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A B S T R A C T

This study's aim was to investigate a hypothesized model examining the associations between
students' perceptions of the quality of their relationship with their educational faculty and staff
(i.e., relationship quality) and students' involvement. The relationship quality measurement in-
cluded students' experiences with all educational faculty and staff, with the aim of predicting
student engagement and student loyalty. Based on data from 454 higher education students,
findings indicate that affective commitment and affective conflict are important relationship
quality dimensions that influence the student engagement dimensions of absorption, dedication,
and vigor. The main conclusion is that a relationship management approach in higher education is
fruitful to achieve positive academic outcomes such as student engagement and student loyalty.

1. Introduction

Research on relationships between students and their educational faculty and staff has become increasingly important due to
recent developments in higher education. The use of degree completion rates to evaluate universities (Estermann & Claeys-Kulik,
2016; Jones, 2016) or other forms of performance-based funding (Hagedorn, 2015), as well as global competition among institutions
and about their rankings (Chirikov, 2016; Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Stensaker, 2016), and increasingly customer-like behavior by
students (Woodall, Hiller, & Resnick, 2012), all bring a focus on developing positive relationships with higher educational stake-
holders to the fore. Positive student–faculty relationships in higher education can contribute to students’ involvement and
achievement (Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005); they have been shown to be related to higher student retention rates (O’Keeffe, 2013),
better academic performance (Klem & Connell, 2004), sense of school belonging (Wong, Parent, & Konishi, 2019), and decreased
student drop-out rates (Klem & Connell, 2004). Because positive student–faculty relationships can lead to engaged students who
enjoy studying and therefore might be connected to their educational faculty and staff during and after graduation, they deserve the
attention of higher education institutions (HEIs; Atnip, 2015).
Prior educational research on student–faculty or teacher–student relationships has demonstrated that these relationships, when

perceived positively, can lead to positive outcomes (e.g., Kim & Sax, 2009; Kim & Schallert, 2011; Veldman, Van Tartwijk,
Brekelmans, & Wubbels, 2013). For instance, a recent qualitative study in a primary school setting by Lee (2012), showed that
encouragement and support from teachers as well as respect are important to foster students’ participation in education. In an earlier
study conducted in secondary education, Wubbels and Brekelmans (2005) focused on teacher behavior. They indicated that in-
vestigating teacher interaction with students might be useful for evaluating students’ perceptions of the teacher–student relationship.
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In higher education, Kim and Lundberg (2016) used a structural equation modeling approach to examine associations between
student-faculty interactions, classroom engagement, and cognitive skills development. Their research indicated, among other things,
that "student–faculty interaction is related to greater levels of classroom engagement" (p. 288). Some other studies have focused on
one or a few aspects of student–faculty relationships, such as the frequency of interactions (Cotten & Wilson, 2006) or on formal/
informal interactions (Meeuwisse, Severiens, & Born, 2010). Nevertheless, the need to further investigate the consequences of the
quality of relationships between students and their educational faculty/staff still remains (Bowden, 2011; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014;
Hennig-Thurau, Langer, & Hansen, 2001). This study addresses this knowledge gap. The goal is to examine how HEIs can build and
sustain relationships by emphasizing aspects of the quality of relationships between students and their educational faculty/staff. HEIs
may be better able to influence positive academic involvement if they understand the mechanisms through which student–faculty
relationship quality affects student engagement and, in turn, student loyalty (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).
Gaining such valuable insight for HEIs into the attitudinal and behavioral processes determining student involvement, such as

student loyalty (Buttle & Maklan, 2015), is essential in the current context. Loyal behavior could be expressed by students' intentions
to continue with their studies, but also by their giving positive recommendations to potential future students. This kind of student
behavior is essential for the continuity and growth of HEIs. Therefore, possible predictors of students' supportive behaviors should be
further considered and investigated to help HEIs and educational practitioners to gain better insight into what the relationship
between student and faculty holds, and how relationship quality aspects might contribute to students’ engagement in learning and
student loyalty intentions. To our knowledge, few studies exist on this topic.
The present study addresses this issue by using a consumer-focused approach. The concept of 'consumer' is context-related. For

example, in business-to-business relations, consumers or customers are called buyers, while in commercial services such as life
insurance, customers are called clients, and in health care, they are called patients. While rarely applied to institutions of higher
education (Ng & Forbes, 2009), measurement of relationship quality as defined in consumer services is also applicable to the higher
education context (Snijders, Rikers, Wijnia, & Loyens, 2018; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2019; Bowden, 2011; Hennig-Thurau
et al., 2001). Although the 'student as consumer' approach is still debated in the literature (see, Bunce, Baird, & Jones, 2017;
Tomlinson, 2017), students can be seen as the main recipients of educational services (Braun & Zolfagharian, 2016).
Using the lens of social exchange theory, we developed our hypothesized model based on Crosby, Evans, and Cowles’s (1990)

theoretical framework linking service relationships to organizational outcomes. The relationship and services management literature
explicitly focus on building and maintaining relationships with customers (Bowden, 2009; Grönroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1994).
Relationships between provider and consumer are essential in the service delivery process to establish engagement and loyalty
(Zeithaml, Bitner, & Gremler, 2009). The customer’s evaluation of the interpersonal relationship with the contact person has a
significant influence on the continuation of the existing service relationship (i.e., customer retention; Macintosh, 2007), and thus, the
organization’s continuity and/or growth. In other words, positioning students as key participants in the educational service ex-
perience (Braun & Zolfagharian, 2016) implies that HEIs should attend to nurturing students and the institution’s relationships with
them. Just like customers’ evaluations, students' perceptions of the quality of the relationship they have with their educational
faculty/staff should also be considered. In higher education, positive interactions between students and their faculty and staff could
have a positive influence on student development and involvement (Hu, Hung, & Ching, 2014; Kim & Sax, 2009; Kuh & Hu, 2001). In
turn, students' perceptions of the quality of their relationships with educational faculty and staff (i.e., relationship quality) which is
based on these interactions, might result in student engagement (Bowden, 2009) and student loyalty (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001).

