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Abstract: Universities play a significant role in the economic development of society as they pro-
vide knowledge and skills that are essential for social sustainability. In recent years, universities
shifted their focus towards student-centered education and need to reconsider their sustainable
strategies to become more competitive by encouraging student co-creation behaviors. To create a
unique experience, universities aim to involve students in creating and delivering their educational
experiences. The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the perceived quality of educational
service and the institutional image of a university influence students’ value co-creation behavior, and
the role of loyalty in this process. The study is based on two complementary studies conducted in
an Italian public university. The first study involved 720 undergraduate students with one business
management bachelor’s degree who completed a questionnaire to collect primary data. The second
study used six focus groups to identify which specific students’ experiences and university activities
stimulated co-creation behaviors. The results show that student loyalty plays an important mediating
role between university image, students’ quality perception, and co-creation behavior. Additionally,
only three dimensions of quality, namely quality non-academy aspects, quality reputation, and
quality access have an impact on students’ loyalty. Therefore, only two dimensions of brand image,
university brand knowledge (UK), and university brand prestige (UPR) have a direct effect on value
co-creation behavior. These findings have important implications for higher education institutions
(HEIs) to develop managerial strategies that increase students’ co-creation behavior. The co-creation
process should be considered as part of HEIs’ image-building and quality policy-enhancing strategy.
Despite the value co-creation approach being overlooked in studies on HEIs governance, this study
highlights its potential as a strategic approach for improving service quality and university image.

Keywords: social sustainability; higher education; students’ co-creation behavior; quality of educational
services; institutional image; students’ loyalty

1. Introduction

In recent years, higher education faced challenges due to global trends such as bud-
getary constraints and greater student mobility. Universities play a vital role in social
development by empowering people through critical thinking and providing them with
the necessary skills for a rapidly changing job market [1,2]. Education has a significant
responsibility to promote independent thinking among students, as reflected in the sustain-
able development goals. While 40% of young people in Europe have a higher education
degree, Italy has only 28.9% of students with a higher education degree in the last three
years, compared to the EU average of 40.5%. Therefore, retaining students is just as im-
portant as attracting and enrolling them. Universities became more student-oriented in
response to these changes, and they must rethink their sustainable strategies to encourage
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student participation in creating and delivering their university experience [3–5]. In the
field of service-dominant marketing, it is widely acknowledged that interactions between
organizations and their customers can create and enhance the value of the service being
provided [5]. The idea of co-creation is applicable in a university setting where students
are active participants in the learning process and can collaborate with the institution to
improve the quality of service. Students, in this context, can be seen as consumers who are
likely to interact with the institution, provide feedback and suggestions, share information
and experiences with others, and promote the university’s image inside and outside. One
of the challenges to be faced is to make the transition from the traditional paradigm to a
new perspective focused on students, implying higher levels of collaboration and student
engagement since the initial phase of service ideation. By involving students in the learning
process, co-creation can help universities to improve the quality of their services, enhance
their brand image, and attract more students. For the university, it is important to reinforce
the relationship among students, teachers, staff, and other stakeholders to improve the
learning experience and satisfy the student’s expectations.

The study was conducted in the context of higher education (HE) in Italy, where recent
changes in the university system aim to improve service quality and increase competition
among universities. In the last decade, many initiatives were developed to satisfy the
needs of stakeholders in general, and students in particular. However, in the last year,
Italian universities experienced a 2.8% decrease in enrollment, with the worst data (−5.1%)
recorded by universities in the south of Italy, which is equivalent to more than 4900 new
students. Therefore, universities need to understand which factors of students’ experience
are crucial and the degree to which they affect students’ co-creation behaviors. Therefore,
the principal research questions are: What are the consequences of positive perceptions
from students about the university’s service quality and institutional image on loyalty and
co-creation behavior? What is the role of loyalty in this process?

To address these research questions, two complementary studies were conducted.
The first study involved the development of a conceptual model, which was tested us-
ing structural equation modeling. A survey based on a questionnaire administered to
720 undergraduate students from one business management program in an Italian uni-
versity. Specifically, the purpose of this paper is to quantitatively explore the relationship
between five dimensions of quality service (non-academic aspects, academic, reputation,
access, and program issue), institutional image, loyalty, and co-creation behavior such as
advocacy, suggestions for improvement, and participation in future activities.

In addition, a second study was conducted in which students of the same business man-
agement program were involved in six focus groups to investigate what are, in their university
experience, the specific mechanisms or activities that can reinforce students’ loyalty toward
the university and promote co-creation behavior. This research fills a literature gap because no
previous research on students’ co-creation considered the influence of these variables.

The results of this research have practical implications for university policymakers,
who should consider the co-creation process as an integral part of their strategy for building
a sustainable image and enhancing quality policies.

The paper is structured as follows: First, we present the literature review and the-
oretical background of the research and develop the main hypotheses tested. Then, the
conceptual model is presented before explaining the methodology and presenting the
results of the two studies. Finally, the paper concludes with a summary of the key findings
and a discussion of their implications for higher education institutions.

