 2007). 

In consumer behaviour literature, loyalty is presented as a rich and multifaceted 
measure, with cognitive, affective and conative dimensions (Dick and Basu, 1994; 
Oliver, 1980, 1997, 2014). This paper aims at understanding the different levels of 
student loyalty in HEIs. It takes a two-pronged approach, both from a theoretical and 
empirical perspective. In the theoretical part, it presents the conceptual framework on 
loyalty and HE service. The empirical study is a quantitative analysis conducted in a 
small private Christian-oriented University, in Valencia (Spain), on graduate students’ 
likelihood of choosing the same University and/or same degree course. 

The idiosyncrasy of the HE service is that the consumer may consume just once. 
Therefore, the affective dimension of loyalty, i.e. the recommendation or the positive 
word of mouth (hereinafter WOM), is crucial for assessing the value offered to 
consumers (e.g., students, families and society). Market appeal in a more competitive 
environment for HEIs relates to positive WOM communication, as key strategic variable 
in maintaining a competitive position with long-term benefits arising from students’ 
loyalty (Annamdevula and Bellamkonda, 2016; Arambewela, 2005; Fielder et al., 1993). 
This process requires HEIs to analyse the key factors contributing to student loyalty, in 
all its dimensions, and develop strategies accordingly. 

Personal characteristics may moderate loyalty behaviour (Oliver, 2014). This paper 
aims at understanding the different levels of student loyalty in HEIs through an empirical 
study run with 705 graduate students from a private university in Spain with legal entity 
as a Foundation, and a Christian orientation. According to the students’ personal and 
situational characteristics – age and choice of degree course (Business, Psychology, 
Nursing etc.) –, we expect significant differences in the level of loyalty. 

2 Conceptual framework 

2.1 Loyalty and consumer behaviour 

Oliver (1999, p.34) defined customer loyalty as “a consistent commitment deeply held by 
customers to re-purchase the product or service in spite of situational impacts or 
promotional activities, which have the potential to cause switching behaviour”. He 
identified various phases of customer loyalty (Dick and Basu, 1994) involving four 
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different stages (Oliver, 1997): cognitive loyalty, affective loyalty, conative loyalty and 
action loyalty; therefore there are different ways to define perceived customer loyalty 
(Oliver, 2014). Cognitive loyalty is the initial phase, in which the brand attribute 
information available to the consumer indicates that one brand is preferable to its 
alternatives. In the second phase of loyalty development, the customer develops a liking 
or attitude toward the brand based on cumulatively satisfying uses. The third phase, 
conative loyalty, is the intention to re-purchase the brand. This stage is influenced by 
recurrent episodes of positive affection toward the brand. Finally, action loyalty studies 
the mechanism by which intentions are converted to actions (Oliver, 1999; Shen and 
Sengupta, 2018). These actions may be re-purchasing and/or positive recommendation. 

Previous studies suggested that customer satisfaction in services may have different 
antecedents: service quality and perceived value are the most common (Cronin et al., 
2000; Gallarza et al., 2016) although the prominence of one or the other is not universally 
accepted (Gallarza et al., 2011). Furthermore, customer loyalty is the main consequence 
of satisfaction (Gallarza et al., 2011; Annamdevula and Bellamkonda, 2016). Customer 
loyalty is thus the end of a sequence of effects (a service quality-value-satisfaction-
loyalty chain) (Gallarza et al., 2016). Accordingly, as a consumption outcome, any form 
of loyal behaviour should interest of researchers and practitioners. 

Loyal customers are more likely to recommend the service to other customers 
(Keiningham et al., 2018). Although personal characteristics and particular situations 
may moderate this behaviour (Dick and Basu, 1994; Oliver, 2014), WOM is closely 
linked to customer loyalty (Shen and Sengupta, 2018), especially in services where 
repetition is not possible (Gallarza et al., 2016); such as HEs. 

As initially indicated by Grewal et al. (2003), WOM was the passing of information 
from person to person, literally, through oral communication. However, nowadays a 
variety of subcategories in WOM communication have emerged (i.e. via various media 
such as internet, telephone, etc.) due to the rapid development of modern technology 
(Keiningham et al., 2018). Recent research found traditional WOM being even more 
effective than electronic WOM (Shen and Sengupta, 2018). Furthermore, according to 
Grewal et al. (2003), individuals do not recommend the product or service for an 
incentive but tend to engage in personal referrals from communicators they trust, so they 
are less receptive to the marketing influence of competitors. 