1.1. Student-faculty relationship quality

The definition of relationship quality varies according to the research context (Osobajo & Moore, 2017), however, the existing
relationship quality literature "suggests that relationship quality is widely used to describe how healthy a relationship is based on the
evaluation or assessment of the parties within that relationship" (p. 4). Thus, relationship quality considers a party's overall per-
ception or judgement of the quality of the relationship he or she is in. In a services context, the emphasis is on the intangible aspects
of on-going (relational) interactions (Roberts, Varki, & Brodie, 2003). Hence, in such a context the concept of relationship quality is
focused on enduring relationships, which is similar to student/faculty relationships in higher education. The relationship quality
construct includes five relationship quality dimensions (Roberts et al., 2003). Based on the relationship quality research by Snijders
and colleagues (2018, 2019)), Roberts et al. (2003) applied these dimensions in the context of higher education where they represent:
students’ trust in educational faculty/staff’s honesty, students’ trust in educational faculty/staff’s benevolence, students’ affective
conflict, students’ affective commitment, and students’ overall satisfaction related to their educational faculty/staff’s performance
(Snijders et al., 2018, 2019).
Trust is directed toward two essential elements: honesty and benevolence (Kumar, Scheer, & Steenkamp, 1995). Trust in honesty

refers to the trust students have in a university’s credibility. It concerns students' perceptions of the staff and faculty's sincerity and
whether they will perform their role effectively and reliably. Furthermore, students' perceptions of trust in the honesty of educational
staff is based on the extent to which they believe educational faculty and staff’s word can be relied on. Trust in benevolence (will-
ingness to help) refers to the extent to which students believe staff and faculty are concerned about students’ welfare, including
having intentions and motives beneficial to students, and avoiding acting in a way that will result in negative outcomes for students.

Affective conflict is a negative indicator of relationship quality (i.e., lack of trust). Students can also evaluate their relationships
with faculty and staff based on the conflicts they perceive, which will lower levels of perceived relationship quality. It is used as an
indicator of the retained level of conflict felt by students concerning their relationship with university faculty and staff (e.g., irri-
tation, frustration, and anger).
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Affective commitment refers to students’ feelings of wanting to belong or be connected to their educational faculty and staff. In
relationship management literature, relationship commitment represents the confidence one has in a service provider’s reliability and
integrity (see, e.g., commitment-trust theory; Morgan & Hunt, 1994), and serves as a precursor to a loyal attitude (see, e.g., Dick &
Basu, 1994). Students' affective commitment develops over time as they become accustomed to positive responses from faculty and
staff, leading them to become more and more secure in the relationship they have with their educational faculty and staff.

Satisfaction reflects the cumulative student satisfaction with the overall quality of the student/faculty relationship, such as stu-
dents’ cognitive and affective evaluation based on their personal experience across all educational service encounters (i.e., every time
a student interacts with someone from their university).
Educational research indicates that students’ perceptions of relationship quality might positively influence student development

and outcomes (Astin, 1993; Kuh & Hu, 2001), such as academic performance (Pascarella, Terenzini, & Hibel, 1978). A key con-
tribution by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) took a relationship management approach, and implied that higher quality of stu-
dent–faculty relationships (i.e., relationship quality) led to higher levels of student loyalty, for example, students' positive re-
commendations. Furthermore, recent studies (see, Xerri, Radford, & Shacklock, 2017) have supported the suggestion that these
relationships play "a pivotal role in the very process of engagement" (Pianta, Hamre, & Allen, 2012, p. 366).

1.2. Student engagement

Previous studies have examined the concept and importance of engagement extensively in educational settings (e.g., Bakker, Sanz
Vergel, & Kuntze, 2015; Betts, Appleton, Reschly, Christenson, & Huebner, 2010; Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; Jang, Reeve, & Deci,
2010) and management settings (e.g., Bowden, 2009; Jarvis, Halvorson, Sadeque, & Johnston, 2014; Van Doorn et al., 2010; Verhoef,
Reinartz, & Krafft, 2010). Yet, the theoretical understanding and conceptualizations of engagement remain fragmented and untested
(Kahu, 2013). According to the perspective adopted in this study, student engagement in the context of higher education can best be
defined as a positive, fulfilling, work- (study-) related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption (Bakker
et al., 2015; Schaufeli, Martinez, Marques Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002). The student engagement scale developed by Schaufeli
et al. (2002) was previously investigated by them in a higher educational context, examining the student engagement dimensions of
vigor, dedication, and absorption. These student engagement dimensions can be described as follows (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003):
vigor is characterized by high levels of energy and mental resilience while working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, and
persistence even in the face of difficulties. Dedication refers to being strongly involved in one’s work and experiencing a sense of
significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge. Finally, absorption is characterized by being fully concentrated and
happily engrossed in one’s work, whereby time passes quickly and one has difficulties detaching oneself from work (Schaufeli,
Bakker, & Salanova, 2006). With these three dimensions, all aspects of engagement are captured: behavioral, emotional/affective,
and cognitive engagement (Fredricks, Filsecker, & Lawson, 2016).
The assumption is that the better the educational experience students have through higher relationship quality, the more they will

be engaged with their studies. Engagement, in turn, can positively influence students' involvement in academic, social, or extra-
curricular activities. Therefore, engagement is considered crucial for achieving positive academic outcomes such as degree com-
pletion and for showing the outcome of positive relationships between students and their educational faculty/staff (Connell &
Wellborn, 1991), namely, student involvement and supportive behavior outside the classroom. The latter can also be captured under
the concept of "student loyalty" (Bowden, 2009).