1.1. Students’ Co-Creation Behaviors in Higher Educational Context

The concept that the customer is always a collaborator is a foundational premise of
service-dominant logic (SDL) and in the contemporary value co-creation literature [6–11]. An
important concept in this area is that value creation is not limited to the service provider creat-
ing value for the customer, but it is a mutual process where both parties contribute to creating
value during their interaction. In the context of service-dominant logic, customers are no
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longer seen as passive recipients of services, but rather as active participants who play a
crucial role in co-creating the service experience. [12,13]. Prahalad and Ramaswamy [6,7]
are recognized for their significant contribution to the literature on value co-creation. They
argued that the experience created through co-creation becomes a critical foundation for
value. Similarly, Vargo and Lusch [11,12] emphasized that the process of value co-creation
happens when customers or users interact with a product or service, rather than during the
production process. This implies that customer behavior, such as providing feedback to en-
hance the service experience, supporting service employees, and recommending the service
to others, are all part of the process of customer value creation. The concept of customer
co-creation behavior was conceptualized by previous research [14,15] as a multidimen-
sional construct consisting of two main factors. The first factor is customer participation
behavior, which pertains to the active involvement of customers in co-creating products or
services with the company. The second factor is customer citizenship behavior, which is
voluntary behavior that goes beyond what is typically expected and provides additional
value to the company [14–16]. Bove et al. [14] define customer citizenship behavior as “the
voluntary behaviors outside of the customer’s required role for service delivery, which aim
to provide help and assistance, and are conducive to effective organizational functioning”.
Over the past decade, research on customer co-creation behavior became a top priority in
the education sector [4,5,17–20]. Universities are striving to offer unique and sustainable
experiences to their students by encouraging their participation in creating and delivering
their education. Students, in turn, are interested in playing an active role in their higher
education institutions (HEIs) as partners. Involving students in the creation of university
education can help tailor educational services to their needs and wants, thereby enhancing
their satisfaction [21]. The concept of customer citizenship behavior gained increasing
attention in the managerial and marketing literature [16,22] as it explains how students
contribute to the success of their university and how they affect service quality perception.
Extra-role behavior dimensions, such as advocacy, suggestions for improvement, and partic-
ipation in future activities, were defined in managerial literature studies [23–25]. Advocacy
or word of mouth refers to recommending the university to others, such as friends or family,
which can positively impact the university’s reputation and encourage new students to
join and cooperate with the university during and after their studies [26,27]. Students’
advocacy behaviors consist in promoting the university to outsiders, sharing the experience
among family and friends, recruiting for the university, and supporting and defending
the university. Positive word of mouth communication is an expression of a student’s loy-
alty to the university and is highly influential in shaping a positive university reputation,
promoting the institution’s services, and enhancing evaluations of service quality. On the
other hand, suggestions for improvement are freely shared information, opinions, ideas,
or recommendations that students offer to the university’s employees, which helps in the
service creation process and improves the quality of service provided to students [16]. From
the perspective of value co-creation, students play a critical role in sharing information with
university employees to enhance the quality of the educational service. Without students’
input and suggestions for improvement, employees may struggle to perform their duties
effectively, resulting in a subpar value co-creation experience. Therefore, it is essential
for students to actively participate in the co-creation process by sharing their ideas and
feedback to help improve the overall quality of the educational service. Beaudoin [28]
suggests that students act as consumers of the educational service, hence their voice plays a
crucial role in university improvement and students who have strong loyalty will provide
high levels of feedback to the university. “Participation in future university activities” refers
to the willingness of students to take part in university-sponsored events and activities. The
organization of extra and curricular activities is more important for HEIs for their public
image, adding to their prestige and reputation. The extra-curricular activities generally do
not involve academic credit and participation is voluntary for the students. In the context
of HEI, some scholars argue that students’ strong loyalty to the university influences their
intention to attend future events and courses [29].
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1.2. Students’ Loyalty

Students’ loyalty is one of the most important keys to determining which facets of
the university experience are crucial to promote students’ co-creation behaviors. Research
suggests that student loyalty is a significant predictor of their willingness to attend future
events and courses at the university [29]. According to the literature, student loyalty is
typically measured after a student’s time at the educational institution [30–34]. According
to Webb and Jagun [27], loyalty in the higher education context can be described as the
student’s willingness to promote the university to others, speak positively about their
experiences at the institution, and return to the university to continue their studies. Athiya-
man [30] suggests that loyalty is a combination of students’ willingness to speak positively
about the institution and provide information to prospective students. The concept of
student loyalty in higher education is multidimensional and involves both attitudinal and
behavioral aspects, according to various definitions in the literature [35,36]. The attitudinal
aspect involves emotional attachment, trust, and willingness to support the alma mater
through actions such as helping graduates and recommending the university to others
through word of mouth [37]. On the other hand, the behavioral aspect of student loyalty is
related to the intention of students to continue their studies in the same university where
they were previously enrolled [35,36]. Both behavioral and attitudinal loyalties are impor-
tant in understanding long-term relationships between students and their universities. It
should be noted that student loyalty extends beyond the duration of their enrollment in
the university and can continue even after their graduation [38,39].

In recent years, the importance of students’ loyalty increased for higher education in-
stitutions. This is due to the global competition among these institutions, which highlights
the need to retain matriculated students as well as attract new ones. Therefore, institu-
tions need to focus on understanding and promoting student loyalty, as it is positively
related to attracting and retaining students [35,37,40,41]. Strategic management should
prioritize student retention and loyalty to ensure long-term successful performance for
public institutions.

Furthermore, students who are loyal to their HEIs showed an interest in taking an
active and participatory role in collaborating with their universities. Even after graduation,
they continue to co-create value through word of mouth promotion to other prospective,
current, or former students and some form of cooperation. Collaborative participation is an
important aspect of co-creation, which involves the cooperation of all stakeholders [6,7,42].
Loyal graduates can continue to support their academic institutions, whether it is financially,
through word of mouth, or some form of cooperation. By engaging in continuous activities,
graduates can interact and collaborate with the university, thus enhancing its brand image
and helping it improve its services in the long term [17]. The above discussion frames the
following hypothesis:

H1: Students’ loyalty has a positive impact on advocacy intentions.

