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The aim of this research is to contrast an explanatory model of how the perceived organizational image of a university center (faculty) influences its students' loyalty. The data is obtained from a structured survey of students in Spain, obtaining a sample of 224 valid questionnaires. The methodology used is exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis to validate the measurement scales and the estimation of the model is carried out by applying Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The results show that organizational image is the key variable to influence students' decision to continue taking new courses at the center, as well as to recommend it to other people. It is observed that the greater students' positive perception of the organizational image is, the greater their satisfaction with the center will be, which results in a higher level of loyalty to the center in which they study. However, their identification levels with the center is not a relevant variable in the process of increasing loyalty.
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INTRODUCTION

At present, there are several factors regarding different aspects that significantly increase competition among university centers in Spain, as well as in many other countries; attracting new students, attracting financial resources, etc. Among these factors is the decreasing birth rate that leads universities to have to compete for students, the globalization of the economy (Altbach, 2004), the economic crisis of the last decade, European convergence and the Declaration of Bologna, free movement of students and the emergence of private centers in educational markets. Therefore, in this context, the organizational image/University or Faculty image is established as one of the main intangible assets of an educational institution (Šontaite and Bakanauskas, 2011; Stergiou and Tsikliras, 2014; Collins and Park, 2016; Plewa et al., 2016).

In fact, there are many benefits associated with organizational image (Pérez and Torres, 2017: 128): it improves the functioning and competitiveness of the university organization (Treadwell and Harrison, 1994; McPherson and Schapiro, 1998; Druteikiene, 2011; Blázquez and Peretti, 2012), it contributes to achieving student loyalty and improving their satisfaction (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007; Stevens et al., 2008; Polat, 2011), it attracts and retains human resources and produces a positive response in workers (Treadwell and Harrison, 1994; Nolan and Harold, 2010).

Taking into account the benefits produced by organizational image, it becomes a very important intangible asset to attract and retain/loyalty from the best students (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007; Stevens et al., 2008; Polat, 2011). Therefore, it is essential to establish, manage and maintain an image that enables to create a competitive advantage and to differentiate itself from the competition in current markets (Paramewaran and Glowacka, 1995).

There is a wide variety of studies focused on the University image from different perspectives (Arpan et al., 2003; Magierski and Kassouf, 2003; Kazoleas et al., 2011; Pérez and Torres, 2017). However, there are fewer that study the relationship of this concept with others, such as student satisfaction and loyalty (Beerli et al., 2002; Beerli and Díaz, 2003; Helgesen and Nesset, 2007; Brown and Mazzarol, 2009; Cervera et al., 2012; Chandra et al., 2019; Hassan and Shamsudin, 2019). For this reason, a greater research effort is required regarding this concept and in particular how this concept influences student loyalty. According to Cervera et al. (2012: 8), “the University image constitutes an emerging research topic…, since academic research on this topic has traditionally been focused on the study of the issuer…, overlooking those approaches whose object of study was focused on the receptor.”

Following this line of work, the aim of this research is to contrast an explanatory model of how the organizational image perceived by the students of a university center influences their loyalty to the center, as well as their Student-University (S-U) identification. In order to achieve this objective and corroborate the proposed working hypotheses, the data was collected from a structured questionnaire that was completed by 224 students from a University Center in Spain. The Structural Equation Modeling technique is applied to contrast the proposed hypotheses.

The novelty of this study lies in analyzing the structure of relationships between the organizational image as a multidimensional construct (orientation/training, reputation, aesthetic/affective) in loyalty, considering satisfaction and S-U identification as intermediate constructs. Understanding this structure will allow university center managers to know which dimension/s of the organizational image to focus their efforts on in order to improve their students' satisfaction and consequently increase their loyalty toward the center.

The paper is structured as follows. After this introduction, the theoretical framework that supports the research is introduced and the working hypotheses are presented in Literature Review and Hypotheses section. The methodology is described in Methodology section; sample, questionnaire and data analysis. The empirical results are shown below. Finally, the results are discussed, the main conclusions are drawn and the limitations of the research are discussed.



LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES


Organizational Image

One of the first definitions of organizational image was proposed by Kotler (1975), with both a beliefs and attitudes approach regarding an organization; the sum of beliefs, ideas and impressions that a person has on an object (Kotler and Fox, 1995). Beerli et al. (2002) subsequently state that it is a rational and emotional assessment and interpretation that a person makes of the organization, in which two components are integrated: cognitive (beliefs) and affective (emotions and feelings) components. Along the same lines, Kazoleas et al. (2011) states that the image is generated in subjects. Therefore, there can be as many images as there are subjects and they consider that this is the result of the interpretation made by the subjects regarding the information or disinformation provided. Following this trend, Polat (2011) defines it as the vision, representation or impression that people form in their minds based on the information or data of an organization, obtained from the interaction with the elements or components of the organization. In the university context, the university organizational image was defined by Nguyen and Leblanc (2001) as the perceived image that its students have according to their ideas, interests and personal, social and background experiences. Students make a rational and emotional assessment of the tangible and intangible attributes of the organization.

Taking into account the large number of approaches to define organizational image, it is revealed that it is a complex and multidimensional concept (Nguyen and Le Blanc, 2002; Arpan et al., 2003; Beerli and Díaz, 2003), as it is based on the perception and differentiating and comparative assessment of the characteristics of an organization, which is carried out by a person (Günalan and Ceylan, 2014). In this regard, the image will be influenced by the beliefs, stereotypes, ideas, significant behaviors and impressions that a person has of an organization (Kotler and Andreasen, 2008). Specifically, Arpan et al. (2003) mentioned three factors: academic factors, athletic factors and the extent of news coverage of the university.

Regarding the organizational image components, there is currently no consensus. This research follows the approach of Beerli et al. (2002) and the following are considered cognitive and affective components: university orientation and training, reputation, overcrowding, accessibility, age, affective.

In this context, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1: The perceived image of the Faculty is a multidimensional construct with cognitive and affective components.



Consequences of the Perceived Organizational Image
 
Relationship Between Organizational Image and Loyalty

Jacoby and Kyner (1973) propose that loyalty can be defined by taking into account two perspectives, on the one hand, the attitudinal perspective and on the other hand, the behavioral perspective. Thus, Dick and Basu (1994) define customer loyalty as the relationship between the relative attitude and repetitive purchase pattern. In this regard, many investigations carried out consider this dual perspective in very different contexts (Söderlund, 1998; Homburg and Giering, 2001; Rodríguez et al., 2020; López-Sanz et al., 2021). The important role of loyalty for the survival of educational institutions is evident (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007). In this regard, if a student with loyalty is achieved, he/she can attract others by positive word-of-mouth communication and maintain a lasting relationship with the university institution. In the university education context, there are studies that corroborate the relationship between University image and loyalty (Martensen et al., 1999; Nguyen and Leblanc, 2001; Beerli et al., 2002; Beerli and Díaz, 2003; Alves and Raposo, 2010). Therefore, the following hypothesis can be proposed:

H2: The perceived image of the Faculty influences loyalty toward it directly and positively.



Relationship Between Organizational Image and Satisfaction

Satisfaction is a complex concept that depends on the context of analysis where it is involved (Giese and Cote, 2000), therefore, there are many definitions. In this research context, the definition pecifically proposed in the educational field by Elliot and Healy (2001) is taken into account “it is a short-term attitude that results from assessing their experience with the educational service received”. Thus, a comparison between expectations and results is produced (Oliver, 1980; Anderson, 1994) and all aspects that make up a relationship are evaluated, including image (Sanzo et al., 2003). This relationship is empirically supported in the literature in the University image context (Martensen et al., 1999; Nguyen and Leblanc, 2001; Beerli et al., 2002; Helgesen and Nesset, 2007; Alves and Raposo, 2010). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: The image perceived by the students of the Faculty influences their satisfaction with the service received directly and positively.



Relationship Between Organizational Image and S-U (Student-University) Identification

The concept of S-U identification is investigated from different areas of knowledge following a personal or social perspective (Fernandes et al., 2009). In this research, we are interested in the study of the relationship between people (students) and organization (University). According to Tesser et al. (1988), students will be attracted to a university when they perceive that it has characteristics similar to their own and with which they are capable of sharing feelings, opinions or values. It refers to the student's psychological attachment to his University.

This concept is defined by Ashforth and Mael (1989) as the recognition, manifestation of affinities and the attraction that comes from a process of internalization and incorporation of beliefs, values and attitudes of a social group. Subsequently, they define it as “one's perception of belonging to an organization, where the person is defined in terms of the organization of which he/she is a member” (Mael and Ashforth, 1992: 104). Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) define it as the cognitive state of connection and proximity of a consumer (student) with an organization. According to these authors, this state is generated as a result of a process of comparison between personal identity and that of the organization carried out by the consumer (student). If the student perceives that he/she shares the same traits, values and attributes with the organization, he begins to define his own self-concept based on his relationship with the organization.

