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Abstract: 

This study analyzes the relationship between service quality on brand image, brand trust, and 
brand loyalty in the higher education sector. This study used a 4-point Likert scale 
questionnaire to collect the data from 185 students at the Distance Learning Program Unit 
Universitas Terbuka Jayapura registered in 2014-2018. It also employed the Structural 
Equation Modeling Partial Least Square (SEM-PLS) method to analyze the data with the help 
of SmartPLS 3 software. The results showed that service quality positively and significantly 
affected the brand image, brand trust, and brand loyalty. Brand trust has a positive and 
significant effect on brand loyalty, while the brand image has no significant effect on brand 
loyalty.    
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I. Introduction 

 
The development and widespread use of technology has influenced the university 

level's educational process (Urh et al., 2015). The use of multimedia, information, and internet 
technology has changed the teaching and learning process, no longer confined to traditional 
classrooms (Zhang & Nunamaker, 2003) and shifting to e-learning systems (Wang et al., 2007; 
Warokka et al., 2020). According to Sun et al. (2008), e-learning is a modern educational 
paradigm in which telecommunications technology conveys information for education and 
training. 

 
Many universities have switched to distance learning programs, where e-learning 

systems are the platform or so-called online classes (Crawford et al., 2020). E-learning uses 
technology that allows lecturer and student interactions to be in different places (Bell et al., 
2017). Online distance learning focuses on how shared spaces can communicate ideas and 
produce specific learning content (Alchamdani et al., 2020; Hansch et al., 2015). 

 
Universitas Terbuka (UT) is the pioneer of distance higher education in Indonesia, 

followed by other competing universities such as Gadjah Mada University (UGM), University 
of Indonesia (UI), Bandung Institute of Technology (ITB), AMIKOM University Yogyakarta, 
Bina Nusantara University, and other universities. With so many universities opening distance 
learning programs, the market share of distance higher education has turned competitive. A 
competitive environment will encourage universities to use marketing ideas to differentiate 
themselves from competitors (Hanaysha et al., 2011; Kotler & Fox, 1985; Maringe, 2005) and 
build organizational brands (Davis & Dunn, 2002). 
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According to Erdoğmuş and Ergun (2016), brand management in higher education is 
critical because of the high competition in the academic environment. A brand will reflect  
how the university can meet student needs, create trust in the university to provide the 
services needed and help prospective students make the right educational decisions (Nguyen 
et al., 2016; Tammubua et al., 2015). With strategic branding, universities will improve their 
position in the market, increase the number of students enrolling, improve university rankings, 
improve graduate career prospects, or get institutional support from various authorities 
(Erdoğmuş & Ergun, 2016). Therefore, it is essential to manage a good university brand which 
ultimately leads to high brand loyalty. 
 

Brand loyalty is a deeply held commitment by customers to repurchase or re-subscribe 
to products/services in the future, leading to purchasing the same brand  (Oliver, 1999). 
Marketers use brand loyalty as a powerful and strategic weapon in offering a long-term and 
sustainable competitive advantage (Jones & Kim, 2011). Brand loyalty will lead to many 
marketing advantages such as reduced marketing costs, gaining more new customers, setting 
up barriers for competitors, generating more significant revenue, and inhibiting customer 
vulnerability to competitors' marketing efforts (Aaker, 1991). 

 
Besides brand loyalty, companies need to create a brand image and brand trust because 

empirical findings prove that these two factors play an essential role in increasing brand loyalty 
(Dhurup et al., 2018; Saeed et al., 2013). Consumers often use the brand image to infer 
product/service quality and decide their behavior (Salinas & Pérez, 2009). Building a good 
brand image will help the company build its position in the market and protect the brand from 
other competitors (Cretu & Brodie, 2007). If the university has a unique and positive brand 
image, it will affect its reputation and affect the student experience at the university (Berry, 
2000). A good brand image and reputation will increase student satisfaction and ultimately 
result in word-of-mouth promotion and positive brand loyalty (Panda et al., 2019). Brand trust 
is also considered to be able to increase brand loyalty. Brand trust will reduce uncertainty in 
the environment, and consumers will rely only on trusted brands (Zehir et al., 2011). Brand 
trust can be formed if the company keeps promises to customers by providing superior 
performance; thus, it can guarantee customer brand loyalty (Chiou & Droge, 2006). 

 
Brand trust can be built by improving service quality (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007). 

Likewise, brand image and brand loyalty can be improved through service quality (Saeed et al., 
2013). In recent years, improving the service quality of educational institutions has become an 
important topic (Chen, 2016). Service quality is the customer's assessment of the overall 
service excellence (Parasuraman et al., 1988). In a competitive environment, universities must 
improve their services' quality continuously, thereby forming a positive brand image and 
reputation that leads to increased student satisfaction and loyalty (Panda et al., 2019).  