H2: Students’ loyalty has a positive impact on suggestions for improvement.

H3: Students’ loyalty has a positive impact on participation in future university activities.

1.3. Perceived Service Quality

Service quality can be defined as the difference between what students expect to
receive and their perception of the service provided (i.e., their educational experience).
Perceived service quality by students is an important factor influencing their decision
to choose an educational institution. Therefore, scholars recognized the significance of
perceived service quality in higher education for building and maintaining relationships
with students [43–48]. Guaranteeing and improving the quality of higher education became
a major concern in the international higher education sector [49].
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Despite multidimensional aspects of service quality, the importance given by students
to different aspects of service quality is not the same and some aspects are more important
than others. There are several factors that influence the specific perception of service quality
dimensions, such as tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy [50]. A
conceptual model of service quality in educational settings was developed by Abdullah [51,52].
Abdullah identified five dimensions of service quality in education, which are non-academic
aspects, academic, reputation, access, and program issue. The constructs in the HedPERF
scale mainly focus on the interactions between students and university personnel, which
highlights the significance of the human dimension in service relationships within higher
education institutions.

Based on previous studies, students’ perception of service quality is highly associated
with their loyalty to the institution [32,37,46,48,53,54]. Therefore, higher education institu-
tions, in order to ensure long term student loyalty, have to understand and satisfy students’
needs and preference.

Various studies [3,55–60] pointed out different dimensions of service quality that
mostly influence the students’ loyalty and co-creation behaviors. The finding of these
studies reveals that the quality of teaching, program quality, reputation, non-academic
aspects such as employees’ knowledge and courtesy, and quick and timely response of the
employees have a strong significant effect on students’ loyalty. Several other examples of
research [59,60] in the context of higher education show that the quality of teaching faculty
and staff is crucial in defining service quality in education. For example, the behaviors and
attitudes of university contact employees determine the students’ perception of service
quality. Therefore, the performance of employees during service transactions plays a vital
role in determining the perceived service quality (PSQ) in education. The above discussion
frames the following hypothesis:

H4: University’s service quality perception has a positive effect on loyalty and co-creation behaviors.

1.4. Institutional Image

In educational service management, university image is a strategic managerial issue that
affects the HEI’s ability to recruit students and to retain motivated students [43,61–67]. Ac-
cording to Barich and Kotler [67], perceived institutional image is defined as “a personal
impression of an organization, which is formed immediately based on their knowledge,
experiences, emotions, feelings, and beliefs”. The definition shows that image is an impor-
tant component of individual behavior because it is the sum of beliefs, ideas, attitudes, and
impressions that a person holds regarding an object, person or organization. It represents
how most people express their feelings, creating emotional attachment and loyalty. A good
number of research in the field of public relations and management [62,68] point out that
corporate image has a great influence, as it attracts both present and potential publics, and
develops a loyalty relationship. Similarly, in the higher educational context, the image
could be defined as all the sensations and impressions that a student feels toward a particu-
lar university, and it is used as a positioning instrument to influence students’ choice of a
higher education institution [3,17,69,70]. Consequently, the university’s image is important
because it informs how students feel about the institution. This feeling is formed through
tangible objects, such as infrastructure, teaching quality and tuition fees [71], and symbolic
and affective qualities, such as fun, excitement, and passion [72]. In a study conducted by
Sung and Yang [61], university image attractiveness was measured through three variables:
university personality, external prestige, and reputation. University personality is the set
of human characteristics associated with the university, such as friendly, stable, practical,
or warm, which are developed based on students’ direct or indirect experiences with the
university. The authors show that when students evaluate the university personality as
congruent with their self-concept, they are more likely to develop supportive behaviors
towards their university. External prestige is commonly viewed as an individual-level
variable since it is based on individual perceptions of an organization’s prestige, which may
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vary depending on the individual’s exposure to information about the organization. As a
result, students from the same institution may have different perceptions of its external
prestige. Higher education institutions need to evaluate the quality of their programs and
consider rankings and ratings generated by third parties to attract and retain potential
students. University reputation refers to the assessment made by multiple stakeholders
about the university’s ability to meet its expectations over time. If students perceive their
university to have a unique culture, strategy, structure, or other distinctive characteristics,
they are more likely to have a higher level of perceived institutional image, which in turn
can impact their loyalty and supportive behaviors [31,42].

The above discussion frames the following hypothesis:

H5: Students’ perception of the university image has a positive effect on students’ loyalty and
co-creation behaviors.

The hypothesized relationships between the key variables are depicted in our model
shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Path diagram of the hypothesized model.

2. Material and Methods

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the perceived quality of educational
service and the institutional image of a university influence students’ value co-creation
behavior and the role of loyalty in this process. In addition, the study wants to investigate
what are, in students’ university experience, the specific mechanisms or activities that
can reinforce their loyalty toward the university and to promote co-creation behavior. To
address these research questions, two complementary studies were conducted. In a first
study, we administered a questionnaire to collect primary data. Initially, for the first study,
a questionnaire was distributed to students anonymously in a supervised classroom setting
for one month. Initially, we piloted the questionnaire on 20 students before conducting
the main survey to ensure readability and clarity. This pilot was used for us to see if the
questionnaire was written understandably and to understand what difficulties there might
be in filling it out. The instructor was instructed not to reveal the research topic to the
students to avoid biased responses. Students were informed that their participation in the
questionnaire was voluntary and were assured of anonymity. In the second study, six focus
groups, each with 8 undergraduate business students of the same business management
program, were conducted in order to explore which specific students’ experiences and
university activities stimulated co-creation behaviors. Previous studies utilized focus
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groups as a part of a triangulation strategy where the results from each group were used
to validate the findings obtained from other methods. Focus groups are useful tools for
capturing students’ viewpoints on the role of loyalty in the co-creation process [73–76].
The participants, who have certain characteristics in common, share their perspectives in a
discussion in which a moderator facilitates the exchange of opinions, feelings, experiences,
and attitudes toward a topic or phenomenon. No previous studies exploited focus groups
as a research method to investigate the mechanisms through which loyalty could be ensure,
reinforce, and sustain across time in order to promote students co-creation behaviors.