1.3. Student loyalty

In the international literature on student behavior, student loyalty is increasingly considered to be a critical measure of the
success of HEIs (Rojas-Mendez, Vasquez-Parraga, Kara, & Cerda-Urrutia, 2009). Student loyalty refers to the extent to which students
feel connected to the institution and how attitudes and/or behaviors express this connection (Nesset & Helgesen, 2009). Loyalty has
two aspects: attitude and behavior (Hallowell, 1996). In higher education, loyal attitude may refer to the (positive) feelings students
have related to their faculty/staff and/or university. Student loyalty is expressed in loyalty intentions and behavior during and/or
after their enrollment period, for example, (positive) recommendations from students about their educational faculty/staff, and/or
university, or active participation in extracurricular activities. HEIs benefit from loyal and successful students in terms of their
involvement. Prior research has shed some light on student loyalty by investigating its relationship with positive word-of-mouth
about the institution (Alves & Raposo, 2007) and commitment towards the institution (Perin, Sampaio, Simões, & de Pólvora, 2012).
Other studies have examined possible student loyalty drivers such as trust, commitment, quality of facilities, perceived value/quality,
service quality, and image (e.g., Brown & Mazzarol, 2009; Carvalho & de Oliveira Mota, 2010; Nesset & Helgesen, 2009). Thus,
universities need to cultivate good relationships with their students to foster students' supportive behavior, such as positive re-
commendations or donations by students and/or alumni (Sung & Yang, 2009).

1.4. Present study

The aim of this study is to provide new insight into relationship quality (as expressed in the identified dimensions) as a predictor
of student engagement (as expressed in the identified dimensions) and student loyalty. The assumption is that high quality re-
lationships between students and faculty/staff positively influence students’ involvement in terms of their engagement and loyalty.
To investigate this assumption, we used a relationship quality instrument used in consumer services research, which we adapted and
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validated in previous studies and found to be applicable in higher education (Snijders et al., 2018; Snijders et al., 2019). While other
studies have taken a qualitative approach, such as focus group studies where the emphasis is on interactions within or outside the
classroom (e.g., Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Kuh & Hu, 2001), or considered only the teacher–student relationship (e.g., Fraser & Walberg,
2005), this study has a quantitative design for testing a model of the relations between relationship quality, student engagement, and
student loyalty. We used an instrument evaluating relationship quality in higher education that included students' experiences with
all educational faculty and staff. This study contributes in several ways to the existing literature on student/faculty relationships.
First, within this study, the approach was to investigate relationship quality applying five distinct, but related dimensions, thereby

covering the relationship quality construct as a whole. We believe we therefore, provide a more specific view of relationship quality in
higher education. Our study differs from previous relationship quality studies (e.g., Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001), where the examination
of relationship quality among alumni included trust, commitment, and perceived quality of teaching services, leaving out other im-
portant relationship quality dimensions. Moreover, although we value the relationship quality research among alumni, in line with
Snijders and colleagues (2019) to overcome the limitations of retrospective research, the present sample consisted of enrolled students.
Second, instead of solely focusing on part of the student-faculty relationship, such as student/faculty interactions (see, Kim &

Lundberg, 2016), the present study investigated the quality of the relationship between students and their educational faculty/staff.
This is different from other studies. We believe that when asking students about their relationship quality, all persons related to their
education should be included. In other words, perhaps the teacher is not always the most important contact person. Therefore,
relationship quality perceptions regarding all educational faculty and staff should be considered.
Third, we hypothesized that when students perceive themselves to have relationships with their educational faculty and staff,

relationship quality aspects act as predictors of their engagement in their studies, and (in)directly of their loyalty intentions. This
study is one of the first attempts to capture a broader idea of how relationship quality contributes to building relationships with
enrolled students that can lead to positive educational consequences. More engaged students might be happier at school enjoying
their studies. One can imagine that overall, engaged students are less likely to drop out from school, which is good for students,
parents, and HEIs. According to relationship management theory, loyal students, like any other type of customer, are necessary for
the continuity and growth of the HEI or university.
The research question that guided this study was: To what extent do relationship quality dimensions (in)directly and positively

relate to student engagement and student loyalty? We hypothesized that having high quality relationships with educational faculty/
staff will positively influence students’ student engagement and, in turn, their attitudinal and/or behavior loyalty. Therefore, possible
drivers of student loyalty were examined (see Fig. 1). Employing partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), we
tested the following hypotheses:

1 Relationship quality dimensions (a–e) will be positively related to student engagement (e.g., Taylor & Parsons, 2011; Xerri et al.,
2017);