2.2 The higher education service and consumption behaviour 

Choosing and experiencing HE services is complex and may be understood as a high 
involvement behaviour (Fayos et al., 2011). This is due to several factors such as the 
wide range of choices (Maringe, 2006; Belanger et al., 2002) even wider nowadays 
because of globalisation erasing frontiers in University selection (Brooks et al., 2017) or 
a highly relativistic context (Pinna et al., 2018) where comparisons are made before 
experiencing the service (Roszkowski and Spreat, 2010). 

It is well-known that both rational and emotional aspects are key drivers of HE 
service choice (Angulo et al., 2010). The context of this consumption is high risk  
because the return on the investment made by the consumer comes in the very long term 
(Ledden et al., 2007). 

Student behaviour in the HEIs market has been a main subject of interest for service 
researchers in the 90s (e.g., in chronological order Fielder et al., 1993; Webb and Jagun, 
1997; Browne et al., 1998). Justification for this interest lies not just in the importance of 
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understanding choice behaviour, but also on student retention, as a form of loyalty 
behaviour (Annamdevula and Bellamkonda, 2016; Fielder et al., 1993; Harrison-Walker 
2010). 

With the fast-growing number of students in HE, it has become attractive for 
marketers to manage Universities as brands, offering customers a lifetime value. 
Universities can get students to engage with their brands, in search of a lifetime loyal 
customer. But, in comparison with other good/service offerings, HE service is a 
“credence good” (Lovelock and Wirtz, 2011; Zeithaml et al., 2013): it is difficult for 
customers to evaluate, even after purchase. Accordingly, customers rely heavily on 
information shared by other customers, and so HE marketers are particularly interested in 
obtaining likelihood to recommend and positive WOM. 

2.3 Strategic approach to customer loyalty in higher education 

Many nations have adjusted their financial system for HEIs in the past few years (OECD, 
2004). It has helped HEIs to emphasise the educational profession and thus gradually 
become more performance-based (Arnaboldi and Azzone 2005; DeShields et al., 2005). 
Furthermore, as financing is partly dependent on students’ academic and professional 
achievements, student loyalty has become an important driver when considering 
marketing strategies for HEIs (Agrawal and Tan, 2014). The optimal allocation of 
resources, which offers better values for students, will in turn guarantee financial funding 
in the future (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007). 

Furthermore, forced by an increasingly competitive market, HEIs need to incorporate 
better market orientation, seeking to obtain competitive advantages over their 
competitors (Fielder et al., 1993). Thus, it is essential to analyse and study student 
satisfaction and loyalty in HE, because HEIs can greatly benefit from establishing long 
term relationships with students. 

The outcomes drawn from the strengths and weaknesses of universities’ offerings 
come from their stakeholders’ overall perception (institution managers, teachers, 
employees, research investors and students, etc.). Regarding students, these outcomes are 
formed mainly by external WOM based on previous experiences, and HEIs’ internal 
efforts such as marketing activities (Ivy, 2001). 

Previous research shows that student satisfaction has a direct influence on loyalty 
(Webb and Jagun, 1997; Eskildsen et al., 1999). That is, students who are satisfied with 
their educational experience will demonstrate loyalty to that institution. As a 
consequence, they will involve themselves in positive WOM actions (Alves and Raposo, 
2007). 

The literature presents several ways of measuring student behavioural loyalty as 
retention. An institution’s attrition or dropout rate is the rate at which students leave 
before graduating (Belanger et al., 2002). The opposite is the retention rate, as an 
indicator of how first-time students leave University after the intended number of years. 
Institutional retention is, therefore, the indicator of performance in a HE organisation. A 
higher retention rate shows student satisfaction in terms of issues such as the correlation 
between their expectations and actual experience. Nevertheless, loyalty can also be 
measured as the amount of student growth (Levitz et al., 1999), because it reflects the 
effectiveness of a campus on delivering what valued and respected students expect, need 
and want. 

There are, however, dissatisfied students as well. Student dissatisfaction may have 
threatening consequences for the university, in the form of withdrawal or transfer of 
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unsuccessful students (Alves and Raposo, 2007), as well as negative WOM harming 
future applications (Alves and Raposo, 2007; Belanger et al., 2002). Additionally, 
student loyalty is not a short-term consequence. As Helgesen and Nesset (2007) point 
out, throughout the educational process, students may reduce the number of chosen 
courses, switch from one educational institution to another or completely drop out. 
Furthermore, the college dropout rate may have considerable effects on institutional 
finance incurring a significant loss of revenue over the life of student cohorts (Belanger 
et al., 2002). 