 
Based on the description described, this study aims to determine and analyze the effect 

of service quality on brand image, brand trust, and brand loyalty in the higher education 
sector. Looking at the 33 years of experience at the Universitas Terbuka, this research tries to 
broaden the horizons of understanding university branding, which focuses on brand loyalty, 
brand image, and brand trust influenced by service quality. Sound brand management 
principles and strategies can be used to overcome the branding barriers of distance higher 
education. The results of this study are expected to provide an overview and input to 
university leaders in building and improving service quality, maintaining brand trust, brand 
image, and strong university brand loyalty and positive thoughts in the community. 
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II. Review of Literatures 
 
2.1 Brand Loyalty  

Brand loyalty is a focal point that attracts researchers and marketing practitioners 
(Irem & Mesut, 2012). Brand loyalty is a commitment held by customers to continuously 
repurchase or re-subscribe to the product/service of the chosen brand in the future, causing 
the purchase of the same brand (Oliver, 1999). Brand loyalty is categorized into two aspects, 
namely behavioral and attitude aspects. Behavioral loyalty is a repeated and consistent 
purchase of a product or service from a brand. In contrast, attitudinal loyalty is a psychological 
trait of repeat purchase intentions and buying behavior of customers who pay high prices to 
buy certain brands (Rizan et al., 2014). 

 
Consumer loyalty to the brand is one source to build a competitive advantage in the 

service company environment (Prabantara, 2018; Rizan et al., 2020). When customers are 
satisfied with the goods/services provided, it increases purchases and reduces the amount of 
criticism given to the goods/services (Johnson et al., 2001). According to Waseem (2016), 
brand loyalty can be measured by the number of purchases or the frequency of purchases 
made by customers. The higher the purchase or the frequency shown, the higher the level of 
customer loyalty (Waseem, 2016). 

 
2.2 Brand Image 

Brand image is a customer's mental picture of an offer and includes a symbolic 
meaning associated with a specific attribute of a product or service (Salinas & Pérez, 2009). 
According to Woisetschläger and Michaelis (2012), brand image is a consumer perception 
formed in the customer's memory and is reflected in brand associations. The image formed in 
the customer's mind depends on his knowledge and perception of the brand (Alimen & Cerit, 
2010). According to Lee et al. (2011), the brand image includes knowledge, customer opinions 
were given, and physical and non-physical characteristics of a brand's product. Brand image 
motivates consumers to buy a product or brand because of its functional attributes and 
benefits and the symbolic meaning associated with it (Hyun Baek & Whitehill King, 2011; 
Padgett & Allen, 1997). A good brand image is a positive manifestation for companies whose 
products can be accepted by consumers because they have characteristics and advantages 
compared to similar products from other companies (Suchanek et al in Romdonny & 
Rosmadi, 2019) 

 
2.3 Brand Trust 

Trust is considered as one of the essential components in the relationship between 
sellers and buyers, and the role of customer trust increases with increasing competition 
(Esmaeilpour et al., 2017). Trust will be more prominent in situations of uncertainty, 
information asymmetry, and fear of opportunity (Lakhsmidevy et al., 2018). According to 
Lassoued and Hobbs (2015), trust is a positive belief given to the reliability of someone or 
something.  Zehir et al. (2011) concluded that brand trust is the willingness of consumers to 
rely on the ability of a brand to do specific tasks. Customers will trust a brand if the brand can 
continuously satisfy customer needs or interests. 

 
2.4 Service Quality 

Service is defined as an action or performance provided by producers to their 
customers (Narotama, 2019). According to Berry et al. (1988), service quality, in general, is a 
global assessment or attitude related to the superiority of services provided by manufacturers. 
Customer ratings of service quality depend on the gap between expectations and perceptions 
of the actual level of performance (Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988). According to Lovelock in 
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Fortunata & Toni (2020), service quality is the result of an evaluation process in which 
customers compare their perception of service and results with what they expect. Chou et al. 
(2011) also conclude that service quality is the difference between consumers' perceptions of 
the services offered by a particular company and their expectations about the companies that 
offer those services. Parasuraman et al. (1988) proposed that service quality can be evaluated 
with five primary dimensions: tangible, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. 
Venter et al in Kusumadewi & Karyono (2019) stated that Service quality in the retail becomes 
an important in forming image and increase sustainable competitive advantage, because 
competitive advantage success is driven by service quality that exceed customer expectations. 