2 Student engagement dimensions (a–c) will be positively related to student loyalty (e.g., Bowden, 2009);
3 Relationship quality dimensions (a–e) will be positively related to student loyalty (for reasons of clarity, these relations were not
depicted in Fig. 1);

4 Student engagement dimensions will mediate the relation between relationship quality dimensions (a–e) and student loyalty (for
reasons of clarity, these relations were not depicted in Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Hypothesized Model.
Note: For reasons of clarity, H3 and H4 are not depicted in the model.
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2. Method

2.1. Pilot study

The hypothesized model was pretested in a pilot study. Participants were 271 students in higher education (Mage = 23.19, SDage
= 6.87, female= 91.5 %) attending a four-year pedagogy program (n = 106) or a social work program (n=165). Main results
suggested that the relationship quality dimensions of affective commitment and affective conflict had a statistically significant as-
sociation with the student engagement dimension of dedication. In turn, dedication had a statistically significant association with
student loyalty. The pilot study was followed up by further examining and validating these findings using a more diverse sample,
namely, higher education students from a broader range of academic departments.

2.2. Participants

Participants were 454 higher education students (Mage = 21.81, SDage = 5.27, female= 64.80 %) from a Dutch university of
applied sciences located in the southwest of the Netherlands, having an enrollment of approximately 4500 students. Participants
responded to a solicitation to complete an online survey. Respondents were distributed across all years of study (19.8 % first year;
19.6 % second year; 24.7 % third year; 25.1 % fourth year), and three fields of study (31.28 % technical department; 27.31 %
economics department; 41.41 % social department).

2.3. Procedure

A link to an online survey was distributed through campus email. The survey could be completed at home or on campus. To help
boost the response rate, students were encouraged to complete the survey during one of their classes (i.e., the instructor brought the
survey to students' attention; instructions were given in the email and survey's introduction). Students were instructed that parti-
cipation was voluntary. They were told that there were no right or wrong answers to the items, as long as their answers reflected their
personal opinions. Completing the survey took approximately fifteen minutes. Students were given two months to respond. Students
who did not complete the online survey were reminded by email.
The survey was made up of several parts (different questionnaires). The questionnaire items for relationship quality and student

loyalty were tested using a forward-backward translation procedure (from English to Dutch to English). The set of items asking about
student engagement were taken from a student engagement questionnaire that was already available in Dutch and had been tested in
a higher education context by Schaufeli and Bakker (2003). To give students the opportunity to comment on the survey in general, or
specifically on parts of the survey, an open-ended question was added for that purpose.
Ethical approval was obtained in accordance with the policy of the institution under study. The research project was covered by

the Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity and was previously reviewed and approved by a committee from the Dutch
Organization for Scientific Research. All participants were asked for informed consent via a question in the online survey. Their
responses were voluntary. Only participants who gave their permission to use their answers for research were included within this
study's analyses. Students' responses were treated anonymously and were not traceable by their institution to individual students.

2.4. Materials

To measure the constructs under study, existing scales were used (see Table 1 for items associated with each construct and scale
reliabilities).

2.4.1. Student–faculty relationship quality
Relationship quality was measured by a 15-item questionnaire adapted from an existing relationship quality scale with a five-

factor structure: trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, affective conflict, affective commitment, and satisfaction (Roberts et al.,
2003). The measurement instrument was tested in a previous study and found to be applicable in a higher education context (Snijders
et al., 2018). Students were asked to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale how much they agreed with various statements, ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

2.4.2. Student engagement
Student engagement was measured by 9 items from the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student shortened version (UWES-S-9;

Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003) with a three-factor structure: vigor, dedication, and absorption. Students were asked to indicate how they
experienced their education in terms of their own vigor, dedication, and absorption on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (almost
never/a few times a year or less) to 7 (always/every day).

2.4.3. Student loyalty
Five items measured student loyalty (adopted from Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001); students indicated their level of agreement using

a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree) to 7 (do agree).
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2.5. Analyses

Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) using SMART-PLS (Ringle, Wende, & Becker, 2015) was conducted
to analyze the data based on the hypothesized model. PLS-SEM is primarily used to develop theories in exploratory research; for
example, it can be used when the focus when examining the model is on explaining the variance in the dependent variables. The goal
is predicting target constructs or identifying key 'driver' constructs (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2016), as with relationship quality
in the current study. Our primary objective in applying structural modeling is prediction and explanation of the constructs under
study. Therefore, we preferred to use PLS-SEM because this study's research objective is theory development and explanation of
variance (i.e., prediction of the constructs). PLS-SEM is used to develop theories in exploratory research (Hair, Hult, Ringle, &
Sarstedt, 2017) as a prediction-oriented variance-based approach that focuses on endogenous constructs/dependent variables (i.e.,
student engagement, and student loyalty) and aims at maximizing their explained variance by exogenous constructs (i.e., relationship
quality dimensions).
A two-stage approach was followed in the analysis. First, testing of the measurement model was conducted. Next, analysis of the

structural model followed, using a bootstrapping procedure with relationship quality as an exogenous latent variable, student

Table 1
Construct Items Measurement Model.

