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Chapter 1 - Student-faculty relationships in higher education: An introduction

Introduction

£ŦþěŎűł�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�þƷ� Ʒŉĩ�ŉĩþƢƷ�ŻŁ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� Ŏƪ�þ�ƟŉƢþƪĩ�ŻǼƷĩű�ƿƪĩĢ�ĚǢ�ůþűǢ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�
institutions and universities around the world today. To put this into practice, some 
educational institutions welcome potential students by stressing that, for example, “teachers 
þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ� ƟƿƷ� łƢĩþƷ� ĩůƟŉþƪŎƪ� Żű� ŎűĢŎǛŎĢƿþŦ� ěŻþěŉŎűłܺ� �Nðܣ ÃűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ� ŻŁ� �ƟƟŦŎĩĢ� ®ěŎĩűěĩƪ܌�
�܌ڏڑڏڑ ܹàŉĩƢĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ůþƷƷĩƢܺ� ƪĩěƷŎŻűܒܤ� £ƢĩǛŎŻƿƪ� þűĢ� ƢĩěĩűƷ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� ŉþǛĩ� ĩůƟŉþƪŎǬĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ�
importance of student relationships with their academic institution (e.g., Bowden, 2011; 
Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Dollinger & Lodge, 2020; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Hagenauer 
et al., 2015; Helgesen, 2008). However, how to establish and maintain prolonged positive 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ĢƿƢŎűł�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�þűĢ�þǼƷĩƢ�łƢþĢƿþƷŎŻű�ƢĩůþŎűƪ�ŦþƢłĩŦǢ�ƿűěŦĩþƢܒ�
ȃĩ�ĩǡƟŦþűþƷŎŻűƪ�ŁŻƢ�ƷŉŎƪ�ůŎłŉƷ�Ěĩ�Ʒŉĩ�ěŉþűłĩƪ�ƷŉþƷ�ŉþǛĩ�Ʒþţĩű�ƟŦþěĩ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ŦþűĢƪěþƟĩ�ŻŁ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�
education, and the worldwide marketization of higher education (see Hemsley-Brown & 
Oplatka, 2010; Molesworth et al., 2011). In particular, the funding of many public European 
higher education institutions became performance based (Estermann & Claeys-Kulik, 2016), 
ǜŉĩƢĩ�łŻǛĩƢűůĩűƷ�ȀűþűěŎþŦ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷ� Ŏƪ�ĢĩƷĩƢůŎűĩĢ�ĚǢ�ŁŻƢ�ŎűƪƷþűěĩ�ĢƢŻƟܮŻƿƷ�þűĢ�łƢþĢƿþƷŎŻű�
rates. Increased global competition among higher education institutions by their relative 
ƢþƷŎűłƪ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�ŉŻǜ� ƷŉĩǢ�ěŻůůƿűŎěþƷĩ� ƷŻ�űĩǜ�þűĢ�ĩűƢŻŦŦĩĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ� Sű� ƢĩƪƟŻűƪĩ܌�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�
education students increasingly act and behave more like customers (Bunce et al., 2017; 
Woodall et al., 2014). As a result, students respond to their higher education institution such as 
to their university (Bunce et al., 2017), either positively in the form of a compliment or positive 
rating, or negatively in the form of a complaint (Guilbault, 2016; Robinson & Celuch, 2016). 
Indirectly, positive student satisfaction ratings will presumably attract potential students 
which, in turn, may lead to a growing number of enrolled students (Estermann & Claeys-
Kulik, 2016; Jones, 2016). 

NŻǜ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩ� Ŏƪ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩĢ� ĚǢ� Ʒŉĩ� þƟƟƢŻþěŉĩƪ� þűĢ�
responses of their higher education institution (Chirikov, 2016; Elken et al., 2016). Hence, the 
changes and developments just described imply that higher education institutions should 
ŁŻěƿƪ�Żű�ŁŻƢůŎűł�ĚŻűĢƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�þ�ěŦŻƪĩƢ�ŦŻŻţ�þƷ�ŉŻǜ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩ�
interpersonal relationships with their higher education institution (educational faculty and 
ƪƷþǲŁܤ�Ŏƪ�űĩěĩƪƪþƢǢܒ

Interpersonal relationships in education within the school context are mostly formed between 
students and teachers (Roorda et al., 2011). However, the child–adult relationship in primary 
and secondary education develops into an adult–adult relationship in higher education 
(Hagenauer & Volet, 2014). Multiple frameworks exist that are relevant for teacher–student 
relationships, such as self-determination theory from Deci and Ryan (2008), which focuses 
on human motivation. However, in higher education, a student also builds a relationship 
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1with other people within their higher education institution/university. Besides their teachers, 
students have multiple and sequential interactions with other representatives of the higher 
education institution, such as librarians, student psychologists, study counselors, or other 
ƪƷþǲŁ�ůĩůĚĩƢƪܒ�ȃĩ�ŎűƷĩƢƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ƢĩƪƿŦƷŎűł�ŁƢŻů�ƷŉŻƪĩ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪ�ŁŻƢů�þ�ŁŻěþŦ�
ƟŻŎűƷ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƟƢŻěĩƪƪܒ�NŻǜ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩ�Ʒŉĩƪĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƷŎĩƪ�ǜŎŦŦ�þǲŁĩěƷ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�
future interactions with, and attitudes, intentions, and behaviors or actions towards their 
higher education institution (T. Gibbs & Kharouf, 2020; Palmatier, 2008).

Another distinction of relationship-building in higher education is the place where these 
interactions occur. Whereas in primary and secondary education, most interactions happen in 
class, an essential part of the educational process in higher education also takes place in out-
of-class environments. For instance, students can receive personal attention for example by 
their mentor frequently asking about a student’s situation (Meeuwisse et al., 2010). Both kinds 
of interactions can have either a formal (e.g., classroom assignment or evaluation of study 
progress) or informal (e.g., personal issues unrelated to academics; Komarraju et al., 2010; 
Meeuwisse et al., 2010) character.

ȃĩ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƟƪǢěŉŻŦŻłǢ� ŦŎƷĩƢþƷƿƢĩ� ŎůƟŦŎĩƪ� ƷŉþƷ� ŉŎłŉܮơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� ǜŎƷŉ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�
result in positive academic outcomes (Engels et al., 2016; Farr-Warton et al., 2018; García-
Moya et al., 2019; Gehlbach et al., 2012; Košir & Tement, 2014; Roorda et al., 2011). Positive 
student–faculty interactions contribute to pedagogical objectives in terms of intellectual 
and personal student development, such as increased student motivation, engagement, 
social integration, and academic performance (Y. K. Kim & Lundberg, 2016; Klem & Connell, 
2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), and may subsequently promote student retention and 
ƟĩƢƪĩǛĩƢþűěĩ�ƷŻ�þěŉŎĩǛĩ�þ�ĢĩłƢĩĩܼ�ܣ�fĩĩǲŁĩܗڒڐڏڑ�܌�ßþűĢĩƢ�®ěŉĩĩڗڏڏڑ�܌þڗڏڏڑ�܌Ěܒܤ�FƿƢƷŉĩƢůŻƢĩ܌�
when interpersonal relationships between students and their institution are perceived 
positively by students, students may develop a sense of belonging or (growing) connection to 
their institution (García-Moya et al., 2020; Y. K. Kim & Lundberg, 2015). 