 
2.5 Hypotheses Development 
a. Service Quality on Brand Image, Brand Trust, and Brand Loyalty 

Companies can maintain their competitive advantage in the market if they understand 
the aspects of service quality expected by customers, thereby ultimately getting a good brand 
image compared to their competitors (Setyadi et al., 2017). Empirical findings show that the 
quality of a brand perceived by customers will provide value and lead customers to buy the 
brand (Aaker, 2012). Some researchers also found a positive and significant relationship 
between service quality variables and brand image (Wu et al., 2011). A positive company image 
will be formed when customers are satisfied with the quality of services provided (Yang et al., 
2017). More specifically, Alkhawaldeh et al. (2020) found a positive effect of service quality on 
university brand image. Service quality is an essential factor that affects the overall brand 
image of the university (Panda et al., 2019). Based on previous empirical findings, the first 
hypothesis proposed in this study is: 
H1: Service quality has a positive and significant effect on brand image. 
 

Besides being able to affect brand image, service quality is also considered to build 
customer trust in a brand (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007). Brand trust will be formed when 
customers are satisfied with the quality of services provided (Shoukat & Zaid, 2020). When 
customers get the best service, customer trust will gradually emerge, assuming that customers 
benefit from the services provided (Prameka et al., 2017). Previous empirical findings have 
also proven the positive influence of service quality on brand trust (Esmaeilpour et al., 2017; 
Maeriyana et al., 2019). Therefore, the following hypothesis proposed in this study is: 
H2: Service quality has a positive and significant effect on brand trust. 

 
Good service quality will make customers feel satisfied to continue to buy the products 

offered to them (Ashraf et al., 2018). Previous empirical findings have proven a positive 
relationship between service quality and brand loyalty (Prabantara, 2018; Waseem, 2016). 
Every customer has certain expectations for a product/service, and if the company can 
provide services that are more than expectations, it can lead to customer loyalty to the brand 
(Arman & Shabbir, 2020). Thus, the following hypothesis proposed in this study is: 
H3: Service quality has a positive and significant effect on brand loyalty. 

 
b. Brand Image on Brand Loyalty 

Brand image will create consumers' cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses as 
an outcome that helps the company (Padgett & Allen, 1997). Differences in brand image in 
the market will make customers choose which products they will buy (Wel et al., 2011). 
According to  Chen, 2016), the company must have a positive brand image to build long-term 
and mutually beneficial relationships with customers. After the brand image is firmly attached 
to the customer, it will make customer loyalty to the brand high. Several previous researchers 
have proven that brand image has a positive and significant influence on brand loyalty (Saeed 
et al., 2013; Tunjungsari et al., 2020). Based on the theory and empirical findings, the fourth 
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hypothesis proposed in this study is: 
H4: Brand image has a positive and significant effect on brand loyalty. 

 
c. Brand Trust in Brand Loyalty 

Customer trust in the brand will play an essential role in driving brand loyalty 
(Gommans et al., 2021). According to Ahmed et al. (2014), trust in the brand arises because 
the promises made by manufacturers have been successfully fulfilled, thus making customers 
loyal. By some researchers, brand trust is considered a critical variable that can increase 
customer loyalty to brands (Matzler & Mueller, 2011; Tan et al., 2011). Empirical findings 
have also proven the positive and significant effect of brand trust on brand loyalty (Dhurup et 
al., 2018; Gozukara & Colakoglu, 2016). Tran et al. (2020)  found a positive effect of brand 
trust on brand loyalty in the higher education sector. Customers will tend to repurchase or 
recommend a product or service to others when trust has been formed (Tran et al., 2020). 
Therefore, referring to the previous empirical findings, the fifth hypothesis proposed is: 
H5: Brand trust has a positive and significant effect on brand loyalty 

 
The five hypotheses proposed are then summarized in the following research model 

(Figure 1). 

 

H3 Service 

Quality 

Brand 

Image 

Brand 

Trust 

Brand 

Loyalty 

H1 

H2 

H4 

H5 

 
Figure 1. Research Model 

 
III. Research Methods 

 
This research data was obtained from distributing questionnaires to students of the 

Distance Learning Program Unit of the Universitas Terbuka at Jayapura who were registered 
in the 2014-2018 period. The sample is determined based on the probability sampling method. 
The number of samples selected was 185 respondents quoted based on the area in the 
Distance Learning Program Unit of the Universitas Terbuka Jayapura. The questionnaire was 
prepared on a 4-point Likert scale from 1, strongly disagree, to 4, strongly agree. The data 
analysis method used is Structural Equation Modeling Partial Least Square (SEM-PLS) with 
the help of SmartPLS 3 software.    