2.1. Study 1 (Questionnaire)
2.1.1. Participants

Data were collected from undergraduate students of a business and economic bach-
elor’s degree at an Italian university. We distributed 800 questionnaires in random class-
rooms between the third and the final semesters of their studies because those students
had a high degree of experience in the service offered by the university. In total, 90 percent
of questionnaires were returned, resulting in 720 usable questionnaires. The data analysis
was conducted only on those participants who had fully answered the survey. Of the
720 respondents, 310 (43.1%) were male and 410 (56.9%) were female; the average age was
23 years. Our gender split is fairly representative of enrolments at the Italian public higher
education institutions. For example, at the Italian university, females account for 55% of
the student population (MIUR, 2021).

2.1.2. Measures

Our measurements were adapted from existing scales validated in the literature to
measure the four constructs: perceived service quality, university brand image, students’
loyalty, and co-creation behaviors. Items were answered using a five-point Likert scale,
which ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Perceived Service Quality

The perceived service quality was measured using the higher education performance
(HEdPERF) scale from Abdullah (2006) [51,52]. This scale includes five dimensions (see
Table 1): non-academic aspect (QNAA), academic aspect (AA), reputation (QR), access
(QR), and program issue (QPI).

Table 1. Higher education performance (HEdPERF) dimensions and items.

Dimensions Definition No Items Example of Items

Non-academic aspects

Quality service does not include the academic
aspect, but can significantly depend on the
provision of non-academic support of the
service delivery. This dimension contains
variables such as adequate space in the

university building for the number of students
enrolled; a nondiscrimination policy followed
by all faculty and staff members; provision of
extra-curricular activities; friendliness of the

administrative staff; and recreational facilities.

12 The institution’s staff provides
individual attention.

Academic aspect

This dimension refers to the duties and
responsibilities of the academics. The main

duty of academic staff is to transmit
knowledge through research; provide more

attention to students’ needs; sufficient
resources to assist with teaching and learning;
and the feedback that teachers give to students

about their progress.

9
The teaching staff is highly

qualified and experienced in its
respective field or knowledge.
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Table 1. Cont.

Dimensions Definition No Items Example of Items

Reputation
This dimension denotes the image of the

institution perceived by the students compared
to others in the area.

9
The institution location is ideal,
and the layout and appearance

of campuses are excellent.

Access This dimension is related to the easy of contact,
approachability, and availability of items. 7

The institution has a
standardized and simple

procedure for
providing services.

Program issue
The dimension program issue concentrates on

the importance of specialization offered
by the HEI.

2
The institution provides
programs with flexible

structures and study plans.

University Brand Image

The construct analyze how students perceived institutional image, which is formed on
the basis of their knowledge, experiences, emotions, feelings, and beliefs. It was measured
through three dimensions (Table 2): university personality (UP), which was measured with
items selected from [61], university knowledge (UK), which was measured using four items
selected from [77], and university external prestige (UEP), which was measured with three
items selected from the [78] organizational prestige scale.

Table 2. University brand image dimensions and items.

Dimensions Definitions No Items Items

University personality (UP)

It is the set of human characteristics
associated with the university, which

are developed based on students’
direct or indirect experiences with

the university.

4
This university is: friendly, stable,

practical, and warm.

University knowledge (UK)

It is the students’ perception of how
the knowledgeable he or she has

about the communications, values,
and benefits associated with

the university.

4

I am aware of the [university] goals.
I have sound knowledge about the

values represented by the [university].
I understand how students can

benefit from the [university].
I know how [university] differentiates

us from the competitors.

University external prestige

External prestige is commonly
viewed as an individual-level

variable since it is based on
individual perceptions of an

organization’s prestige, which may
vary depending on the individual’s

exposure to information about
the organization.

3

The [university] maintains a high
standard of academic excellence.

It is considered prestigious to be an
alumnus of the [university].

[University] has a rich history.

Students’ Loyalty

The variable of students’ loyalty was measured with six items (Table 3) selected
from [37].
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Table 3. Dimensions and items of students’ loyalty.

Definition No Items Items

Students’ loyalty
Student loyalty refers to the loyalty
of a student during and after his or

her time at the university.
6

I would recommend my course to someone else.
I would recommend my university to someone else.

I am very interested in keeping in touch with
“my faculty”.

If I was faced with the same choice again, I would
still choose the same course.

If I was faced with the same choice again, I would
still choose the same university.

I would become a member of any alumni
organizations at my old university or faculty.

Co-Creation Behaviors

Co-creation construct analyzes how students were involved in the different administra-
tive or academic activities, and it was measured through three dimensions adapted from [29]
(Table 4): advocacy intentions (AD) refers to positively speaking about the university, uni-
versity improvements (IM) refers to providing the university with ideas and suggestions
that can develop improvements, and participation in future activities (PFA) is related to the
participation of students in events and in other university-sponsored activities.

Table 4. Co-creation dimensions and items.

Dimensions No Items Items

Suggestions for university improvement 4

I would make suggestions to [university] as to how it can
be improved.

I would let the [university] know of ways that could make it
better serve my needs.

I would share my opinions with my [university] if I felt they
might be of benefit.