In summary, positive student–faculty relationships are vital because they can positively 
ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŻƿƷěŻůĩƪ܌� ƪƿěŉ� þƪ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� ƷŻ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� �þƪěþƢĩŦŦþ£ܣ �ޣ
Terenzini, 2005; Pianta et al., 2012) or a willingness to continue to interact and engage 
Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ǜŎƷŉŎű� Ʒŉĩ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ� ƟƢŻěĩƪƪ� �܌ŻǜĢĩű�ܣ �ܗڐڐڏڑ ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ�
2009). Furthermore, research has indicated that students’ engagement with their studies 
ěþű� þǲŁĩěƷ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� þűĢ� þŦƿůűŎ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� �܌ŻǜĢĩű�ܣ �ܒܤڐڐڏڑ ®ƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� þƷƷŎƷƿĢĩ� þűĢ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�
behaviors can be expressed by positive word-of-mouth, recommendations to other potential 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ܌� þ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� ƢþƷŎűł� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻű܌� ŻƢ� þŦƿůűŎ� ŻǲŁĩƢŎűłƪ� ŻŁ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ƷƢþŎűĩĩƪŉŎƟƪ�
þűĢ� ƢĩܮŎűǛĩƪƷůĩűƷ� Ŏű� ŁƿƢƷŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� þǼƷĩƢ� łƢþĢƿþƷŎŻű� �܌ŻǜĢĩű�ܣ �ܗڐڐڏڑ �ƢŻĢŎĩ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗڐڐڏڑ
Macintosh, 2007). Both outcomes "engagement and loyalty" are essential for the growth of 
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higher education institutions (Schlesinger et al., 2017) and their continuity (Hatch & Garcia, 
�ܒܤږڐڏڑ ¦ĩěĩűƷ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ȀĩŦĢ� ŻŁ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƟƪǢěŉŻŦŻłǢ� ŉþǛĩ� ŉŎłŉŦŎłŉƷĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� űĩĩĢ� ŁŻƢ�
further research about the importance of student–faculty relationships in higher education 
�ܒ�þűĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟƢĩƪĩűƷ�ƷŉĩƪŎƪ�ƷƢŎĩƪ�ƷŻ�ȀŦŦ�ƷŉŎƪ�łþƟ܌ܤڗڐڏڑ�܌ܒrŻǢþ�ĩƷ�þŦܮGþƢěŐþܣ

ȃĩ�ƟƿƢƟŻƪĩ�ŻŁ� ƷŉŎƪ� ƷŉĩƪŎƪ� Ŏƪ� ƷŻ� ĩǡƟŦŻƢĩ�ŉŻǜ� ƷŻ� ƪƷƢĩűłƷŉĩű� Ʒŉĩ�ĚŻűĢƪ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� þűĢ�
their higher education institution so that that students become (more) involved (i.e., their 
ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� ǜŎƷŉ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� þűĢ� ĚĩěŻůŎűł� ŦŻǢþŦܒܤ� ȃĩ� þŎů� Ŏƪ� ƷŻ� ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩ� ĚĩƷƷĩƢ� ŎűƪŎłŉƷ�
into how to apply a relational approach that may improve and enrich higher education 
policy and practice. To help understand how the relationships between students and their 
higher education institutions may be prolonged, we use social exchange theory (SET) as the 
overarching framework for the underlying studies (Cropanzano et al., 2017). SET is a broad 
conceptual paradigm applied in various contexts where in general, two parties are involved 
wherein the interaction between an actor with a recipient occurs either positively or negatively. 

ȃĩ�űĩǡƷ�ƪĩěƷŎŻű�ĢĩƪěƢŎĚĩƪ�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦĩǛþűěĩ�ŻŁ�®/¼܌�ŎűƷƢŻĢƿěŎűł�þ�ůŻĢĩŦ�ŻŁ�ŉŻǜ�ĚŻűĢƪ�þƢĩ�ŁŻƢůĩĢ�
as the foundation for the empirical studies. 

Social Exchange Theory and Higher Education

®/¼�ƟŻƪŎƷƪ�ƷŉþƷ�ŉƿůþű�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�þƢĩ�ŁŻƢůĩĢ�ĚǢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƿƪĩ�ŻŁ�ƪƿĚŠĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻƪƷܮĚĩűĩȀƷ�þűþŦǢƪŎƪ�
and the comparison of alternatives (e.g., Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976; Homans, 1961). In 
economic terms, worth expresses relationship value, based on rewards minus costs. Positive 
evaluations of a relationship can be considered to be based upon its rewards (i.e., sources of 
positive reinforcement such as social acceptance or approval, respect, or prestige). Negative 
evaluations can be considered to be based upon its costs (i.e., punishments or lost rewards). 
One of the premises of SET is that people will respond to one another in similar ways; they 
ƢĩƪƟŻűĢ�ƷŻ�ţŎűĢűĩƪƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƪŎůŎŦþƢ�ŦĩǛĩŦƪ�ŻŁ�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ�þűĢ�ƷŻ�ŉþƢů�ǜŎƷŉ�ŎűĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűěĩ�ŻƢ�ŁŻƢůƪ�
of retaliation (Murdvee, 2009). Whenever the rewards are greater than the relationship’s 
costs, the result will be that the actor stays in the relationship (i.e., the continuation of the 
relationship). In turn, when the costs are higher than the rewards in any kind of relationship 
(e.g., romantic, friendly, professional, or economic), the actor discontinues the relationship. 
rŻƢĩ�ƪƟĩěŎȀěþŦŦǢ܌�ěŻűěĩƢűŎűł�ŎűƷĩƢƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ܌��Ŧþƿܤړڕژڐܣ��ĢĩȀűĩĢ�ƪŻěŎþŦ�ĩǡěŉþűłĩƪ�
as “voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the returns they are expected to bring 
þűĢ�ƷǢƟŎěþŦŦǢ�ĢŻ�Ŏű�ŁþěƷ�ĚƢŎűł�ŁƢŻů�ŻƷŉĩƢƪܺܣ�Ɵܒܤڐژ�ܒ��Ʒ�ŦĩþƪƷ�Żűĩ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟþƢƷŎĩƪ�Ŏƪ�ĢĩƟĩűĢĩűƷ�Żű�
Ʒŉĩ�ŻƷŉĩƢ܌�ǜŉŎěŉ�Ŏƪ�ǜŉþƷ�ƟƢŻůƟƷƪ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪŻěŎþŦ�ĩǡěŉþűłĩܒ�ȃþƷ�Ŏƪ܌�þ�ƟĩƢƪŻűܼƪ�ƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ�łŻþŦ�ěþű�ŻűŦǢ�
be met through interaction with another person (Blau, 1964). In the case of higher education, 
this means that a student who wants to learn and earn a degree desires an educational 
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1service in terms of guidance from a teacher, professor, or mentor. However, this is not a one-
way interaction: a reciprocal exchange exists in which the two are co-dependent in order to 
co-create the educational service experience. Foa and Foa (1980) investigated interpersonal 
ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢƪ� þűĢ� ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟůĩűƷ� Ŏű� ƪŻěŎþŦ� ĩűěŻƿűƷĩƢƪܒ� ȃĩǢ� ŎŦŦƿƪƷƢþƷĩĢ� ƷŉþƷ� ǜŉĩű� ŎƷ� ěŻůĩƪ� ƷŻ�
ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ�ƪƟĩěŎȀěþŦŦǢ܌� ŎƷ� Ŏƪ� Ʒŉĩ�ƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ� ƢĩŦþƷĩĢűĩƪƪ� ƷŉþƷ�ůþƷƷĩƢƪ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ�ĩǡěŉþűłĩܒ�¦ĩŦþƷĩĢűĩƪƪ�
ƢĩŁĩƢƪ� ƷŻ�ŉþǛŎűł�þ� ěŦŻƪĩ� þűĢ�þǲŁĩěƷŎŻűþƷĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ǜŎƷŉ�ŻƷŉĩƢƪ܌� þűĢ� Ŏƪ� ěŻűƪŎĢĩƢĩĢ� ƷŻ�Ěĩ� þ�
universal basic psychological need (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