Several studies analyse the relationship between the perceived image of the organization or some of its dimensions with SU identification (Dutton et al., 1994; Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Kreiner and Ashforth, 2004; Ahearne et al., 2005; Cornwell and Coote, 2005). For all these reasons, the following hypotheses can be proposed:

H4: The image perceived by the students of the Faculty influences their identification with it directly and positively.

On the other hand, Marín and Ruiz (2007) confirm that this cognitive state will influence the affective states of the consumer regarding the organization, and as a result, their loyalty. As a consequence of the above, universities want to create and maintain this identification as strong as possible as a means of strengthening loyalty to the university.

H7: S-U identification of students with the Faculty influences their loyalty toward it directly and positively.



Relationship of Satisfaction With Loyalty and S-U Identification

(Dermanov and Eklöf, 2001) state that obtaining customer satisfaction involves certain consequences that condition their future activity, a student who is satisfied with the service received may develop various attitudes and behaviors that are indicative of loyalty (Marzo et al., 2005). In this regard, students who are satisfied with the service can show their intention to return (Patterson et al., 1997; Athiayaman, 2000; Lervik and Johnson, 2003) and will certainly recommend it to others (Mavondo and Zaman, 2000; Tsarenko and Mavondo, 2001). Many authors corroborate that satisfaction is an antecedent to student loyalty (Alves and Raposo, 2004; Gonçalves et al., 2004; Schertzer and Schertzer, 2004; Taylor et al., 2004; Tsarenko et al., 2004; Marzo et al., 2005). Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H5: The satisfaction perceived by the students influences their loyalty to the Faculty directly and positively.

H6: The satisfaction perceived by the students influences their S-U Identification with the Faculty directly and positively.

To summarize, in Figure 1 the “path diagram” is shown.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Theoretical model and hypothesis. Source: Authors' own data.






METHODOLOGY


Universe Study, Questionnaire and Measurement

The target population is 1,486 students enrolled at a University Center in Spain and who are studying Finance and Accounting, Business Administration, Tourism and the Double Degree in Business Administration and Tourism.

A structured questionnaire was designed to measure the constructs included in the model. Some of the most relevant measurement scales in the literature were taken as reference and adapted to the specific characteristics of the target population. The use of items used in other investigations enables to fulfill the internal validity requirement. Organizational image (25 items) is a scale adapted from Cervera et al. (2012) and Pérez and Torres (2017), which are an adaptation from the Beerli and Díaz (2003) scale and Beerli et al. (2002). Satisfaction (3 items), which is a scale of Schlesinger et al. (2014), adapted from Fornell (1992). Loyalty (4 items) is a scale adapted from Cervera et al. (2012), which is an adaptation from the scale of Martensen et al. (1999) and Hennig et al. (2001) and Student-Faculty Identification (S-U) (6 items), which is a scale adapted from Cervera et al. (2012) and is an adaptation from the scale of Mael and Ashforth (1992) and Bhattacharya et al. (1995). A 5-point Likert scale was used, with 1 being “totally disagree” and 5 “totally agree”.

The data collection process was carried out on-line during May through the GoogleForms platform. A sample of 224 valid questionnaires (response rate of 15.07%) was obtained, which implies a sampling error of 6% for a confidence level of 95%, Z = 1.96, p = q = 0.50. Regarding the profile of the respondent, of the 224 respondents, 144 belong to the female gender and 80 to the male, and are part of an age range that goes from 18 years to 43, with the average age being 22.44 years (standard deviation of 3.75). As the data are cross-sectional, obtained from a single source, the Common Method Bias (CMB) was verified by applying The Harman single-factor test (Podsakoff and Organ, 1986); the non-existence of the common method problem in this research is confirmed.



Data Analysis

To perform the descriptive and exploratory factor analysis of the data, the statistical programme SPSS 19.0 (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) and AMOS 20.0 (Analysis of Moment Structures) software were used for confirmatory factor analysis of the scales and estimation of the causal model proposed.


Validation of the Measurement Model

Following, Anderson and Gerbing (1988), the psychometric properties of the scales were analyzed. Firstly, the reliability of the scales is analyzed; the item-total correlation should take values> 0.3 (Nurosis, 1993) and Cronbach's alpha> 0.7 (Nunnally, 1979). Regarding the Unidimensionality that allows to identify the dimensions of the scales, it was validated in two stages: (1) Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) of principal components with varimax rotation (Bagozzi and Baumgartner, 1994), (2) Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), which allows to examine the measurement model (reliability and validity of measures), the structural model and the global model of each of the scales.