To sum up, loyal students may be good advocates for HEIs and they may also 
enhance the learning experience by active participation and other committed behaviour 
which ultimately improves teaching quality. Customer (students) loyalty is positively 
linked therefore to other critical aspects of the firm (the HEI) (Helgesen and Nesset, 
2007). Moreover, after reviewing customer loyalty-related processes, the role of 
customer satisfaction has proved to be the common ground for customers staying with 
companies which foster successful relationships and offer satisfactory value. 

3 Empirical study: methodology and research questions 

According to the conceptual framework, different levels of loyalty behaviour may be 
identified within the HE services in terms of behavioural and attitudinal consequences of 
a service evaluation (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007). Among the latter, as re-purchase 
behaviour is less likely in the HE service (Fayos et al., 2011), repeat behaviour can be 
assessed when the University is chosen again for another program (Master’s or an 
additional degree). 

In the present study, we aim at exploring differences between these levels of loyalty 
behaviour, according to two variables: gender and type of degree course. We seek to 
empirically test that loyalty is a relativistic behaviour, which depends on persons and 
contexts. Consequently, the following research questions are proposed: 

 RQ1: The likelihood of students choosing the same University varies according to 
the gender. 

 RQ2: The likelihood of students choosing the same University varies according to 
the degree chosen. 

We answer these questions with a Chi-square test of homogeneity, meaning that we test 
if the distribution of responses is significantly different between genders and degrees. 

The setting chosen for our empirical research is a small university in the city of 
Valencia (east coast of Spain). The university arose from the union of different colleges 
with tradition (over 50 years in some cases) and has experienced significant growth in 
number of students and degrees. In fact, today, it has more than 14,500 students on  
28 Degree and 22 Master’s degree courses, taught by more than 1200 teachers spread 
over four campuses and 14 locations. 

The survey was sent by e-mail to all undergraduate students in their last year 
(universe of 3124 students); this was the universe chosen, as last-year students are able to 
assess both their satisfaction with the service provided (the HE service) and the 
likelihood of recommending the service provider (the University). After the first e-mail, 
less than 400 answers were obtained; thus, a second round was undertaken by phone call, 
with a stratification by degrees matching the structure of the University; they were  
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kindly asked to answer the e-questionnaire they were sent. After second round,  
800 questionnaires were received, among which just a total of 705 were valid (23% of 
universe). 

Sample profile is depicted in Table 1: the sample was biased to women (75.3%), aged 
between 22 and 25 (55%), a distribution corresponding with the distribution of the whole 
University population; different degrees are represented, with a predominance of those 
related to Pedagogy and Social Sciences, corresponding as well with the University 
structure. Respondents came primarily from High School (67.4%) although some started 
a previous degree at another University (15.3%). 

Table 1 Sample profile 

Total graduates 705 100,0 

Gender N % 

Men 174 24.7 

Women 531 75.3 

Age N % 

22–25 388 55.0 

26–30 179 25.4 

31–35 59 8.4 

36–40 25 3.5 

41–45 26 3.7 

46–50 12 1.7 

51–55 11 1.6 

56–57 5 0.7 

Degree N % 

Business administration and management 18 2.6 

Social and cultural anthropology 4 0.6 

Sciences of physical activity and sport 51 7.2 

Marine sciences 9 1.3 

Social education 7 1.0 

Nursing 104 14.8 

History and science of music 4 0.6 

Speech therapy 20 2.8 

Specialised teacher in hearing and language 17 2.4 

Specialised teacher in special education 38 5.4 

Specialised teacher in physical education 48 6.8 

Specialised teacher in early childhood 171 24.3 

Specialised teacher in musical education 27 3.8 

Specialised teacher in elementary education 70 9.9 

Specialised teacher in foreign language (English) 37 5.2 

Master’s degree 58 8.2 

Psychology 10 1.4 

Psychopedagogy 5 0.7 

Sociology 1 0.1 

Occupational therapy 6 0.9 
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Table 1 Sample profile (continued) 

Total graduates 705 100,0 

Coming from N % 

Professional training 85 12.1 

Bachelor – high school 475 67.4 

Over 25 years old (late access to University) 19 2.7 

Previous degree at another University 108 15.3 

Other studies (validated titles) 16 2.3 

N.A. 2 0.3 

Total graduates 705 100.0 

4 Findings and results 

Among the 705 individuals in the sample, 681 (96%) stated that if they were to decide 
now (repurchase intention), they would decide to go to College or University again  
(in general, not to a particular University). Only 19 said they would not attend College 
again, and 5 did not answer this question. The remaining 681 who indicated they would 
study for a degree again were asked if they would do so at the same university. 552 
individuals (81.06%) answered affirmatively. Only 14.83% said no, and 28 students 
(4.11%) did not answer this question. A result of 80% loyalty (intention to repeat) is a 
rather high score, considering the specific features of consumers in this HE service 
(already described as high involvement, high risk and longer return on investment). 