Parallel to SET, other perspectives/theories place social relations at the heart of services 
exchanges as well, such as the service-dominant (S-D) logic perspective, the services 
management literature, and the relationship management literature. S-D logic is a framework 
that considers the understanding of human exchange (Lusch & Vargo, 2014). Within S-D 
ŦŻłŎě܌�þŦŦ� ĩěŻűŻůŎĩƪ�þƢĩ�ƢĩěŻłűŎǬĩĢ�þƪ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ĩěŻűŻůŎĩƪܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌� ƷŉŎƪ�ƟĩƢƪƟĩěƷŎǛĩ�þƟƟŦŎĩƪ�
to all kinds of actors (parties) in relationships, such as in business organizations, government 
ŻƢłþűŎǬþƷŎŻűƪ܌� þűĢ� űŻűƟƢŻȀƷ� ŻƢłþűŎǬþƷŎŻűƪܒ� �'ܮ® ŦŻłŎě� ŁŻěƿƪĩƪ� Żű� Ʒŉĩ� űþƷƿƢĩ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� þěƷŻƢƪ�
doing the exchanging and what is being exchanged. Actors are entities who have agency and 
the ability to act purposefully; in the (service) exchange, they are both service providers and 
ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ĚĩűĩȀěŎþƢŎĩƪܒ�®ĩƢǛŎěĩ�Ŏƪ�Ʒŉĩ�ĚþƪŎƪ�ŻŁ�ĩǡěŉþűłĩ܌�ƷŉþƷ�Ŏƪ܌�Ʒŉĩ�þƟƟŦŎěþƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�ƢĩƪŻƿƢěĩƪ�ƷŻ�
ĚĩűĩȀƷ�þűŻƷŉĩƢ�þěƷŻƢ�ŻƢ�ŻűĩƪĩŦŁܣ�hƿƪěŉޣ��ßþƢłŻܒܤړڐڏڑ�܌�àŉĩű�þƟƟŦŎĩĢ�ƷŻ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�þűĢ�ǜŎƷŉŎű�
ƷŉŎƪ�ƷŉĩƪŎƪ܌�Ʒŉĩ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�Ŏƪ�ěĩűƷƢþŦܣ�Ŏܒĩ܌ܒ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩĢ�ĚǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ�ŻŁ�
higher education institutions to their students).

ȃĩ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ�ůþűþłĩůĩűƷ� ŦŎƷĩƢþƷƿƢĩ� �܌�GƢƆűƢŻŻƪ܌ܒłܒĩܣ �܌�àŎƢƷǬޣ��hŻǛĩŦŻěţܗڕڐڏڑ ��ðĩŎƷŉþůŦܗڕڐڏڑ
ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܤژڏڏڑ ƟƿƷƪ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢŻŦĩ� þűĢ�ƿűŎơƿĩ� ěŉþƢþěƷĩƢŎƪƷŎěƪ� ŻŁ� ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ� ƷŻ� Ʒŉĩ� ŁŻƢĩ� þűĢ� ƪƟĩěŎȀěþŦŦǢ�
implies a customer-focused approach in connection with service exchanges. Within services 
management research, the customer is the foundation for all actions undertaken by any 
ţŎűĢ�ŻŁ�ŻƢłþűŎǬþƷŎŻűܣ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤژڏڏڑ�܌ܒ�hŻǛĩŦŻěţ�þűĢ�àŎƢƷǬܤڕڐڏڑܣ��ŉŎłŉŦŎłŉƷĩĢ�ƷŉþƷ�ǜŉĩű�
it comes to interactive consumption, human involvement is essential in the service delivery 
process (i.e., the process between the service provider and consumer/buyer/recipient). As 
such, high-quality service delivery can only be formed through good relationships (De Vries et 
þŦܒܤڑڐڏڑ�܌ܒ�ȃĩƪĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�þƢĩ�ĢĩȀűĩĢ�þƪ�ܹþ�ƪĩƢŎĩƪ�ŻŁ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪ�ƷŉþƷ�Ʒþţĩ�ƟŦþěĩ�ŻǛĩƢ�þ�ŦŻűł�
ƟĩƢŎŻĢ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�ƷǜŻ�ŻƢ�ůŻƢĩ�ƟþƢƷŎĩƪܣ�ĩܒł܌ܒ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�þ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩƢ�þűĢ�ĚĩűĩȀěŎþƢǢܤ�ǜŉĩƢĩ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�ŻƢ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�þƢŎƪĩƪܺܣ�'ĩ�ßƢŎĩƪ�ĩƷ�þŦ܌ڑڐڏڑ�܌ܒ�Ɵܒܤڕڔڐ�ܒ�Sű�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű܌�Ʒŉĩ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩĢ�
ůŻƪƷŦǢ�ěŻűƪŎƪƷƪ�ŻŁ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪܣ�GƢƆűƢŻŻƪ܌ܤڕڐڏڑ�܌�ůþţŎűł�ŎƷ�ŎůƟŻƢƷþűƷ�ƷŻ�ŁŻěƿƪ�Żű�ŉŻǜ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�
(i.e., the recipient of the service) perceive the quality of their relationships and interactions 
ǜŎƷŉ�ƪƷþǲŁ�þűĢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�ƷŉŎƪ�ƷŉĩƪŎƪ�ŁŻěƿƪĩƪ�Żű�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢܒ

ȃĩ� ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ� þűĢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ůþűþłĩůĩűƷ� ŦŎƷĩƢþƷƿƢĩ� ĩǡƟŦŎěŎƷŦǢ� ŁŻěƿƪĩƪ� Żű� Ʒŉĩ� ĩǡěŉþűłĩ�
as a matter of building relationships with key stakeholders in the service delivery process 
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�܌ܒłܒĩܣ �ĩƢƢǢ܌� �ܗڑڏڏڑ  ƢŻƪĚǢ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗڏژژڐ 'þłłĩƢ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗژڏڏڑ 'Ŏěţ� �ޣ �þƪƿ܌� �ܗړژژڐ GƢƆűƢŻŻƪ܌�
2016; Lovelock & Wirtz, 2016). Relationship management’s cornerstone is to develop, 
retain, and strengthen (customer) relationships in the long run. In general, strong ties are 
characterized by a high level of closeness, reciprocity, and trust. However, to understand 
the “structural features and the dynamics of a relationship, the environment in which 
ŎƷ� Ʒþţĩƪ� ƟŦþěĩ� ŉþƪ� ƷŻ� Ěĩ� ěŻűƪŎĢĩƢĩĢܺ� �܌þƪƷþŦĢŻ ܣ �܌ږڏڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤڏڑ ¦ĩěĩűƷ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� Ŏű� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�
(e.g., Cropanzano et al., 2017; García-Moya et al., 2020; T. Gibbs & Kharouf, 2020; Yousaf 
et al., 2020) have acknowledged the application of ideas from SET and the services and 
relationship management literature, and have called for further research on building lasting 
relationships between service providers and recipients; this thesis examines student and 
alumni loyalty as a potential outcome of relationship quality.

Within the underlying studies in this thesis, we build on the premises of SET and related 
literature in the context of higher education. To explain, we will introduce a model of 
relationship formation in higher education (see Figure 1.1). We focus on the relationships 
between the institution and students as key stakeholders within the higher education 
ěŻűƷĩǡƷܒ� ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌� ŻƷŉĩƢ� ƪƷþţĩŉŻŦĢĩƢƪ܌� þƢĩ� űŻƷ� ŎűěŦƿĢĩĢ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ůŻĢĩŦܒ� �ĩŦŻǜ܌� Ʒŉĩ� ŦŎűţ�
between the S-D logic, services management, and relationship management literature and 
this thesis will be discussed in more detail.