Scale constructs Outer loadings

Relationship quality dimensions a

Trust in faculty/staff's benevolence (CR =.94, CA =.91, AVE =.85) .92
My faculty/staff is concerned about my welfare (RQT_B01) .92
When I confide my problems to my faculty/staff, I know they will respond with understanding (RQT_B02)
I can count on my faculty/staff considering how their actions affect me (RQT_B03) .91

Trust in faculty/staff's honesty (CR =.93, CA =.89, AVE =.82)
My faculty/staff is honest about my problems (RQT_H01) d .91
My faculty/staff has high integrity (RQT_H02) .90
My faculty/staff is trustworthy (RQT_H03) .90

Affective commitment (CR =.94, CA =.90, AVE =.83)
I feel emotionally attached to my faculty/staff (RQ_ACOMM01) .89
I continue to interact with my faculty/staff because I like being associated with them (RQ_ACOMM02) .91
I continue to interact with my faculty/staff because I genuinely enjoy my relationship with them (RQ_ACOMM03) .93

Affective conflict (CR =.95, CA =.91, AVE =.85)
I am angry with my faculty/staff (RQ_ACON01) .90
I am frustrated with my faculty/staff (RQ_ACON02) .93
I am annoyed with my faculty/staff (RQ_ACON03) .94

Satisfaction (CR =.96, CA =.94, AVE =.90)
I am delighted with the performance of my faculty/staff (RQ_SAT01) .95
I am happy with my faculty/staff’s performance (RQ_SAT02) .95
I am content with my faculty/staff’s performance (RQ_SAT03) .95

Student engagement dimensions b

Absorption (CR =.83, CA =.72, AVE =.62) .89
Times flies when I am studying (AB01) .82
When I am studying, I forget everything else around me (AB02) .78
I am immersed when I’m studying (AB03)

Dedication (CR =.91, CA =.85, AVE =.76)
I find the studying that I do full of meaning and purpose (DE01) .87
My studying inspires me (DE2) .86
I am proud of the studying that I do (DE03) .89

Vigor (CR =.89, CA =.81, AVE =.72)
At the university, I feel bursting with energy (VI01) .85
At the university, I feel strong and vigorous (VI02) .85
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to school (VI03) .85

Student loyalty c (CR =.89, CA =.89, AVE =.69) .87
I’d recommend my course of studies to someone else (SL01) .84
I’d recommend my university to someone else (SL02) .78
I’m very interested in keeping in touch with “my faculty” (SL03) .81
If I were faced with the same choice again, I’d still choose the same course of studies (SL04) .83
If I were faced with the same choice again, I’d still choose the same university (SL05)

Note. CR = composite reliability, CA = Cronbach's alpha, AVE = Average Variance Extracted. N = 454.
a. Adapted from Roberts et al. (2003). b. Adopted from Schaufeli and Bakker (2003). c. Adopted from Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001).
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engagement as an endogenous latent ―mediating―variable, and student loyalty modeled as an endogenous latent variable (as
depicted in Fig. 1).

2.5.1. Measurement model
Assessment of the measurement model was based on internal consistency reliability, convergent, and discriminant validity, and is

reported for every construct within the PLS model. To assess convergent validity, we tested the significance and analyzed the
magnitude of each indicator’s loading on its intended latent variable (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988).

2.5.2. Structural model
Evaluation of the structural model was assessed by R², significance of estimated values for path relationships, and effect sizes for

each effect (Cohen, 1998). Assessment of the structural model was done by applying a bootstrapping procedure (Hair et al., 2016) to
assess the significance of path coefficients, using 5000 bootstrap samples, no sign change included. R² values were assessed, with R²
values of 0.25, .50, or 0.75 considered to be weak, moderate, and substantial, respectively (Hair et al., 2016). Effect sizes (f²) were
examined to indicate the exogenous construct’s contribution to the endogenous latent variable’s R² value.

2.5.3. Mediator analysis
To verify whether student engagement mediates the relation between relationship quality dimensions and student loyalty, a

mediator analysis procedure was followed (Hair et al., 2016). First, we determined whether the direct effects from relationship
quality dimensions on student loyalty were significant. Second, after including the mediating variables (vigor, dedication, and ab-
sorption), we examined the significance of the indirect effects.

3. Results

3.1. Measurement model

Assessment of the measurement model showed that all items corresponding with each relationship quality dimension and each
student engagement dimension loaded on the intended constructs. Outer loadings (i.e., the estimated relationships in reflective
measurement models represented by the arrows from the latent variable to its indicators that determine an item's contribution to its
assigned construct) for relationship quality ranged from 0.78 to 0.95.
Construct reliability was acceptable for all latent variables (i.e., relationship quality, student engagement, and student loyalty), as

indicated by composite reliability and Cronbach's alpha values exceeding .70. Convergent validity was verified with AVE values for
all constructs that were greater than the threshold value of .50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). AVE values, outer loadings of the construct
items from the measurement model, and composite reliability for each scale are included in Table 1.
Finally, discriminant validity was tested by comparing the square root of the AVE of each construct to its correlations with the

other latent constructs (i.e., Fornell-Larcker criterion). For every pair of latent variables, the square root of the AVE was higher than
the correlation between the variables, thus indicating acceptable discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; see Table 2).

3.2. Structural model

Assessment of the structural model showed R² values that are reasonable for an exploratory study: the structural model explained
55 % of the variance in student loyalty; for student engagement, the explained variance was 31 % for absorption, 45 % for dedication,
and 37 % for vigor. Trust in benevolence did not have a statistically significant association with any dimension of student engagement
(H1a). Trust in benevolence had a statistically significant association with dedication (H1b), but not with absorption and vigor.
Affective conflict had a (negative) association with absorption and vigor (H1c), but not with dedication. Affective commitment had a
statistically significant association with all student engagement sub-dimensions, that is, vigor, dedication, and absorption (H1d).
The student engagement dimension of absorption did not have a statistically significant association with student loyalty (H2a).