I would contribute ideas to my [university] that could help
it improve service.

Advocacy intention 4

I will recommend [university] to others.
I will recommend [university] to those who ask or seek my advice.

I will recommend others on the [university] social media
(e.g., Facebook or Twitter).

I will post positive comments about the [university] on my social
media (e.g., Facebook).

Participation in future university activities 2 I would attend future events being sponsored by my [university].
I would attend future functions held by my [university].

2.1.3. Data Analysis

For each variable, we calculated means and standard deviations. The factorial structure
of each scale was already tested in previous studies [37,60,61,79]. Scale reliability was tested
with Cronbach’s alpha. The associations among all the variables were verified through
Pearson’s correlation coefficient. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) by gender, age, and
nationality was conducted for the variables under study. SPSS 24 was used for these
analyses. Path analysis was conducted using structural equation models (SEM) for testing
our hypothesized model, with the maximum likelihood solution method, by the structural
equations program (EQS 6.3; [80,81]). Concerning fit indexes, the comparative fit index
(CFI; [80,81]) and the non-normed fit index (NNFI; [82,83]) were considered within 0.90
and 1.00, respectively. Additionally, χ2 values were observed including those of degrees
of freedom and p-value [79,80]. With regards to root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), values equal to or less than 0.08 were considered acceptable [79,80]. Furthermore,
values within 0.90 and 1.00 of the goodness of fit index (GFI) and within 0.85 and 1.00 for
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the adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) [79,80] were considered acceptable. The Sobel
test was used in the analysis to verify the mediator role of variables [84].

2.1.4. Findings

Table 5 shows the descriptive statistics and the reliability scales. The reliability indices
are good, ranging from 0.71 to 0.90.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics.

Dimensions Mean St.Dev. Cronbach’s Alpha

University Brand Personality 2.80 0.78 0.74
University Brand Knowledge 2.62 0.84 0.73
University Brand Prestige 2.84 0.82 0.76
Advocacy Intentions 2.93 0.98 0.83
Suggestions for University
Improvements 2.30 0.89 0.87

Participation in Future University
Activities 2.44 0.99 0.84

Student Loyalty 2.60 0.88 0.82
HedPERF Academy Aspects 2.70 0.71 0.86
HedPERF Non Academy Aspects 2.94 0.77 0.90
HedPERF Reputation 3.02 0.65 0.73
HedPERF Access 2.57 0.62 0.76
HedPERF Programme 2.85 0.86 0.71

An overview of the relationships between variables in the sample of students is shown
in Table 6, which shows Pearson’s correlations. The variables examined are almost positively
correlated. In particular, student loyalty is positively correlated (0.14 < r < 0.72.) with all the
variables concerning university brand image, perceived quality, and co-creation behavior.

Table 6. Pearson’s correlation.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11.

1. 1

2. University Brand
Personality 0.48 *** 1

3. University Brand
Knowledge 0.51 *** 0.40 *** 1

4. University Brand Prestige 0.55 *** 0.48 *** 0.62 *** 1
5. Advocacy Intentions 0.03 0.20 *** −0.08 0.06 1

6. Suggestions for
University Improvements 0.33 *** 0.26 *** 0.31 *** 0.35 *** 0.26 *** 1

7. Participation in Future
University Activities 0.55 *** 0.46 *** 0.59 *** 0.72 *** 0.14 * 0.39 *** 1

8. Student Loyalty 0.45 *** 0.31 *** 0.37 *** 0.45 *** 0.08 0.29 *** 0.51 *** 1

9. HedPERF Academy
Aspects 0.41 *** 0.30 *** 0.32 *** 0.40 *** 0.03 0.27 *** 0.41 *** 0.60 *** 1

10. HedPERF Non Academy
Aspects 0.52 *** 0.50 *** 0.54 *** 0.57 *** 0.05 0.20 *** 0.54 *** 0.48 *** 0.47 *** 1

11. HedPERF Reputation 0.41 *** 0.42 *** 0.34 *** 0.42 *** 0.19 ** 0.27 *** 0.46 *** 0.50 *** 0.50 *** 0.54 *** 1
12. HedPERF Access 0.35 *** 0.30 *** 0.33 *** 0.33 *** 0.01 0.16 * 0.38 *** 0.30 *** 0.26 *** 0.44 *** 0.43 ***

* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001.

To establish the overall fit of our proposed model, and to test the hypothesized
relationships within the research model, we ran the full structural equation modeling
(SEM). The results of the SEM are shown in Table 7 and in Figure 2. The indexes show the
validity of the empirical model. The results indicate that the data have a good fit with the
proposed model and show that four of our six hypotheses are supported.
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Table 7. Fit index of the empirical model.

Fit Index χ2 (df) p CFI RMSEA NFI NNFI GFI AGFI

Values 104.48 (37) 0.01 0.98 0.07 0.97 0.95 0.95 0.89

1 
 

 
Figure 2. Path diagram of the empirical model.

Quality non-academy aspect, reputation, access, and prestige are significant predictors
of students’ loyalty. It is interesting to note that university brand knowledge (UK) and
university brand prestige (UPR) have a direct effect on value co-creation behavior. In par-
ticular, UK influences suggestions for university improvement (IM), while UPR influences
both advocacy intentions (AD) and suggestions for university improvements (IM).

Rather more interesting is the strong relationship in our model between student loyalty
and value co-creation behavior. From the analysis of the path diagram and corresponding
regression coefficients (Figure 2), we obtain some significant data to understand the medi-
ating role of student loyalty. To test this mediating role, the Sobel test was conducted (see
Figure 3 and Table 8).