Table 2 shows the number and percentage of responses and the gender distribution. 
This distribution is shown in Figure 1 in graph form. 

Figure 1 Likelihood of choosing the same university, % distribution by gender 

81.13% 80.84% 

15.37% 13.17% 
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Our interest is finding out whether the distribution of loyalty (likelihood of choosing the 
same University) is the same between genders. Table 2 is the basis for an independence-
homogeneity Gi-2 test aiming at refuting that loyalty (likelihood of choosing the same 
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University) is equally distributed between genders. The X2 statistic is 2.31 (p-value  
with 2 degrees of freedom = 0.316). 

Table 2 Likelihood of choosing the same university, by gender (number and distribution) 

Yes No NA Total 

Women 417 (81.13%) 79 (15.37%) 18 (3.50%) 514 

Men 135 (80.84%) 22 (13.17%) 10 (5.99%) 167 

Total 552  101  28  681 

Our conclusion is that there is insufficient evidence to reject the assumption of equal 
distribution and, therefore, we accept that loyalty is equally distributed between genders, 
meaning that women and men are equally likely to choose the same University, provided 
that they are in the same situation. This result is interesting in light of the sociological 
shift that Spanish Universities have been witnessing in recent years, where a much higher 
proportion of women is accessing degrees that are becoming highly “feminine” 
(Medicine, Teaching, Nursing,…). Although men and women may make different 
choices, these differences do not persist in their loyalty behaviour at the end of the 
studies. 

It is also interesting to study the level of loyalty (likelihood of choosing the same 
University) by degree course. This can be seen in Table 3 and, in Figure 2 in graph form 
(this figure only shows degrees with 10 or more responses). 

Table 3 Likelihood of choosing the same university, by degree 

Degree Yes No NA 

ST* in Early Childhood (167) 146 (87.4%) 19 (11.4%) 2 (1.2%) 

Nursing (101) 83 (82.2%) 14 (13.9%) 4 (4.0%) 

ST in Elementary Education (68) 58 (85.3%) 9 (13.2%) 1 (1.5%) 

Master’s degree (55) 46 (83.6%) 7 (12.7%) 2 (3.6%) 

Sciences of Physical Activity and Sport (47) 30 (63.8%) 12 (25.5%) 5 (10.6%) 

ST in Physical Education (47) 37 (78.7%) 6 (12.8%) 4 (8.5%) 

ST in Foreign Language (37) 31 (83.8%) 4 (10.8%) 2 (5.4%) 

ST in Special Education (36) 33 (91.7%) 2 (5.6%) 1 (2.8%) 

ST in Musical Education (26) 23 (88.5%) 1 (3.8%) 2 (7.7%) 

Speech Therapy (20) 15 (75.0%) 3 (15.0%) 2 (10.0%) 

Business Administration and Management (17) 10 (58.8%) 5 (29.4%) 2 (11.8%) 

ST in Hearing and Language (17) 12 (70.6%) 5 (29.4%) 0 (0.0%) 

Psychology (10) 9 (90.0%) 1 (10.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Marine Sciences (7) 2 (28.6%) 4 (57.1%) 1 (14.3%) 

Social Education (7) 3 (42.9%) 4 (57.1%) 0 (0.0%) 

Psychopedagogy (5) 5 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Occupational Therapy (5) 2 (40.0%) 3 (60.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Social and Cultural Anthropology (4) 3 (75.0%) 1 (25.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

History and Science of Music (4) 3 (75.0%) 1 (25.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Sociology (1) 1 (100 %) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Note: *The abbreviation ST means specialised teacher 
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Figure 2 Likelihood of choosing the same university, distribution by degree 
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Figure 2 shows in bold, the percentage of students that would choose the same 
institution. The two thin lines show respectively negative answers, and no responses: 
loyalty levels are all rather high, shown by the differences between the bold line and the 
two thin lines. 

According to the respondents’ degree in the sample, the highest levels of loyalty 
toward the institution are found in Special Education (91.7%) and Psychology (90%).  
It is worth mentioning the 100% level of loyalty obtained for the degree courses in 
Sociology and Psychopedagogy; but, due to the small size of the subsample, this result 
must be considered with caution (and thus it is not depicted in Figure 2, but it is shown in 
Table 3). 