Table 2
Construct Correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. RQT_B .92
2. RQT_H .76 .90
3. RQ_ACOMM .64 .58 .91
4. RQ_ACON -.49 -.45 -.37 .92
5. RQ_SAT .73 .71 .60 -.53 .95
6. SE_AB .42 .35 .55 -.30 .37 .83
7. SE_DE .51 .52 .64 -.37 .52 .76 .87
8. SE_VI .41 .37 .46 -.43 .43 .77 .69 .85
9. SL .66 .67 .70 -.50 .69 .56 .73 .58 .83

Mean 5.32 5.37 5.01 4.78 4.99 4.32 5.32 4.30 5.28
SD 1.33 1.17 1.44 1.52 1.34 1.26 1.23 1.23 1.36
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Dedication as well as vigor had a statistically significant association with student loyalty (H2b & c). Fig. 2 shows the diagram of the
path model including statistically significant path loadings and significance levels.
Effect sizes f ² range from weak (< .02) to small (> .02) to medium (.15) to large (.35; Cohen, 1988). In this study, large effect

sizes were found for affective commitment on absorption, dedication, and vigor, and for dedication on student loyalty. Affective
conflict had a medium (negative) effect on vigor, and vigor had a medium effect on student loyalty.

3.3. Mediator analysis

Direct effects of relationship quality dimensions on student loyalty (H3 a–e) were found for affective commitment (.382, p <
.001), affective conflict (−.130, p< .001), satisfaction (.221, p< .001), and trust in honesty (.224, p< .001). No direct effect was
found for trust in benevolence (see Table A1 in Appendix A). Hence, we continued the mediator analysis by further examining the
indirect effects and direct effects following the procedure by Hair et al. (2017).
When including the mediation variables of dedication, vigor, and absorption, the analysis showed that affective commitment had

positive indirect effects on student loyalty as well as affective conflict (i.e., a negative sample mean value for an inverse relation
according to the hypothesized model, see Fig. 2). In the relation between affective commitment, affective conflict on the one hand
and student loyalty on the other, both indirect and direct effects (after including the mediating variables) were found to be significant
through student engagement's dedication. The direct effect of satisfaction on student loyalty disappears when including the mediating
variables, though none of the indirect effects of satisfaction on student loyalty through student engagement's dimensions are sta-
tistically significant. For the relation between trust in honesty and student loyalty, de direct effect disappears when including the
mediating variables, however, the indirect through dedication is significant (see Table A1 in Appendix A).

4. Discussion

Relationship quality deserves attention in higher education because students can be seen as one of the main stakeholders of HEIs
(Bowden, 2011; Temmerman, 2018; Woodall et al., 2012). Students' perspectives should be taken into account when investigating what
relational quality aspects are important for building positive relationships with them. Establishing positive relationships might lead to
positively engaged and loyal students. Using this study's design, the hypotheses were party confirmed: the hypothesized model with
relational quality as an exogeneous latent variable explained 31 % of the variance in the student engagement dimension of absorption, 45
% in the student engagement dimension of dedication, 37 % in the student engagement dimension of vigor, and, 55 % in student loyalty.

4.1. Relationship quality

The relationship quality construct was measured with five different, but related dimensions. Therefore, care should be taken when
interpreting the results for each relationship quality dimension apart from the other relationship quality dimensions. However, we
tried to interpret the findings for each relationship quality dimension separately, because this might give a more detailed view of the
configuration of a relational approach that educational practitioners could apply.

Fig. 2. Path model and PLS-SEM estimates.
Note: N = 454 samples: *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, → = significant path.
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4.1.1. Trust in benevolence
Trust in benevolence did not have a statistically significant association with student engagement (H1a). One explanation might be

that the degree of educational faculty/staff's willingness to help students (e.g., show concern and respond with understanding) does
not always positively influence students' experience as far as their studying. Students might evaluate the expression of educational
faculty/staff's benevolence in a distinct way. In other words, students’ ideas about willingness and helpfulness are perhaps different
from 'benevolent' actions by educational faculty/staff. This in line with Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) who pointed out with
regard to the principal–teacher relationship that 'the perception of benevolence (also) involves cognitive judgment of the behaviors of
others and one's experiences with them' (p. 260) and these might not be in sync with each other. However, this view is not always
supported. For instance, in a recent interview with Wentzel (2018), she indicated that with young adolescents, "if a student feels that
a teacher cares about them [students] and is going to be supportive of them as an individual [student], they [students] are more likely
to listen to the teacher and to engage in what the teacher wants them to do". Further research is needed to support this idea.

4.1.2. Trust in honesty
Trust in honesty had a statistically significant association with dedication (H1b). The more positively students perceive their

educational faculty/staff's honesty, the more positively they engage in their studies. In a similar way, recent organizational research
highlights the importance of building trust to enhance work engagement (see, McManus & Mosca, 2015). Furthermore, to build and
maintain reciprocal relationships Wilkins (2018) in a recent study within a healthcare environment, indicated trust to be essential.
We believe that is similar to higher education, where there is also an 'imbalance of power' within the relationship; for a student to
become engaged, development of trust is essential, especially by showing honesty. It could be that students who appreciate faculty/
staffs' honesty might also feel loyal to their educational faculty and staff, however, the causal part is still unclear and need to be
further investigated in longitudinal studies.