Figure 1.1
Proposed Model of Relationship Formation in Higher Education

Note. The model is based on SET and the research by Cropanzano et al. (2017).
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1In Figure 1.1, we emphasize the relevance of the social exchange relationships between 
students and their faculty and staff. In line with the services management literature, we 
place the student’s perceptions and attitudes at the center of the educational experience. 
Based on students’ perceptions of the positive and negative interactions that students 
experience they may think better or worse of the interpersonal relationships they have 
with faculty and staff. 

One way to examine relationships in relationship quality research is a dyadic approach in 
which the relationship’s characteristics are investigated (Jiang et al., 2016). This approach 
was used for the empirical studies presented in this thesis. The focus was on measuring 
relationship quality in higher education, that is, students’ perceptions of the quality of 
the relationships they have with their faculty and staff. Studies in primary and secondary 
education have focused mainly on student–teacher relationships (e.g., Mason et al., 2017). 
However, as already mentioned, in higher education, students may also have contact 
with mentors, deans, student psychologists, and other staff members (e.g., librarians, 
receptionists, and janitors). Therefore, this thesis focuses on the student experience of the 
overall quality of their past or present relationships with educational faculty and staff from 
their institution. Specifically, we examined students’ perceptions of all social interactions 
they have, within and outside the classroom (face-to-face and online). Therefore, we 
believe we have used a comprehensive approach to measure relationship quality in higher 
education in all its richness. Furthermore, we adopted both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. To that end, we included positive and negative relational aspects. Our goal 
was to capture all aspects of the relationship quality concept. 

In services management research, a customer focus is essential, especially in high-quality 
service delivery processes such as those in higher education. Within higher education, the 
services consist of frequent human interactions between students and their educational 
faculty and staff. The gap model by Parasuraman and colleagues (1991) is still commonly 
used to improve the quality of services and applies explicitly to high service encounters 
�ܗŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪܣ ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܒܤژڏڏڑ ¼ŉĩ� łþƟ� ůŻĢĩŦ� Ŏƪ� ĚþƪĩĢ� Żű� Ʒŉĩ� þűþŦǢƪŎƪ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ�
expectations and perceptions of users of services. By examining the difference between 
what is expected by the user (actor or party) and the service offered, one can gain insight 
into possible gaps. The first step in the model is to understand customers’ expectations 
and perceptions. Students can be seen as consumers of the educational service (Bowden, 
2011; Bunce et al., 2017; Molesworth et al., 2011). Therefore, we specifically focused on 
measuring relationship quality in higher education from the student’s point of view. In prior 
services management research, service quality instruments often focused on clients’ or 
recipients’ expectations (before the service) and their experience (after the service; see 
ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤژڏڏڑ�܌ܒ�NŻǜĩǛĩƢ܌�ƢĩěŎƟŎĩűƷƪ�ŁŻƿűĢ�ŎƷ�ĢŎŁŁŎěƿŦƷ�ƷŻ�ƢĩŁŦĩěƷ�Żű�Ʒŉĩ�ĩǡƟĩěƷþƷŎŻűƪ�
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they had beforehand. A performance-only adaptation (i.e., measuring only services 
perceptions instead of expectations) was found to be more suitable (e.g., Nadiri et al., 
2009; Oldfield & Baron, 2000). Therefore, in line with the services management literature, 
we also measured our study variables by asking students only for their relationship quality 
perceptions. We included both positive and negative relational aspects in measuring 
students’ perceptions of the quality of their relationships with faculty and staff, that is, 
relationship quality. The value of investing in positive bonds between faculty/staff and 
their students may seem evident because these relationships can contribute in a positive 
way to students’ involvement during and after their time in higher education. Positive 
relationships between students and their higher education institution can be fruitful in 
terms of engagement and loyalty intentions and behaviors. For instance, students’ and 
alumni’s positive recommendations and financial support can help to sustain a college or 
university’s continuity and growth. 

In the present thesis, student engagement and student/alumni loyalty were investigated as 
possible relationship quality outcomes. In the next section, the meanings and operational 
definitions of relationship quality, student engagement, and student/alumni loyalty as 
part of the empirical studies are discussed.

Relationship Quality in Higher Education

Relationship quality is the starting point of the empirical studies in this thesis. The 
focus is on students’ perceptions of the quality of their relationships with their faculty 
and staff. In relationship quality research, there are many different conceptualizations 
of relationship quality (Athanasopoulou, 2009), due to the context-specific descriptions 
of actors that are used in definitions of relationship quality. For instance, in business-
to-business management, Woo and Ennew (2004) referred to relationship quality 
þƪ� Ʒŉĩ� ܹŻǛĩƢþŦŦ� ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎŻű� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� þ� ĚƿǢĩƢ� þűĢ� ƪĩŦŦĩƢܺ� �ܒƟܣ �ܒܤڕڔڑڐ Sű�
marketing, Hennig-Thurau and Klee (1997) defined relationship quality as “the degree of 
þƟƟƢŻƟƢŎþƷĩűĩƪƪ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ƷŻ�ŁƿŦŁŎŦŦ�Ʒŉĩ�űĩĩĢƪ�ŻŁ�þ�ěƿƪƷŻůĩƢܺܣ�Ɵܒܤڐڔږ�ܒ�¼ŉĩ�ƪƟĩěŎŁŎě�
definitions of the terms "buyer," "seller," and "customer" may not make sense in the context 
of research outside the field of marketing and management. However, relationship quality 
is a universal construct. It applies to every kind of interpersonal relationship between two 
parties, whoever they may be, such as a patient–doctor relationship, or, more generally 
speaking, a consumer–provider or actor–actor (parties) relationship. Therefore, a general 
approach seems more appropriate when “researchers want to capture the overall caliber of 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ƷŎĩƪ�þűĢ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ŻǛĩƢþŦŦ�ŎůƟþěƷ�Żű�ŻƿƷěŻůĩƪܺܣ�£þŦůþƷŎĩƢ܌ڗڏڏڑ�܌�Ɵܒܤڔڗ�ܒ�
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1The measurement of the relationship quality construct that we used was based on 
relationship quality research by Roberts and colleagues (2003). Measuring the quality of 
the relationships between students and their educational faculty and staff considers the 
relational bonds such as social, knowledge-based, and psychological relationships, where 
the voluntary aspect of an actor within the relationship is assured. Within this thesis, the 
relationship quality measurement instrument used parallels the original scale; however, 
the wording of some items was modified to make them appropriate within the higher 
education context (e.g., educational faculty/staff replaced service provider). 

Relationship quality was treated as a multidimensional construct. The dimensions include 
students’ trust in educational faculty/staff ’s honesty, and trust in educational faculty/
staff ’s benevolence, affective conflict (as a negative indicator of relationship quality), 
affective commitment, and overall satisfaction related to their educational faculty/staff ’s 
performance. Each dimension is described below.

Relationship Quality Dimensions and Conceptual Model
Trust
Trust is essential within any kind of relationship between humans, and can be considered 
a vital construct of relationship quality (Jiang et al., 2016). Trust refers to the reliability 
and integrity one perceives (see commitment-trust theory; R. M. Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 
The amount of trust a recipient perceives is based on previous interactions, and will, as a 
result, induce expectations of future behaviors (Murdvee, 2009). Trust (trustworthiness) 
was studied earlier in higher education by Ghosh et al. (2001). They defined trust as “the 
degree to which a student is willing to rely on the institute to take appropriate steps that 
ĚĩűĩŁŎƷ� þűĢ� ŉĩŦƟ� �Ʒŉĩܡ ƪƷƿĢĩűƷܢ� ƷŻ� þěŉŎĩǛĩ� ŦĩþƢűŎűł� þűĢ� ěþƢĩĩƢ� ŻĚŠĩěƷŎǛĩƪܺ� �GŉŻƪŉܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ�
2001, p. 325). In the context of higher education, students have multiple and sequential 
encounters with their educational faculty and staff. When relationships between two 
parties are prolonged, the trust or distrust may change over time (Lewicki et al., 2006). In 
relationship quality research, trust is often divided into two essential elements: trust in 
honesty and trust in benevolence (Kumar et al., 1995; Roberts et al., 2003). 