The analysis showed that student loyalty has an important mediator role between
university personality, quality non-academy aspects, quality reputation, quality access, and
some value co-creation behavior.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 8920 12 of 20

Sustainability 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 20 
 

QA → IM   ns 

QA → PFA 0.07 3.85 <0.01 

ns = not significant. 

 

Figure 3. β values of the student loyalty mediations. 

The analysis showed that student loyalty has an important mediator role between 

university personality, quality non-academy aspects, quality reputation, quality access, 

and some value co-creation behavior. 

2.2. Study 2 (Focus Groups) 

The results of Study 1 show that student loyalty has an important mediator role be-

tween university personality, quality non-academy aspects, quality reputation, quality ac-

cess, and some value co-creation behavior. With the second study, we explored which 

specific mechanisms or activities in their university experience can reinforce students’ loy-

alty toward the university and promote co-creation behavior. The focus group method 

was chosen as the most appropriate data collection because it encourages interaction 

among participants, and enhances the richness of the data. This approach allows for de-

veloping an understanding about why people feel the way they do [74–76]. Six focus 

groups, each with 8 undergraduate business students of the same degree program, were 

organized. The students were recruited on a voluntary basis. No first-year students were 

included because of their limited experience as university students. A total of 43 students 

participated: 17 men (39.5%) and 26 women (60.5%). Each focus group lasted 90 min and 

was conducted by a researcher and an observer. The discussions were kept confidential 

and recorded through written notes and a tape recorder. According to recommended fo-

cus group methodology [73–76], a semi-structured question guide was developed by the 

research team. After a brief introduction, the researcher outlined the objectives and stim-

ulated the debate about interest so that everyone took part in the conversation. Three in-

dependent researchers were asked to analyze the transcripts and provided a classification 

of the representations that were substantially in line with what was observed by the aca-

demics and observers. Each information unit was classified into thematic categories by 

two independent researchers. Once the relevant thematics were identified, participants 

were asked to organize them based on their perceived importance. 

2.2.1. Results 

Figure 3. β values of the student loyalty mediations.

Table 8. Student loyalty’s mediations.

Variables β z p

UP→ AD 0.10 9.71 <0.01

UP→ IM ns

UP→ PFA 0.07 4.30 <0.01

QNAA→ AD 0.10 6.96 <0.01

QNAA→ IM ns

QNAA→ PFA 0.07 4.50 <0.01

QR→ AD 0.08 6.91 <0.01

QR→ IM ns

QR→ PFA ns

QA→ AD 0.10 6.46 <0.01

QA→ IM ns

QA→ PFA 0.07 3.85 <0.01
ns = not significant.

2.2. Study 2 (Focus Groups)

The results of Study 1 show that student loyalty has an important mediator role
between university personality, quality non-academy aspects, quality reputation, quality
access, and some value co-creation behavior. With the second study, we explored which
specific mechanisms or activities in their university experience can reinforce students’
loyalty toward the university and promote co-creation behavior. The focus group method
was chosen as the most appropriate data collection because it encourages interaction
among participants, and enhances the richness of the data. This approach allows for
developing an understanding about why people feel the way they do [74–76]. Six focus
groups, each with 8 undergraduate business students of the same degree program, were
organized. The students were recruited on a voluntary basis. No first-year students were
included because of their limited experience as university students. A total of 43 students
participated: 17 men (39.5%) and 26 women (60.5%). Each focus group lasted 90 min and
was conducted by a researcher and an observer. The discussions were kept confidential
and recorded through written notes and a tape recorder. According to recommended
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focus group methodology [73–76], a semi-structured question guide was developed by
the research team. After a brief introduction, the researcher outlined the objectives and
stimulated the debate about interest so that everyone took part in the conversation. Three
independent researchers were asked to analyze the transcripts and provided a classification
of the representations that were substantially in line with what was observed by the
academics and observers. Each information unit was classified into thematic categories by
two independent researchers. Once the relevant thematics were identified, participants
were asked to organize them based on their perceived importance.

2.2.1. Results

The analysis of the conversations identified three thematic groups that explain the
principal drivers of students’ loyalty and co-creation behavior. The drivers that emerged
were dialogue and trust, quality of academic and non-academic aspects, as well as image
and reputation.

Dialogue and Trust

During the discussion, it emerged that there is an unwillingness to participate in univer-
sity policies because they believe that student opinion is not important, and the university
staff does not have trust towards students. Therefore, they delegate to the representatives
the task of providing suggestions and proposals for improvement. In their opinion, the
decision-makers do not give importance to dialogue with students. Typical expression:

“We students aren’t account to improve the university quality”.

“For the decision-makers, the students have not skills and information appropri-
ate to give suggestions. Their opinion has been taken as such, as an opinion”.

“At the moment, our HEI provides for the administration by all students of the
teaching evaluation forms. The problem is that the students don’t know how
much their suggestions and criticism are considered for quality improvement.
Students have an interest in adopting active and participatory roles that allow
them to interact and work collaboratively with teachers and institutions”.

The students interviewed complained that it is difficult to adopt co-creation behaviors if
there is no willingness among the actors to work together for improved service quality and
university image. In their opinion, co-creation can emerge if relationships are developed
between actors based on trust, dialogue, and information sharing. To meet the students’
needs and expectations and discover the quality gaps, it is essential to have an ongoing
interaction based on open dialogue; in particular:

“The collaboration needs the availability by the university to share information,
resources, decisions, and to operate transparently so as to make students understand
that there is an interest in building a relationship based on mutual trust”.

“In my opinion, trust is the most important driver in developing a strong rela-
tionship between students and university”.