4.1.3. Affective conflict
Affective conflict had a statistically significant association with student engagement's dimensions of absorption and vigor (H1c).

Affective conflict addresses negative affective/emotional aspects of relationship quality. The more conflict (e.g., irritations or frus-
trations students feel during their studies), the less positive students might feel. Contrary to the findings in the pilot study, which had
a narrower sample as far as gender, year of study, and educational program, in this study the degree of conflict during students’
studies did not affect students' dedication to their studies. This is in line with a similar study among alumni (Snijders et al., 2019).
Also, a statistically significant association was found for the relation between affective conflict and student loyalty (direct effect).

4.1.4. Affective commitment
Affective commitment had a statistically significant association with all dimensions of student engagement (H1d), and with

student loyalty (direct effect). Affective commitment also addresses affective/emotional aspects of relationship quality. Within this
study's sample, perhaps that for students to be “dedicated” to something or someone, there must be some sort of relatedness or
feelings of belonging and/or affection as a middle ground to eventually establish loyalty. In other words, affective commitment (as
part of relationship quality) might precede dedication (as part of student engagement), which in turn precedes student loyalty
(towards students' faculty/staff and the course of studies). These ideas are in line with Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) commitment-trust
theory, where they posited that commitment is central for the existence of a relationship and forming bonds (i.e., mutual respect and
understanding). A study by Bowden and Wood (2011) also confirmed the idea that student's affective and emotional bonds with their
university predict student loyalty (behavior).

4.1.5. Satisfaction
In line with research on perceived quality by Zeithaml et al. (2009), our assumption was that satisfaction with the overall quality

of the performance of faculty/staff would be important for student engagement (H1e). Kuh (2009), for instance, stated that student
engagement is 'the time and effort students devote to activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what
institutions do to induce students to participate in these activities' (p. 683). However, no statistically significant association was found
with student engagement. Based on feedback received via the open-ended question in the survey, no valid explanation could be found
for the lack of relation between satisfaction and the dimensions of student engagement. Further research is needed to investigate the
sequence of relationship quality dimensions and their (educational) consequences.

4.2. Student engagement

The idea was that students’ evaluation of their engagement in studying would be related to their loyalty (in terms of attitude and/
or behavior) towards their institution and/or educational faculty/staff. This study's findings confirm that student engagement's
dimensions dedication and vigor have a statistically significant association with student loyalty. Furthermore, affective commitment
had an indirect effect on student loyalty through dedication and vigor.

4.2.1. Absorption
Absorption was not statistically significantly positively related to student loyalty (H2a). However, although it failed to reach

statistical significance, there was a positive trend between absorption and loyalty. Apparently, in this study's sample, even if students
are more absorbed in their studies, this does not statistically significantly affect students’ loyal attitude and/or behavior. In other
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words, students might be very enthusiastic about what they are studying. However, this does not necessarily lead to another positive
state of mind in terms of loyal affections or (intentions for) behavior towards their educational faculty/staff or university. Perhaps
absorption is an over-stated variable to use in students' evaluations of engagement and stretches too far.

4.2.2. Dedication
Dedication was positively related to student loyalty (H2b & c) and trust in honesty and affective commitment had an indirect

effect on loyalty through dedication (H4b & c). There seems to be a strong connection between students' dedication to their studies
and their affective commitment to their educational faculty/staff, their trust in the honesty of their educational faculty/staff, and
their experienced lack of affective conflict. Perhaps the idea that commitment - through its influence on dedication - might act as a
precursor for loyalty also holds in a higher educational context (see commitment-trust theory; Morgan & Hunt, 1994); student
engagement in the form of dedication has a positive statistically significant direct influence on student loyalty, and also partially
mediates the relations of affective commitment, and affective conflict with loyalty. Furthermore, elaborating on relationship research
(e.g., Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015), due to the presence of student's dedication to study, trust in honesty may positively in-
fluence student loyalty (H1b). This is an interesting finding for faculty/staff who want to incorporate these ideas within the guidance
they give to students (e.g., via communication/feedback to students). Honest reactions to students seem to evoke positive and loyal
intentions and behavior.

4.2.3. Vigor
Vigor was positively related to student loyalty affective commitment and affective conflict had an indirect effect on student

loyalty through vigor. Induced by affective commitment and affective conflict, it seems that the more students feel vigorous at their
studies (H2c), the more they will develop a loyal attitude towards their institution and/or faculty/staff (e.g., intentions or willingness
to be present at institutional open house days), and/or show loyal behavior (e.g., giving positive recommendations). This could be
due to the interpersonal relations students build and establish at school, such as with their educational faculty and staff. However,
they also might feel positive to be at school in general because they like being there to work on their studies for instance with their
peers and fellow students.