As mentioned, regarding the distribution by degree courses, it is not possible to 
confirm whether or not significant differences exist because the range of sub-sample 
sizes is too diverse. The lack of statistical information is acknowledged as a primary 
limitation of this research; nevertheless, the descriptive results do show differences 
across degree courses, which can be read in the light of different levels of commitment 
shown by students on one degree course or another. 

Another way of reading the differences between levels of loyalty by degree courses 
may correspond to the nature of the degree: more vocational courses have an intrinsic 
motivation that enhances the likelihood of choosing the same degree; whereas students 
showing more utilitarian decisions in their choices might be less keen to attend the same 
degree course again (and may show likelihood to changing to another complementary 
area). 

Table 3 presents a very high level of behavioural loyalty shown by Postgraduate or 
Master Students (83.6%). Postgraduate students are presumed to be more mature and 
wiser in their choice than undergraduate students. Sample size does not allow further 
insights, but intrapersonal comparisons between students that have studied for a Degree 
and a Master’s degree at the same institution may shed better light on this distinction, and 
is thus proposed for further research. 
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5 Conclusions 

This paper examines student behaviour in the HEIs market, which has been a main 
concern for a long time among service researchers during the 1990s and 2000s. In 
comparison to previous works dealing more with satisfaction and perceived value (e.g., 
Alves and Raposo 2007; Ledden et al., 2007), this paper focuses specifically on loyalty 
behaviour as a final outcome, as a consequence of both value and satisfaction (Gallarza, 
et al., 2016)., with a twofold nature: behavioural as the intention to re-purchase, and 
attitudinal as the intention to recommend. The findings are based on a survey conducted 
among 705 students from a small University in the city of Valencia (SPAIN). Differences 
between men and women in their level of loyalty, assessed as the likelihood of choosing 
the same University (same situation, same choice) were found to be not significant. This 
is a plausible result given the non-existence of gender differences in the choice and 
access to University. However, differences found among the degree courses show how 
some degrees (Humanities) reveal more vocational decisions than the more utilitarian 
ones (Business), with higher levels of loyalty as a WOM action for the former that for the 
latter. 

Several limitations of this study must be acknowledged. First, we haven’t addressed 
relationships effect (such as correlations or causality) between levels of satisfaction and 
levels of loyalty, despite the broad consensus in the literature (e.g., Ledden et al., 2007; 
Cronin et al., 2000; Gallarza et al., 2016). Second, a single HEI has been examined 
(convenience sample), with its peculiarities (small size, skewed to a feminine profile, and 
predominance of Humanities degrees). Third, no differences have been found between 
students that come directly from high school, and those who started a previous degree at 
another University. This information should be very interesting for HEIs’ managers, in 
the sense that these students have more insights to make a comparison with, In fact, the 
very high levels of intention to repeat found in this study show that this second choice is 
in general terms, a wise one. Fourth, no information was provided on the effects of other 
demographics (e.g., age, habitat, social class). In that sense, re-purchase intention could 
also be viewed as a valuable instrument for segmenting students and thus positioning 
Universities, offering improved understanding for services consumer research and 
strategic management of HEIs. 

Further applications of the proposals contained in this paper should reinforce the idea 
that research on all aspects of loyalty behaviour can broaden our vision and 
understanding of the HE service as a multifaceted consumption experience. In this sense, 
as recent proposals show (e.g., Kolar et al., 2018), other stakeholders such as employees 
(teachers and others) could be inquired, to measure correlations between internal quality, 
level of satisfaction towards the University, and intention to recommend. This would 
broaden the scope of what loyalty means for a HEI in terms of drivers and stakeholders. 
Furthermore, the connection between the digital dimension of the students’ behaviour 
during their decision process (Pinna et al., 2018) and the likelihood of recommending 
and/or re-purchasing appears as a possible further stream of research. As social networks 
can sometimes even induce consumers to alter their decisions after obtaining further 
information online, and their importance has become key for HEIs (Brooks et al., 2017), 
a potential reformulation of the present work could be assessing, in a longitudinal study, 
the effects of electronic communications from students via social media and the effects 
on loyalty behaviour in the HE market. All these streams strengthen the interest of  
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developing further knowledge on the peculiarities of choosing and recommending HEIs, 
as a cognitive-affective behaviour, This would offer further relevant information for 
managing Universities in a global world. 
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