Trust in Honesty. Trust in honesty represents the trust students have in a university’s 
integrity as represented by the faculty and staff, such as the sincerity of educational 
faculty and staff and the belief that they will perform their role effectively and reliably. For 
instance, it is reflected in the trust students have in a university’s credibility (sincerity or 
reliability; e.g., ܹrǢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�Ŏƪ�ƷƢƿƪƷǜŻƢƷŉǢܺܒܤ�

Trust in Benevolence. Trust in benevolence is the extent to which students believe faculty 
and staff are concerned about their welfare (e.g., “When I confide my problems to my 
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ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþŁŁ܌� S� ţűŻǜ� ƷŉĩǢ� ǜŎŦŦ� ƢĩƪƟŻűĢ� ǜŎƷŉ� ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűłܺܒܤ� ¼ƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű�
benevolence reflects the belief that faculty and staff have intentions and motives beneficial 
to students, as well as the belief that faculty and staff will avoid acting in a way that will 
result in negative outcomes for students.

Affect
One of the positive consequences of trust that has been given attention in relationship 
management research is the reduction of conflict. In turn, less conflict positively 
influences one’s commitment to and the satisfaction with the quality of the relationship 
(Castaldo, 2007).

Affective Conflict. Affective conflict is a negative indicator of relationship quality in 
connection with lack of trust, such as the tension that arises from an imbalance in 
expected and desired service performance (Roberts et al., 2003). In higher education, 
it may show in feelings of hostility, frustration, or anger (e.g., “I am angry with my 
ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢܺܒܤ��ŦƷŉŻƿłŉ�ŎűƪŎłŉƷƪ�ŎűƷŻ�ŉŻǜ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩ�þŁŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűŁŦŎěƷ�þƢĩ�ĩƪƪĩűƷŎþŦ܌�
only a few studies have examined affective conflict reduction in higher education (e.g., 
Meyers, 2003; Meyers et al., 2006). Meyers (2003) indicated that how students perceived 
interpersonal conflicts with faculty in class could have an important impact on how 
students evaluated their course. Eventually, conflict might result in complaint behavior 
or in discontinuing the relationship. Affective conflict was investigated in this thesis in 
order to provide a broader understanding of how students perceive this counterpart of 
relationship quality. Another affective component of relationship quality is the feeling of 
being committed to the relationship. 

Affective Commitment. One of the main reasons to continue a relationship is based 
on commitment. In general, commitment is the enduring desire to maintain a valued 
relationship. Relationship commitment represents the confidence one has in service 
providers’ reliability and integrity (see commitment-trust theory; R. M. Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994). A distinction can be made between two types of commitment: affective and 
calculative commitment (De Vries et al., 2012). In contrast to calculative commitment, 
which is cost based (i.e., transaction, learning, or artificial costs), affective commitment 
is the desire to continue a relationship because one person likes the other person, and 
the relationship gives that person pleasure. In the present thesis, we focused on affective 
commitment, in line with the work by Roberts et al. (2003). Affective commitment within 
this thesis refers to students’ willingness to belong or be connected to their university (i.e., 
their faculty and staff). It develops over time as students become accustomed to positive 
responses from universities’ faculty and staff (e.g., “I continue to deal with my university 
Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�S�ŦŎţĩ�ĚĩŎűł�þƪƪŻěŎþƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩůܺܒܤ�
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1Satisfaction. Satisfaction is a service-related quality perception (Hennig-Thurau & Klee, 
1997). It is mainly built on previous experiences and eventually leads to an emotional state, 
resulting in an overall quality evaluation (Hennig-Thurau & Klee, 1997). In the studies in 
this thesis, satisfaction was included as part of the relationship quality construct (Crosby 
et al., 1990; Roberts et al., 2003). In this thesis, satisfaction refers to cumulative student 
satisfaction with the overall quality of the student-faculty relationship. Students’ cognitive 
and affective evaluations based on their personal experiences across all educational 
service encounters were considered, that is, every time they interacted with someone 
from their university (e.g., ܹS�þů�ĢĩŦŎłŉƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ůǢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢܺܒܤ�

It is essential to consider all relationship quality dimensions in order to build good quality 
relationships between students and their educational faculty and staff. The conceptual 
ůŻĢĩŦ�ŁŻƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ĩůƟŎƢŎěþŦ�ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ�ǜþƪ�ĚþƪĩĢ�Żű�Ʒŉĩ�ǜŻƢţ�ĚǢ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦܗܤڕژژڐܣ�ܒ�ƪĩĩ�FŎłƿƢĩ�
1.2. An adapted version of the relationship quality instrument developed by Roberts et al. 
(2003) was used to measure relationship quality. We assumed that relationship quality 
would be positively associated with students’ intentions and behavior (see Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2
Conceptual Model
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T. Gibbs and Kharouf (2020) indicated that perceptions of relationship quality may 
affect service users’ attitudes, behaviors, and actions and can result in positive relational 
exchange outcomes. We built on those ideas and assumed that when students perceive 
these relationships positively, the relationships are expected to have positive associations 
ǜŎƷŉ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ�ĢƿƢŎűł�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűܣ�ðĩƟţĩ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤړڐڏڑ�܌ܒ�àŎƷŉŎű�ƷŉŎƪ�ƷŉĩƪŎƪ܌�
we therefore hypothesized that the stronger (i.e., the more positive) the relationship 
quality is, the higher students’ involvement will be, such as their engagement in their 
studies (Bowden, 2011). 

Student Engagement
Previous studies have shown the importance of students being engaged in their program 
of studies, course, or task. The educational literature suggests engagement is a meta-
construct that consists of different dimensions, such as behavioral, emotional/affective, 
and cognitive engagement (Fredricks et al., 2016), or other subtypes such as academic and 
psychological engagement (Appleton et al., 2006). In her work, Bowden (2009) expanded 
on the definition of engagement by McEwen (2004, as cited in Bowden, 2009) as “relating 
ƷŻ�þ�ěŻůĚŎűþƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�ƢþƷŎŻűþŦ�þűĢ�ĩůŻƷŎŻűþŦ�ĚŻűĢƪܺ� �ƢþǜŎűł�ƿƟŻű'�ܒܤڔڕ�ܒ�Ɵ܌ژڏڏڑ�܌ŻǜĢĩű�ܣ
these ideas, Bowden et al. (2019) investigated student engagement in the context of higher 
education. They redefined it as “a multidimensional construct considering a student’s 
social, cognitive, emotional, and behavior investments made when interacting with their 
tertiary institution and its focal agents (such as peers, employees, and the institution 
ŎƷƪĩŦŁܣ�ܺܤƟܒܤړ�ܒ