 

IV. Discussion 
 

 Characteristics of respondents are the identities of respondents who are used as 
samples in this study. Characteristics of respondents were analyzed based on gender, marital 
status, age, last education, occupation, and income. From the analysis of the characteristics of 
the respondents in Table 1, it can be concluded that the number of respondents who are 
students of the Distance Learning Program Unit of the Universitas Terbuka Jayapura, between 
men and women and are married or single, the numbers are almost equal. Then, the majority 
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of respondents are in the age range of 18-25 years (46.50%), the last education level is high 
school (75.14%), working as civil servants (31.89%), and with an income level of 2.1-4 million 
rupiah (54.10%). 
 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents 

Category Alternative Answer 
Number of 

Respondents 
Percentage 

(%) 

Gender 
Men 91 49.20 

Women 94 50.80 

Marital status 
Married 90 48.60 

Single 95 51.40 

Age 

18-25 86 46.50 

26-35 65 35.10 

36-45 30 16.20 

> 46 4 2.20 

Last Education 

Senior High School 139 75.14 

Diploma 23 12.43 

Bachelor Degree 23 12.43 

Profession 

Public Officers 59 31.89 

Private Firm Employees 26 14.05 

Entrepreneur 11 5.95 

Housewife 18 9.73 

Others 71 38.38 

Income 

<2 million Rupiah 53 28.60 

2,1-4 million Rupiah 100 54.10 

4,1-6 million Rupiah 24 13 

>6 million Rupiah 8 4.30 

 
4.1 Measurement Model 

This study applied SEM-PLS to examine the proposed research model. This study 
used SEM-PLS because this approach showed higher reliability than covariance-based SEM in 
complex research models or relatively small sample sizes (Hair et al., 2019). In evaluating the 
measurement model, four essential things had to do: checking factor loading, assessing the 
reliability of internal consistency with Composite Reliability, analyzing the convergent validity 
of AVE, and assessing discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2019). 

 
Based on the results in table 2, the factor loading value of all constructs can be 

accepted because it is more significant than 0.6. Three items were deleted because their values 
were less than 0.6 (i.e., SQ4, SQ14, and BT3). Furthermore, to test the reliability of the 
construct, the study should check the Composite Reliability (CR) value, and the results 
showed that all constructions had a CR value above 0.7, which confirms the reliability of the 
measurement model. Convergent validity was assessed from the Average Variance Extracted 
(AVE), and the results (Table 2) showed that all constructs met the minimum AVE value of 
0.5. Then assess the discriminant validity using the heterotrait-monotrait correlation ratio 
(HTMT), where the limit value is no more than 0.9. Table 3 shows that all research variables 
meet discriminant validity because they have HTMT values below 0.9 (Hair et al., 2019). 
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Table 2. Factor Loading and Reliability Coefficients 

Variable Loading AVE CR 

Service Quality  0.502 0.929 

SQ1 0.661   

SQ2 0.677   

SQ3 0.714   

SQ5 0.687   

SQ6 0.722   

SQ7 0.714   

SQ8 0.702   

SQ9 0.716   

SQ10 0.735   

SQ11 0.724   

SQ12 0.696   

SQ13 0.702   

SQ15 0.753   

Brand Image  0.653 0.904 

BI1 0.786   

BI2 0.823   

BI3 0.847   

BI4 0.847   

BI5 0.732   

Brand Trust  0.731 0.915 

BT1 0.849   

BT2 0.865   

BT4 0.892   

BT5 0.811   

Brand Loyalty  0.651 0.848 

BL1 0.887   

BL2 0.775   

BL3 0.751   

 
Table 3. Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) 

 Brand Image Brand Loyalty Brand Trust Service Quality 

Brand Image     

Brand Loyalty 0.698      

Brand Trust 0.807 0.780    

Service Quality 0.759 0.734 0.791  

 
4.2 Structural Model 

 The R-Square value measures the variance described in each endogenous construct. 
R-Square values of 0.75 are considered substantial, 0.50 moderate, and 0.25 weak (Hair et al., 
2011). The results of the R-Square values in table 4 show that the R-Square values range from 
0.466-0.513, which means that the explanatory model strength is sufficient (moderate). The 
estimated model of service quality can explain as much as 46.9% of brand image and 51.3% 
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brand trust, while other variables influence the rest. Then service quality, brand image, and 
brand trust affect brand loyalty by 46.6%, and other variables outside the studied variables 
influence the rest. 
 