Quality of Academic and Non-Academic Aspects

In the students’ opinion, there are different factors that affect positive word of mouth:
higher service quality (for example, university campus, university internship, and financial
resources, etc.), a wide variety of choices about specialization offered by the HEI, and a
higher quality of academic and staff members.

Typical expression:

“I would recommend it because the professors are capable, and the programs
are interesting. Moreover, my university is one of the largest institutions in the
region of Sardinia due to its international policy and studies, and its agreements
with prestigious universities in Europe and the world“.
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“A very positive aspect is the variety of teachings in the degree program. There
are excellent student facilities including halls of residence, libraries, sports facili-
ties, and museum”.

“University taxes are determined based on profit and income”.

“The courtesy of the university staff was an important element for me. The uni-
versity staff provided all the information to improve the university experience”.

The students expressed that they are motivated to engage in activities that the university or-
ganize outside of their classroom learning experience. They may include sports, social, and
cultural activities. The main reason for students to participate in extra-curricular activities
is that they are expected to enrich their experience and to increase their employability.

Typical expression:

“I’m proud to be part of my university because it offers a unique and memorable
student experience. By engaging in continuous activities, we can interact and collab-
orate with the university and thus enhance the university’s brand image. Students’
participation in the extra-curricular activities demonstrates their brand commitment”.

Image and Reputation

Other important drivers of students’ loyalty and co-creation behavior for the focus
group participants are the image and reputation that the university has in the territory.
During the discussion, the participants spoke of the relevant relationship with the territory
and stakeholders. The university has an important third mission.

Typical expression:

“I have a positive image of my university because, in recent years, Universality’s
public engagement policies have increased enormously. My department is com-
mitted to communicating and spreading knowledge through direct relationships
with territory and stakeholders”.

“Differents are the initiative organized by my university, such as public events
(inauguration ceremony of the academic year, researchers’ night), concerts, health
safety initiatives, urban development, and enhancement of the territory”.

“I’m very proud of my university because it has a century-old history. It was
founded in the 1620s by Filippo III of Spain. Today it is in the top 600 universities
of the world”.

“My decision to enroll in my university is influenced by its positive brand image.
In the last years, the website of the university emphasized its competencies. For
example, the institution strongly communicates the competence of its research
staff and the achievement of international results”.

3. Discussion

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the perceived quality of educational
service and the institutional image of a university influence students’ value co-creation
behavior, and the role of loyalty in this process. In addition, the study wants to investigate
what are, in students’ university experience, the specific mechanisms or activities that can
reinforce their loyalty toward the university and to promote co-creation behavior.

Taking into consideration the principal objective of the research, the positive connec-
tion existing between loyalty and co-creation behaviors, institutional image, and service
quality perception on loyalty and co-creation behavior in the undergraduate context were
verified. Overall, the findings of this study confirm the results of previous research and
reinforce the importance of service quality perception, institutional image, and loyalty in
co-creation behaviors.

In line with Hypothesis 1, 2, and 3, the results emphasize that loyalty plays an im-
portant role in the intention of co-creation by students, such as advocacy, participation
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in future university activities, and suggestions for university improvement. The study’s
results suggest that highly loyal students are more likely to engage in extra-role behaviors
that promote or benefit the university. In this way, students play a crucial role in co-creating
the value and quality of the university brand, and they serve as a channel for sharing the
university’s image with other stakeholders. Previous studies found a positive correlation
between attitudinal loyalty and co-creation [17,37,85], increased word of mouth, advo-
cacy, and suggestions for service improvement. Thus, potential students’ perception of
a university may be shaped by actual students’ perception, as positive word of mouth is
a significant indicator of customer loyalty and contributes to promoting the university’s
services and higher service quality evaluations. Therefore, our findings support the medi-
ating relationship that student loyalty has between university image and some dimensions
of students’ quality perception and co-creation behavior. The study’s findings align with
prior research [21,37,75,86] indicating that students’ supportive attitudes toward the uni-
versity are heavily influenced by factors such as prestige and perceived quality. Students’
loyalty to their institution appears to stem from their perception of it as prestigious and
reputable within their local community. Consistent with similar findings [65,83–87], and
in line with Hypothesis 4 and 5, the results of this study provide evidence of the impor-
tance of institutional image and service quality perception to student loyalty. However,
it is important to highlight that only three dimensions of quality affect students’ loyalty,
such as quality non-academy aspects, quality reputation, and quality access. Furthermore,
the study reveals that university brand knowledge (UK) and university brand prestige
(UPR) have a direct effect on students’ co-creation behavior. More importantly, the prestige
influences directly the advocacy intentions (AD) and suggestions for university improve-
ments (IM). The findings from Study 2 are linked to those of Study 1. Indeed, from focus
group discussion, it comes to light that dialogue and trust, quality of the academic and
non-academic, image, and reputation have a significant influence on students’ loyalty and
co-creation behaviors. In the university context, students’ perception of a dialogue based on
trust is derived from their experience with the staff, academics, and administrators when
delivering promises. Students can provide feedback, work collaboratively with staff and
other stakeholders, and work as co-creators in the curriculum design, as well as participate
in policy and strategy development. In this way, students have a positive perception of
the university image and promote a positive attitude towards it, which in turn provides
the motivation underlying students’ co-creation behavior. Therefore, they have the desire
to remain at their university, even after completing the period of study. Consistent with
similar findings [17,32,37,48,49,73,88] the level of service quality and university image
and reputation are other dimensions that contribute to reinforcing loyalty and co-creation
behaviors. When the quality of service is high, students are likely to generate positive
recommendations about their university. As some studies point out [89–92], when students
are more satisfied with their academic experience, they tend to transmit a positive image of
the university and are led to contribute to the improvement of the service offered.