Building on the ideas of services and relationship management, positive perceptions of 
Ʒŉĩ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ŻŁ� ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ� ǜŎŦŦ� ŦĩþĢ� ƷŻ� �ܤěƿƪƷŻůĩƢܣ ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� �ðĩŎƷŉþůŦܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗܤڕژژڐ ƷŉþƷ�
is, the extent to which one is engaged with the process of service delivery. To delineate 
the meaning of student engagement in higher education within this thesis, we drew 
upon the work of Schaufeli and Bakker (2003). They interpreted and defined student 
engagement similarly to work engagement (see Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Explicitly, 
they defined student engagement as “a positive, fulfilling work-related state of mind that 
Ŏƪ� ěŉþƢþěƷĩƢŎǬĩĢ� ĚǢ� ǛŎłŻƢ܌� ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű܌� þűĢ� þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻűܺ� �ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ �ޣ �þţţĩƢ܌� �܌ڒڏڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤړ
ßŎłŻƢ� ƢĩŁĩƢƪ� ƷŻ� ܹŉŎłŉ� ŦĩǛĩŦƪ� ŻŁ� ĩűĩƢłǢ� þűĢ� ƢĩƪŎŦŎĩűěĩ�ǜŉŎŦĩ�ǜŻƢţŎűłܺ� �܌þţţĩƢ��ޣ�ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ
2003, p. 4/5), e.g., ܹàŉĩű�S�łĩƷ�ƿƟ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ�ůŻƢűŎűł܌� S� ŁĩĩŦ� ŦŎţĩ�łŻŎűł� ƷŻ�ěŦþƪƪܺܒ�'ĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű�
is characterized by “being strongly involved in one’s work and experiencing a sense of 
ƪŎłűŎŁŎěþűěĩ܌�ĩűƷŉƿƪŎþƪů܌�ŎűƪƟŎƢþƷŎŻű܌�ƟƢŎĢĩ܌�þűĢ�ěŉþŦŦĩűłĩܺܣ�®ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎޣ���þţţĩƢ܌ڒڏڏڑ�܌�Ɵܒ�
5) e.g., ܹS�þů�ƟƢŻƿĢ�ŻŁ�ůǢ�ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪܺܒ��ĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻű�Ŏƪ�ܹƷŉĩ�ƪƷþƷĩ�ŻŁ�ĚĩŎűł�ŁƿŦŦǢ�ěŻűěĩűƷƢþƷĩĢ�þűĢ�
happily engrossed in one’s work, whereby time passes quickly and one has difficulties with 
detaching oneself from work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003, p. 5), e.g., “When I am studying, I 
ŁŻƢłĩƷ�ĩǛĩƢǢƷŉŎűł�ĩŦƪĩ�þƢŻƿűĢ�ůĩܺܒ
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1To foster student engagement and students’ supportive behavior (i.e., showing 
commitment or loyalty), higher education institutions need to cultivate good 
relationships with their students (Sung & Yang, 2009). One response to that relationship 
could be that students enjoy their studies. Our assumptions are based on the literature on 
relationship building. We expect that, in higher education, the better experience students 
have of their education through the relationships they have with faculty and staff, the 
more engaged they are in their studies (Taylor & Parsons, 2011; Xerri et al., 2018). When 
students are more engaged and experience more positive relationship quality, the more 
loyalty intentions and behavior they will show (Bowden, 2009; Brodie et al., 2011). We 
hypothesized that relationship quality positively affects student loyalty, either directly or 
indirectly, through student engagement.

Student and Alumni Loyalty
In the international literature on student behavior, student loyalty is considered to be a 
critical measure of higher education institutions’ success (Rojas-Méndez et al., 2009). 
The focus in prior research mainly included the drivers of student loyalty, such as trust 
(Carvalho & de Oliveira Mota, 2010), service quality (Ali et al., 2016; Thomas, 2011; Usman 
& Mokhtar, 2016) or a combination of factors such as satisfaction, institutional image, and 
shared values (e.g., R. M. Brown & Mazzarol, 2009; Nesset & Helgesen, 2009; Schlesinger 
et al., 2017). 

Building on services management research in the context of higher education, student 
loyalty in the present thesis refers to the extent to which a student feels connected to the 
higher education institution and how attitude and behavioral intentions express this 
ěŻűűĩěƷŎŻűܣ�ĩܒłܹ�܌ܒS�þů�ǛĩƢǢ� ŎűƷĩƢĩƪƷĩĢ�Ŏű�ţĩĩƟŎűł�Ŏű�ƷŻƿěŉ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܺܒܤ��ƪ�ƟŻŎűƷĩĢ�
out by Helgesen and Nesset (2009), loyalty can be related both to the period when a 
student is formally enrolled as well as the period after the student has completed their 
formal education at the institution (i.e., as alumni). Alumni form an important group 
that can support their former higher education institution in various ways (Doña Toledo 
& Martínez, 2020; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). Because of their time and financial 
means, alumni are a valuable resource for higher education institutions (Ebert et al., 
2015; Weerts & Ronca, 2008), for instance, by reflecting on current curricula, providing 
job opportunities or offering internships, guest lectures, and donations. As pointed out by 
Yousaf et al. (2020), “developing student loyalty requires building a strong foundation and 
solid long-term relationship with students not only for the time they are studying but also 
ĚĩǢŻűĢ�ŎƷܺܣ�Ɵܒܤڒڗڗ�ܒ�

In the next section, the studies conducted are briefly discussed, including the research 
questions and designs, followed by a general overview.
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Chapter 1 - Student-faculty relationships in higher education: An introduction

Overview of the Studies

The studies in this thesis examined students’ perceptions of the quality of their 
relationships with faculty and staff, that is, overall relationship quality. We examined 
the associations between relationship quality and students’ involvement in terms of their 
engagement in their studies and their loyalty towards their faculty/staff. We hypothesized 
that if students perceive their educational experiences more positively, this will positively 
enhance their involvement, expressed by student engagement and loyalty. To investigate 
this main hypothesis, we conducted five empirical studies where we drew upon SET as 
the overarching framework (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976; Homans, 1961). Related ideas from 
services and relationship management were applied, in combination with those from the 
educational literature.

Altogether, these studies try to find an answer to the central research question of this 
thesis: What are students’ perceptions of relationship quality in higher education, and 
how is relationship quality associated with students’ involvement? An overview of this 
thesis is presented in Figure 1.3, including the research designs of the studies that were 
conducted. In sum, the measurement and construct of relationship quality in higher 
education were investigated in Studies 1 and 2. The association of relationship quality 
with student engagement was examined in Study 3, followed by an investigation of alumni 
loyalty in Study 4. Finally, the sequential interplay between the dimensions of relationship 
quality and cause-and-effect relations between relationship quality, student engagement, 
and student loyalty were examined in Study 5. 

The first research question was: What is relationship quality in higher education, and how 
can we measure it? To answer our first research question, we collected both quantitative 
and qualitative data. In Study 1, described in Chapter 2, we investigated the development 
of a relationship quality scale that we applied in the higher education context. We asked 
students to complete the relationship quality survey. A confirmatory factor analysis was 
used to analyze the quantitative data. Next, we collected additional qualitative data from 
a focus group discussion with students from different years of study and programs of 
study. The focus group discussion aimed to corroborate and explore in greater depth the 
ideas higher education students have about relationship quality dimensions, based on the 
quantitative survey findings. 
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Chapter 1 - Student-faculty relationships in higher education: An introduction

To learn more about what students think about relationship quality aspects, we wanted 
to know what kinds of relational elements they refer to when asked about the quality of 
relationships with their educational faculty and staff. Therefore, in Study 2 (Chapter 3) 
we used a qualitative approach to explore students’ positive and negative relationship 
quality experiences, applying a critical incident technique. To analyze the data, we used 
the five a priori relationship quality dimensions as a template. The research findings 
were exploratory and complementary to the overarching research question. The study’s 
findings provide a more comprehensive understanding of real-life examples of students’ 
positive and negative perceptions regarding relationship quality. 