Table 4. R-Square Value 

  R Square 
R Square 

Adjusted 

Brand Image 0.469 0.466 

Brand Loyalty 0.466 0.457 

Brand Trust 0.513 0.510 

 
 
The test results of all hypotheses are summarized in Figure 2 and show that almost all 

hypotheses are accepted; only one hypothesis is rejected because the effect is not significant. 
The first hypothesis analysis shows that service quality positively and significantly affects the 
brand image, as seen from the path coefficient value of 0.685 and p-value < 0.001. This 
finding supports previous research, which found a positive and significant effect of service 
quality on the brand image (Alkhawaldeh et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2011). Therefore, it is essential 
to improve the quality of services provided to students because it will impact the university's 
brand image. The quality of services provided by the university to students during their 
education period will determine the university's brand image as a positive or negative distance 
higher education. If the quality of service provided is good, it will lead to a positive brand 
image. Otherwise, if the service quality is poor, then the brand image formed will be negative. 
Service quality is an essential factor that affects the overall brand image of the university 
(Panda et al., 2019). 
 

 
Figure 2. Hypothesis Testing Results 

 
 The results of the second hypothesis test indicate that service quality has a positive 

and significant effect on brand trust, as seen from the path coefficient of 0.716 and p-value 
<0.001. This finding supports the results of previous studies, which also found a positive and 
significant effect of service quality on brand trust (Esmaeilpour et al., 2017; Maeriyana et al., 
2019). In addition to establishing the university's brand image, service quality can also build 
students' trust in the university's brand. If the university can consistently provide quality 
services, it will build student brand trust in the Universitas Terbuka as a quality and trusted 
distance higher education institution in Indonesia. Customer satisfaction with service quality 
determines customer trust in the brand (Shoukat & Zaid, 2020). 
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Furthermore, this study can also prove the third hypothesis; service quality has a 
positive and significant effect on brand loyalty, as seen from the path coefficient 0.292 and p-
value <0.001. This finding supports previous research, which also found similar results 
(Prabantara, 2018; Waseem, 2016). It is vital for universities to continuously improve service 
quality standards because it will affect student loyalty to the university brand. The better the 
quality of services provided by the university, students will choose the Universitas Terbuka 
again to take the next level of education or recommend the Universitas Terbuka to others. 
Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) found that graduated students will express their loyalty to their 
academic institutions by continuing to provide various supports. For instance, those supports 
include providing financial support such as donations or research projects, promoting the 
institution by word of mouth to other prospective students, and offering academic 
collaborations such as student placements or guest lectures. 

 
This study cannot prove the fourth hypothesis which states that brand image has a 

positive and significant effect on brand loyalty and cannot support previous research (Saeed et 
al., 2013; Tunjungsari et al., 2020). The value of the path coefficient of brand image on brand 
loyalty is 0.137, and the p-value is more significant than 0.05, which means that there is no 
significant effect. The brand image owned by the Open University cannot affect the level of 
student loyalty to the Universitas Terbuka brand. This finding can be caused by students who 
are more concerned with internal university factors such as the quality of services provided 
than the university's brand image. Thus, a good brand image does not necessarily make 
students loyal to the university brand. 

 
The results of the latest hypothesis testing show that brand trust has a positive and 

significant effect on brand loyalty which supports the fifth hypothesis and previous studies 
that found similar results (Dhurup et al., 2018; Gozukara & Colakoglu, 2016). The value of the 
path coefficient of brand trust on brand loyalty is 0.327 with a p-value <0.001, which means 
that there is a positive and significant effect. The higher the student's trust in the university 
brand, the higher the loyalty to the brand. Therefore, universities must focus on increasing 
student trust to increase student loyalty to the university brand.   
 

V. Conclusion 
 

 This study analyzes the relationship between service quality on brand image, brand 
trust, and brand loyalty. The quality of services provided by the university will have a positive 
effect on brand image, brand trust, and brand loyalty. Furthermore, the formed brand trust 
will increase student loyalty to the brand. This study cannot prove the positive influence of 
brand image on brand loyalty. 
 

This study will provide an overview of marketing strategies for universities to 
differentiate themselves from competitors and develop a sustainable competitive advantage. 
The Universitas Terbuka must continuously review, evaluate, and improve the quality of 
services provided to students. It will form a positive brand image and increase student trust 
and loyalty to the brand. Universities can use the latest technology that can support distance 
learning to be more effective. In addition, the Universitas Terbuka continually evaluates the 
distance learning system provided and improves its quality to strengthen its brand image as a 
pioneer of quality distance higher education in Indonesia. In general, universities must also 
work hard to achieve student satisfaction with the services provided to give back and 
recommend others to their alma mater. 
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