5. Implications, limitations & future research

This study's findings have implications for educational practitioners and policymakers. By focusing on students’ expectations and
monitoring factors that influence the educational experience, for instance, by showing positive responses to students in terms of
helpfulness behavior (i.e., willing to be of assistance and giving feedback), institutions of higher education may positively influence
the quality of the relationship with their students. In other words, ensuring educational faculty/staffs' sincerity in their guidance to
students and reducing students' feelings of (affective) conflict, could help establish positive fruitful relationships between educational
faculty/staff and students. In turn, this could be beneficial for HEIs and their educational faculty/staff (e.g., student retention;
O’Keeffe, 2013; completion rates; Estermann & Claeys-Kulik, 2016; Jones, 2016; positive reflection on job satisfaction; Kim &
Schallert, 2011; Veldman et al., 2013; and sense of belonging; Kim & Lundberg, 2016). By building relationships with students in such
a way, HEIs could be rewarded with student loyalty.
Although this study contributes to the body of knowledge of student–faculty relationship quality and the importance of building

relationships with students, it has its limitations. First, this study was an initial attempt to identify key drivers of student engagement
and in turn, student loyalty, which means that, although we used validated scales to test our hypothesized model and thereby
increased its validity, the relations are only correlational; causal relations cannot be indicated. Parallel to quantitative research, to
provide a broader view on relational bonds between students and their educational faculty and staff, a qualitative approach could be
useful to gain further insight into relationship quality in higher education. Future research may focus on the examination of the way
how students and educational faculty and staff perceive their relationship quality for instance by data collected among enrolled
students, asking them to describe positive and negative experiences related to the quality of their relationships with educational
faculty and staff or their university in general. Second, this study's sample consisted of students from one university of applied
sciences. One could replicate the study by including students from other universities in other courses of study, or also examine
differences between male and female students.
Furthermore, the research design did not rule out the possibility that the directionality of the relation between relationship

quality and student engagement may go the other way or be bi-directional. In this study, the educational faculty/staff's perceptions of
the relationship quality were also not included.
In this study, the focus was on positive student–faculty relationship quality dimensions as key drivers for the dimensions of

student engagement, and, in turn, for student loyalty. The contribution of this study lies in the fact that it provides new insights into
possible influences on students’ educational experiences related to their bonds with educational faculty/staff. The assumptions were
that having high-quality relationships with students will positively influence their academic involvement in terms of student en-
gagement, and in turn their student loyalty. Although the model explained 55 % of the variance in student loyalty, 45 % of the
variance in student loyalty was still unexplained. Dimensions of relationship quality and student engagement explained part of the
variance of student loyalty and are therefore to be considered important drivers of student loyalty. To further examine other drivers
of student loyalty, future research should include possible alternative predictors such as the institutional image (Brown & Mazzarol,
2009) or perceived value of education (Ledden, Kalafatis, & Samouel, 2007; Woodall et al., 2012). Recent studies have investigated
academic performance or a derivative thereof (e.g., academic achievement, academic, study, student, or school success) in relation to
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student engagement (Bakker et al., 2015). In this study, academic performance was not included in the model because of the cross-
sectional design. However, academic performance could be of interest, for example, the association between student engagement and
academic performance (Bakker et al., 2015). Prior research has indicated that the grades students earn are expected to be the most
important indicator for success in future studies (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
Another possibility for future longitudinal research would be to gain insight into the extent to which relationship quality and

students' intentions and behavior develop over time. In line with this, alumni also form an interesting group to investigate (e.g.,;
McAlexander, Koenig, & Schouten, 2006;Snijders et al., 2019) Alumni can offer valuable insights regarding their current professional
requirements and how well their former program prepared them for those requirements. Alumni loyalty could be expressed by
(satisfied) alumni, who are likely to give financial donations to their university or provide positive word-of-mouth communication. In
addition, using other kinds of indicators (e.g., behavioral indicators) instead of relying only on self-report could be of interest for
examining student engagement and student loyalty.

6. Conclusion

Through the lens of social exchange theory applied in a higher education context, this study investigated students' perceptions of
the quality of the relationship with their educational faculty and staff and its associations with student engagement, and student
loyalty. Based on these findings, this study suggests that a relationship management approach is fruitful for higher education pol-
icymakers. They should focus on building and nurturing student/institutional relationships due to their positive effect on student
engagement and student loyalty. Educational faculty and staff should be aware of relationship quality aspects. Moreover, they need to
consider and elaborate on students' evaluations of the quality of their relationships with educational faculty and staff, and, should
discuss students' perceptions within the educational faculty and staff's team. A one-size-fits-all approach will not work, so they need
to learn what individual students’ relational needs are. Therefore, it is essential to evaluate students' needs regularly, and consider
relationship quality dimensions as suggested within this study. Including these dimensions in educational and faculty/staff's way of
guidance, such as by providing honest feedback towards students, showing care and concern, and willingness to help when needed,
are good starting points in this respect.
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Appendix A

Table A1
(In)direct Effects after Bootstrapping Procedure.

Relation Sample Mean (M) a t Statistics (O/STDEV) p Values

H1a: RQT_B -> SE_AB .100 1.364 .173
H1a: RQT_B -> SE_DE −.019 .255 .799
H1a: RQT_B -> SE_VI −.015 .212 .832
H1b: RQT_H -> SE_AB −.036 .538 .591
H1b: RQT_H -> SE_DE .150 2.132 .033
H1b: RQT_H -> SE_VI −.042 .637 .524
H1c: RQACOMM -> SE_AB .475 8.621 .000
H1c: RQACOMM -> SE_DE .480 9.247 .000
H1c: RQACOMM -> SE_VI .465 9.631 .000
H1d: RQACON -> SE_AB −.102 2.076 .036
H1d: RQACON -> SE_DE −.080 1.883 .060
H1d: RQACON -> SE_VI −.258 5.524 .000
H1e: RQSAT -> SE_AB −.019 .298 .765

(continued on next page)
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Appendix B. Supplementary data

Supplementary material related to this article can be found, in the online version, at doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2020.
101538.
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