In Chapter 4, we describe Study 3, which focused on the second research question: What 
associations does relationship quality have with student engagement, and (in turn) 
with student loyalty? We developed and empirically tested a conceptual framework with 
relationship quality as an independent variable and student engagement and student 
loyalty as dependent variables to examine this question. Starting with a pilot study, we 
conducted an online survey among enrolled students from two different higher education 
institutions; after that, we examined direct and indirect effects of the independent 
variables on the dependent variables. In the main study, we repeated the same survey 
among a larger sample of enrolled higher education students from three higher education 
institutions. To analyze the data, we used partial least squares-structural equation 
modeling (PLS-SEM). The study’s findings indicated relationship quality dimensions as 
predictors of student engagement and student loyalty.

In Study 4 (Chapter 5), we tested a replication of the conceptual model with alumni. The 
research question that guided this study was: What associations do alumni’s perceptions 
of their relationship quality have with their previous engagement and (in turn) with their 
current loyalty? Within this study, the sample consisted of former students (alumni) from 
two different higher education institutions. We again examined the hypothesized model 
exploring relationship quality dimensions as predictors for former student engagement 
dimensions and student loyalty using PLS-SEM. We also surveyed alumni for their loyalty 
intentions and behavior (e.g., for their willingness to recommend the institution, to select 
it again for future study, and to maintain contact). Our assumption partially confirmed 
that alumni’s positive perceptions of former relationship quality and former engagement 
lead to more current loyalty intentions towards their faculty and staff/university (after 
graduation).

In Study 5 (Chapter 6), we extended our investigation of the model using data from two 
time points gathered over two academic years. The study involved two parts. Our first 
research question was: How do relationship quality dimensions develop over time? First, 
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1the temporal stability of the relationship quality construct was examined. We further 
focused on the strength of relations among the dimensions within the relationship quality 
construct. Based on the existing literature in relationship quality research (e.g., Castaldo, 
2007; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001), we investigated trust at Time 1 as a predictor of the 
affective relationship quality dimensions of commitment, conflict, and satisfaction at 
Time 2. Our second research question in Study 5 was: Does relationship quality at Time 
1 predict student engagement and loyalty at Time 2? Students’ responses to a survey were 
collected in two consecutive years. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, we summarize this thesis, followed by a general discussion of the 
findings and their theoretical and practical implications.
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Chapter 2 - Relationship quality time

Abstract

ȃŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ŎűǛĩƪƷŎłþƷĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ŻǛĩƢþŦŦ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎűƷĩƢƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ŉþǛĩ�
ǜŎƷŉ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ܌� ƷŉþƷ� Ŏƪ܌� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢܒ� Sű� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ůþűþłĩůĩűƷ� ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ܌�
relationship quality is paramount for the creation of bonds with customers, which in turn 
is necessary for the sustainability of organizations, that is, continuity and growth. In higher 
education, it is not only recent changes in the funding of education that urge us to further 
investigate relationship quality, as students having relational bonds with their teachers 
þűĢ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ� Ŏƪ� ŎůƟŻƢƷþűƷ� þƪ�ǜĩŦŦܒ�àĩ� ĩǡƟĩěƷ� ƷŉþƷ� Ʒŉĩƪĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� þƢĩ� ĩǡƟĩěƷĩĢ� ƷŻ�
ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ěŻŦŦĩłĩ�ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩƪ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢܒ��ŦƷŉŻƿłŉ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŦŎƷĩƢþƷƿƢĩ�þĢĢƢĩƪƪĩƪ�
the importance of student–faculty relationships, little is known about students’ perceptions 
ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƟƢŻłƢþůܒ�ȃĩ�þŎů�ŻŁ�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ǜþƪ܌�ƷŉĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�
to get a more in-depth understanding of the concept and measurement of relationship 
quality within a higher education context. To that end, an existing relationship quality scale 
ǜþƪ� ƿƪĩĢ�ůĩþƪƿƢŎűł� ȀǛĩ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ܋� ƷƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű� ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ܌� ƷƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű� ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ܌� ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű܌�
þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ� �� ěŻűȀƢůþƷŻƢǢ� ŁþěƷŻƢ� þűþŦǢƪŎƪ� �ܤ�F ܣ ǜþƪ�
conducted on survey responses of 551 students from a Dutch university of applied sciences. 
Next to the CFA, a small-scale focus group discussion was held to validate the quantitative 
ȀűĢŎűłƪ� ŻŁ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢܒ� ȃĩ� ȀűĢŎűłƪ� ěŻűȀƢů� ƷŉþƷ� Ʒŉĩ�
relationship quality instrument is an adequate instrument to investigate relationship 
quality in a higher education context. Additional qualitative results also suggest that 
students acknowledge the relevance of relationship quality and the need for having a good 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁܒ
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2
Introduction

Time to degree completion is of growing concern to the funding of public higher 
education institutions (Suhre et al., 2013). As a result, the importance of student–faculty 
relationships becomes of interest, because these relationships are expected to positively 
influence students’ college experiences (Fuentes et al., 2014; Y. K. Kim & Sax, 2009), and 
can, therefore, contribute to timely degree completion. Tinto (1997) already asserted that 
student–faculty interactions are indicative of the student’s level of academic integration 
in the college environment and that students who engage in academic and social 
integration experiences are less likely to leave their institution. For instance, students 
who develop positive interactions with their peers, teachers, and faculty/staff are more 
likely to persist and complete a degree, and in the future, will be better able to build 
rapport. Positive student–faculty interactions also contribute to students’ intellectual 
and personal development such as increased motivation, study success, engagement (Y. 
K. Kim & Sax, 2009; Klem & Connell, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), and retention 
(O’Keeffe, 2013; Vander Schee, 2008b; 2010). Also, to improve students’ overall evaluation 
of and satisfaction with their university, the relationships between students and their 
faculty/staff appear most crucial (Arena et al., 2010).

Research in the field of services and relationship management in higher education  
indicates that positive interactions and relationships are associated with student loyalty 
(Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Macintosh, 2007). In turn, 
student loyalty is crucial for the continuity and growth of higher education institutions 
(e.g., word-of-mouth, recommendations to other potential students, the ranking of 
higher education institutions, alumni offerings of student traineeships, and enrollment in 
post-graduate education). General ideas from the services and relationship management 
literature suggest that for any kind of service organization (profit or non-profit), it is 
essential to retain customers. To establish long-term benefits for organizations such 
as customer retention and loyalty, service organizations should attract, maintain, and 
ĩűŉþűěĩ�ěŦŎĩűƷ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪܣ��ĩƢƢǢܗڑڏڏڑ�܌�GƿůůĩƪƪŻűޣ��GƢƆűƢŻŻƪܗڑڐڏڑ�܌�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦܒܤڐڗژڐ�܌�
Previous studies indicated that having a focus on establishing a good relationship with 
students is of interest to higher education institutions (Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015; Cotten 
�ޣ àŎŦƪŻű܌� �ܗڕڏڏڑ ðĩƟţĩ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �܌ܤړڐڏڑ ŁŻƢ� ŎűƪƷþűěĩ܌� ƷŻ� ƢĩĢƿěĩ� ĢƢŻƟŻƿƷ� ƢþƷĩƪ� �܌NĩŦłĩƪĩűܣ
2008; Schertzer & Schertzer, 2004) and improve student loyalty (Hennig-Thurau et al., 
2001). However, little is known about the overall quality of the interpersonal relationships 
students have with university faculty and staff from a student’s perspective, that is, 
relationship quality. Relationship quality is especially important when the offered services 
are complex, delivered over time, and customized because interpersonal relationships are 
expected to be more vital in these contexts (Crosby et al., 1990). Higher education settings 
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meet these criteria because the educational service consists of a high degree of interaction 
between students and faculty/staff (i.e., complex), expressed in multiple educational 
services encounters with different people, and continuing over time. Moreover, through 
the students’ choice of courses, internships, and research projects, students customize 
their educational programs. The aim of this paper was, therefore, to get a more in-depth 
understanding of the concept and measurement of relationship quality within a higher 
education context.