The following are considered minimum levels: (1) the loadings> 0.05 (Hair et al., 1999) and the percentage of the explained variance> 50%, (2) to examine the fit of the structural measurement model, the critical Ratio for regression weight must exceed ±1.96 and the standard regression weight (β)> 0.5 (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993), (3) to examine the global model, the goodness-of-fit indices of the model are observed (1988; Mangin and Mallou, 2006): values above 0.9 are recommended (Hair et al., 1999) for the comparative fit index (CFI), goodness of fit index (GFI), normed fit index (NFI), adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI). The robustness of mean squared error approximation index (RMSEA), according to Steiger (1990), Browne and Cudeck (1993), should be < 0.08 and values between 2 and 3 are recommended (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993) for Normalized χ2 (χ2/df). To finish, the reliability is estimated again through composite reliability (CR) > 0.7 and extracted variance (AVE)> 0.5.



Estimation of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)

The Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) technique or covariance structure model is used to test the causal relationships proposed in the theoretical model. To estimate the parameters, the Method of Maximum Likelihood (ML) was used and the bootstrap technique (5,000 samples) was applied taking into account the absence of normality. The methodology proposed by Mangin and Mallou (2006) is followed: parameter estimation, adjustment evaluation, re-specification of the model and interpretation of results. To evaluate the structural and global model, the indices already mentioned in the validation of the scale and (β) standard regression weight (critical coefficient> ±1.96) are considered. R2 measures the variance of the construct that is explained by the model.





RESULTS


Measurement Model

The analysis applied to check the reliability of the scales indicates an adequate internal consistency of the scales; correlation-total item> 0.3, not being necessary to eliminate any item and Cronbach's alpha is higher than the recommended minimum of 0.7. An EFA was applied (maximum likelihood extraction method and Varimax rotation) to check for unidimensionality. All measurement scales are unidimensional except for the organizational image scale, which has three factors that explain 57.43%> 50% and Loadings> 0.5 (recommended minimums) (Table 1).


Table 1. Descriptive findings and exploratory factor analysis (reliability and validity of scales).

[image: Table 1]

The analysis of unidimensionality is continued since the EFA is exploratory and the CFA is applied. In the specific case of the organizational image scale (multidimensional in the EFA), following, Hair et al. (1999), a strategy of rival models is developed (Table 2). Model 2 (oblique) of 1st order has a better adjustment than model 1 and 2 (orthogonal). It is then re-specified to improve the adjustment (Model 3) and compared to a 2nd order model (Model 4). The results confirm the multidimensionality of the scale, the optimal measurement model is model 4 of 2nd order.


Table 2. Fit índices for image scale.

[image: Table 2]

Table 3 shows the AFC results of the scales. Items IM1, 3, 16 and 21 are eliminated as they do not have significant factor loadings. The rest of the items have β > 0.50 and are significant (critical coefficient> ±1.96). The models have good measures of absolute, incremental and parsimony adjustment as all the indicators are within the generally accepted limits.


Table 3. Reliability and confirmatory factor analysis.

[image: Table 3]

Reliability is measured through average variance (AV) that must be >0.5 and composite reliability (CR) > 0.7 (Table 3) (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988; Hair et al., 1999). The content validity was ensured by the literature review carried out, as well as by the pre-test performed. It is concluded that there is convergent validity since β > 0.5 and statistically significant (t-student> ±1.96) and AVE> 0.5.

Discriminant validity is confirmed. It was analyzed by examining three indicators: (1) confirmed if Cronbach's alpha of each scale is higher than any of the correlations between that scale and the rest, which was proved and (2) whether inter-factor correlations are less than the square root of the average variance extracted (Fornell and Larcker, 1981, Chin, 1988), (3) none of the confidence intervals contains the unit (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Taking into account the results, discriminant validity is confirmed (Table 4).


Table 4. Correlation matrix and discriminant validity.

[image: Table 4]



Analysis of the Structural Models

The research hypotheses were tested (Figure 2). The structural model has good adjustment measures; all the indices are higher than the recommended minimum values. The standardized coefficients (β) that show the weights of the direct effects of one variable on another and the direction (hypothesis) are all significant at the p < 0.001, 0.01 and 0.05 level. R2 indicates the amount of variance of the constructs that is explained by the model. The model explains 71.8% of loyalty and 16.4% of the S-U identification construct. All hypotheses are corroborated.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Structural model.