The results of our study have both theoretical and practical implications for higher
education institutions. Similar to other organizations, the new paradigm of co-creation
presents an opportunity for HEIs to differentiate themselves from competitors and to be
more attractive. Consequently, it becomes more important not only to understand, manage,
and leverage a strong brand image, but also to improve the service quality [89] through a
continuous dialogue with the students. Students’ supportive behaviors, such as advocacy,
participation in future university activities, and suggestions for university improvement,
may contribute to strengthening the university’s brand image and improving the quality
of services. Dialogue is an interactive communication necessary to co-create value with
students and leads to sustainable competitive advantage. Students not only need to know
what happens during their education process, but also must want to collaborate and
take part in the system. When students are involved in different activities developed
by institutions, they are engaged to become protagonists within the university processes
in which they are immersed. The implication of these findings suggests the need for



Sustainability 2023, 15, 8920 16 of 20

the university to rethink how it interacts with students to make them involved in the
co-creation process [15]. In practice, this means developing a new and innovative approach
from the university, incorporating in institutional and departmental strategies the value of
the co-creation, and communicating the importance of student engagement in all levels. To
instill a culture of student co-creation, a university may consider the following activities:
students’ co-creation strategies that detail how the university will involve students in the
decision-making process; a partnership agreement between the student representative body
and university detailing how they will work together in decision-making and the quality
assurance. In addition, in order to ensure that students are engaged in the development of
quality processes and procedures, the university need to have equal student representation
in the relevant decision-making committees at all levels, including senior committees and
faculty or department level. At the University of Edimburgh, the staff works in partnership
with the Edimburgh University Students’ Association to ensure that the students are
central to governance, decision-making, quality assurance, and enhancement, providing
opportunities for them to become active participants in the co-creation process. For example,
it is more important to engage students in some units, such as the Joint Commission, whose
goal is to carry out continuous monitoring activities of educational offerings, teaching
quality, as well as providing student service activities by professors and researchers. In
this way, the students perceive that not only their opinions are important to improve the
quality of the service, but also that knowledge must be co-created among the different
actors involved.

To ensure effective student collaboration and participation, and to receive feedback
on their experience, it is necessary to have a communication system that encourages an
open dialog, giving a voice to the students in different processes. It is through dialogue
that it is possible to understand if the service meets students’ expectations. In this way, the
information exchange can help HEIs to understand clearly what exactly students want, and
thus it is essential for co-created services. In this perspective, universities have to encourage
dialogue through engagement platforms [91,92] where the students can interact and share
their experiences in a very informal and easy way. For example, universities, through social
media or blogs, can encourage student participation in improvement processes, such as
program and curriculum design, and social projects related to the community, services, and
activities. In addition, university institutions should inform students about the student-
proposed improvement actions that were implemented and the results achieved. Some
positive results of these interactions are that students can contribute to process improvement
through participation in the service life cycle from the early stages.

4. Conclusions

Universities are widely recognized as key contributors to economic development due
to their role in producing and disseminating knowledge and skills that are essential for
sustainable growth. One of the primary ways in which universities contribute to regional
innovation is by educating students and preparing them for future professional roles.
Through their teaching activities, universities provide not only the necessary training
for high-level jobs, but also the personal development that is crucial for success in any
field. For this reason, in recent years, student retention became as important as student
recruitment for universities, and improving students’ perceptions of the services they
receive became a strategic priority for enhancing competitiveness. To achieve this goal,
universities are increasingly involving students in the co-creation and delivery of their
educational experience [93]. The participation of university stakeholders, particularly
students, is crucial in the process of value co-creation, and is viewed as a potential source of
competitive advantage for higher education institutions (HEIs) to improve their offerings.
Researchers pointed out that the concept of co-creation is a unique competitive strategy
for education [89,90]. They suggest that universities need to shift their perspective from
serving education to students to co-creating it with them by actively involving them in the
creation of the education service.
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The use of both a questionnaire and focus group methodologies in this study provided
a more comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing students’ co-creation
behavior. The questionnaire allowed for the measurement of variables such as university
image, quality service perception, and students’ loyalty, while the focus group discussions
provided insight into the specific mechanisms or activities in their university experience
can reinforce students’ loyalty toward the university and promote co-creation behavior. The
consistency between the findings from the two methods further strengthens the validity of
the study’s results.

Overall, this study’s contribution to the literature is significant as it empirically demon-
strates the positive effects of university image, quality service perception, and students’
loyalty on co-creation behavior. This highlights the importance for universities to focus on
building and maintaining a positive image, delivering high-quality services, and fostering
a sense of loyalty among their students to encourage their active participation in value
co-creation process. In particular, the study shows that the level of student’s engagement in
the university activities will vary depending on the context and aspect of the student’s expe-
rience. For them, it is important to build a relationship based on dialogue, trust, and mutual
respect between students and academic and non-academic staff. Therefore, as previous
studies examined, an online platform represent a useful tool for participating students in
co-creation activities [94]. Through these platforms, the students are involved in a dialogue
with academic and non-academic staff, and work together to improve the student experi-
ence and to operate as partners. Because value co-creation is a process whereby students’
resources are integrated with organizational resources, the online platform encourages
exchange and the interactions that can lead to better practice and innovation [6,7].

This research has limitations, as the data were only collected from a single business
management course at an Italian public university. Therefore, the findings may only be
applicable to this specific institution. To understand the impact of other factors, such as
national culture, future studies should be conducted in multiple institutions outside of
Italy. Furthermore, the results may differ for graduate and postgraduate students since this
study only focused on undergraduate students. Additional research could be carried out in
various student categories and settings.
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