DISCUSSION

The results of the Structural Model (Figure 2) support the explanatory capacity of the proposed theoretical model. The student loyalty dimension has an R2 = 0.718; considering the criteria proposed by Hu and Bentler (1995), it is> 0.67 therefore, its explanatory capacity is strong. All the hypotheses proposed are corroborated with significant β (p> 0.001, 0.01 and 0.05), β that indicate the relative importance of the dependent variable. The background variables of loyalty and that make up the explanatory capacity of the model are image, satisfaction and S-U identification.

Regarding organizational image, H1 is corroborated, perceived image is a multidimensional construct with cognitive and affective components. In this research, the structure is made up of three dimensions, orientation/training, reputation and aesthetic/affective, the first two with a high explanatory capacity in the model (R2 = 0.816 and 0.675, respectively) and aesthetic/affective has a good capacity with an R2 = 0.469. These results are corroborated in the study by Beerli and Díaz (2003). There are many investigations that corroborate that it is a multidimensional concept, although they do differ in their dimensions. Nguyen and Leblanc (2001) point out two components; functional (tangible characteristics) and emotional (psychological aspects such as feelings and attitudes toward the organization). For Beerli et al. (2002), there are two components, cognitive image (beliefs/knowledge about the organization) and affective image (feelings, emotions and benefits sought). Galiniené et al. (2009) identify three; cognitive image, emotional-affective image, general image and Nolan and Harold (2010) provide two, instrumental attributes and symbolic meanings.

This construct (organizational image) influences directly (β = 0.325, p < 0.001) (hypothesis H2) and indirectly (β = 0.400) in building student loyalty through satisfaction (hypothesis H3) with β = 0.656, p < 0.001 and SU identification (hypothesis H4) (β = 0.269, p < 0.01). The causal relationship proposed by hypothesis H2 (image → loyalty) is also corroborated by the investigations carried out by (Martensen et al., 1999; Nguyen and Leblanc, 2001; Beerli et al., 2002; Beerli and Díaz, 2003; Alves and Raposo, 2010). The relationship between image → satisfaction is corroborated by Martensen et al. (1999), Nguyen and Leblanc (2001), Beerli et al. (2002); Helgesen and Nesset (2007); Alves and Raposo (2010). Finally, the relationship between image → S-U identification is corroborated among others, by Dutton et al. (1994); Bhattacharya et al. (1995); Kreiner and Ashforth (2004); Ahearne et al. (2005); Cornwell and Coote (2005).

Regarding satisfaction, it influences loyalty directly (β = 0.552, p < 0.001) (H5) and indirectly and weakly through the S-U identification construct with β = 0.174, p < 0.05. These relationships are also corroborated by other empirical investigations such as Alves and Raposo (2004); Gonçalves et al. (2004); Schertzer and Schertzer (2004); Taylor et al. (2004); Tsarenko et al. (2004); Marzo et al. (2005). The explanatory capacity of satisfaction is good with an R2 = 0.431. Finally, the explanatory capacity of S-U identification is low (R2 = 0.164) and its influence on loyalty is also low (β = 0.098, p < 0.05).



CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The structural model proposed and empirically validated allows us to understand how students' loyalty (attitudinal and behavioral) toward the university center where they study is formed. The results empirically show that the organizational image with a total effect on the model of 0.725 on organizational loyalty is the key variable to influence students' decision to continue taking new studies at the center, as well as to recommend it to other people. Therefore, the greater the positive perception of the organizational image of the university center is, the greater their satisfaction with the center will be, which results in an increase in student loyalty to the center in which they study. However, their identification levels that are made operational through the attitude of being able to defend it and feel part of it are not configured as a relevant variable in the process of increasing loyalty levels.

These results have major implications for university center managers who want to retain their current students and attract potential students. So, in order to increase loyalty, they must focus their efforts on improving the image of the center and students' satisfaction. They must pay special attention to improving the guidance that the educational center has toward its stakeholders, society, company and especially toward its students, as well as improving the training quality it provides and working on it so that it is perceived by the student. They should also focus their efforts on improving its reputation, understood as prestige among its stakeholders. And finally, improve both physical aspects of the university center and emotional aspects related to image.

Finally, this research has two limitations. The first one refers to the fact that the model has been contrasted based on the opinions of the students of a specific university center in Spain. This limits the generalization of the results to a certain extent, which leads to proposing as a future line of research, to extend the study to other university centers, both within Spain and in other countries in order to compare results and contrast the model. The second limitation is related to the cross section of the research, as it was carried out at a specific point in time, so it would be interesting to carry out the study longitudinally to observe possible variations in students' perceptions over time. A third limitation is the use of a structured questionnaire that limits the responses of the respondents to the questions asked. However, we have overcome this limitation by calculating the Common Method Bias.
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