Relationship Quality

Relationship quality can be defined as the overall assessment of the strength of a 
relationship between two parties (Bowden, 2011; Dagger et al., 2009). Previous educational 
literature mainly focused on one or a few aspects of the student–faculty relationship, 
such as frequency or quality of interaction between students and teachers. However, 
relationship quality in relationship management research is often conceptualized as 
a multidimensional construct capturing different but related facets of a relationship 
(Lages et al., 2005; Palmatier et al., 2006) such as trust, commitment, and satisfaction 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). Building on the work of Roberts, Varki, and Brodie (2003), 
relationship quality adjusted to a higher education setting consists of five dimensions: 
trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and affective 
conflict.

Trust in Honesty
Trust in honesty of faculty and staff means trust in a university’s credibility. This is based 
on the extent to which students believe university faculty and staff ’s word can be relied 
on, that they are sincere, and that they will perform their role effectively and reliably. 

Trust in Benevolence
Trust in benevolence of faculty and staff means the extent to which students believe staff 
and faculty are concerned about students’ welfare. This includes having intentions and 
motives beneficial to students and avoiding acting in a way that will result in negative 
outcomes for students. 

Satisfaction
Satisfaction refers to cumulative student satisfaction with the overall quality of the 
relationship a student has with faculty and staff. It is the students’ 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). 
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Affective Commitment 
Affective commitment refers to students’ commitment to the university. Furthermore, 
affective commitment develops over time as individuals (service users/students) become 
accustomed to positive responses, leading them to become more and more secure in the 
relationship (with the university). 

Affective Conflict
Affective conflict is a negative indicator of relationship quality, that is, resulting in lower 
levels of relationship quality. In line with Roberts et al. (2003), affective conflict is used as 
a measure of the retained level of conflict felt by students concerning their relationship 
with faculty and staff.

Present Study

In this study, we aim to get a more in-depth understanding of the concept of relationship 
quality in higher education. Drawing upon recent research in the field of services 
and relationship management in higher education (Arnett et al., 2003; Bowden, 2011; 
Helgesen, 2008; Woodall et al., 2014), we assume that relationship quality in higher 
education can be applied similarly as in a for-profit context. This study addresses this 
issue by incorporating the concept of relationship quality as described in services and 
relationship management literature and investigated it in the context of higher education. 
First, we administered a questionnaire to measure relationship quality and examined 
whether this instrument and its five dimensions applied to a higher education context. A 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to analyze the survey data.

To grasp students’ perceptions of relationship quality from the students’ point of view, 
we held an additional small-scale focus group discussion to validate the quantitative 
findings. The focus group discussion aimed to verify students’ ideas of relationship 
quality dimensions. Focus groups can be used either as a method in their own right or 
to complement other methods such as quantitative research (D. L. Morgan, 1997; D. L. 
Morgan & Krueger, 1993; Wolff et al., 1993), for example, checking validity (A. Gibbs, 1997). 
A combination described by D. L. Morgan (1997) is one where a survey is used as a primary 
method, and a focus group acts as a follow-up research method that assists in interpreting 
the survey results. Drawing upon these ideas, in the present study, we conducted a focus 
group discussion after the survey.
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Relationship Quality Questionnaire

Method
Participants 
Participants were students enrolled in an educational program at a Dutch university of 
applied sciences (N = 551). Most participants were female (59%), which is a slight over-
representation when compared to the average percentage of female students enrolled 
at the institution under study (49.5%). All respondents were distributed across all study 
years, although students in their first year were highly represented (57.7%; 12.2% second 
year; 12% third year; 18.1% fourth year). The average age of participants was 20.97 years old  
(SD = 4.54).

Materials and Procedure 
A questionnaire consisting of 15 items, distributed over five subscales (i.e., trust in 
honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and affective conflict) 
was used to measure relataionship quality. Each dimension was measured by three items 
(Roberts et al., 2003). All items were structured on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

The survey was administered in Dutch. To ensure that the original items were correctly 
translated, a forward–back translation process was employed (Epstein et al., 2015). At the 
end of the 2014–2015 academic year, a questionnaire containing a short description of the 
purpose of the study was sent by campus email to all 4600 students from the university 
under study. Filling out the questionnaire took approximately 10-15 minutes. First-year 
students who were not familiar with the questionnaire tool were asked to fill out the 
questionnaire in a classroom setting. When needed, they were assisted by their tutor, but 
only for practical purposes and not related to answering the questions (e.g., assistance in 
logging into the questionnaire tool). Participation was voluntary. Students were given 27 
days to respond (one month before their exams started). Students who did not complete 
the survey received another email reminding them of the first email, and after a fortnight, 
they were asked again to fill out the questionnaire. A book voucher was rewarded to 15 
randomly selected respondents. 

Analyses
To investigate the applicability of the existing relationship quality scale in the context of 
higher education, we conducted a CFA on the survey consisting of 15 items. Based on the 
services and relationship management literature and empirical research on relationship 
quality, we postulated a model and tested it for its validity, given the sample data. In 
this way, we determined the extent to which the items measured the relationship quality 
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dimensions. All items comprising an relationship quality dimension (i.e., its subscale) 
were therefore expected to load onto their related factors. An alternative model of 
relationship quality with a one-factor structure was constructed to test whether this could 
lead to a better fit with the data. Thus, the second model contained all 15 items loading on 
one latent factor, relationship quality (RQ). A schematic representation of these models is 
shown in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1 
Measurement models

rżģĪŧڑڍ�܉ڍ��ŏƸĪŰ܉�ǿǜĪܫłÿĜƸżƣ�ŰżģĪŧ�� � ��������rżģĪŧڑڍ�܉ڎ��ŏƸĪŰ܉�żŲĪܫłÿĜƸżƣ�ŰżģĪŧ�
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rŻĢĩŦܣ�ڐ�ƪĩĩ�FŎłƿƢĩܤڐܒڑ��ƟŻƪƷƿŦþƷĩƪ�þ�ƟƢŎŻƢŎ�ƷŉþƷ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�Ŏƪ�þ�ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢ�ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢĩ�
ěŻůƟŻƪĩĢ�ŻŁ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ܌�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ܌�ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű܌�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌�þűĢ�
þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ�ȃĩƢĩ�þƢĩ�ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢƪܣ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ܌ܤ�þƪ�ŎűĢŎěþƷĩĢ�ĚǢ�Ʒŉĩ�ȀǛĩ�ĩŦŦŎƟƪĩƪ�ŦþĚĩŦĩĢ�
¼ƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű�NŻűĩƪƷǢ� �܌ܤNܚ¼¥¦ܣ ¼ƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű��ĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ� �܌ܤ�ܚ¼¥¦ܣ ®þƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű� �܌ܤ¼�®ܚ¥¦ܣ �ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
 ŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� �܌ܤ�rr �ܚ¥¦ܣ þűĢ� �ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�  ŻűǴŦŎěƷ� �ܒܤ�t �ܚ¥¦ܣ ȃĩƪĩ� ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢƪ� þƢĩ�
determined by 15 observed variables, as indicated by the 15 rectangles. Likewise, Model 2 (see 
Figure 2.1) is an relationship quality model with one latent factor, as indicated by the ellipse 
labeled relationship quality. In this model, all 15 variables, as indicated by the rectangles, are 
expected to load on one latent variable, relationship quality. Responses to negatively stated 
ŎƷĩůƪ܌�ƷŉþƷ�Ŏƪ܌�ŁŻƢ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ܌�ǜĩƢĩ�ƢĩǛĩƢƪĩĢ�ƪŻ�ƷŉþƷ�ŁŻƢ�þŦŦ�ŎƷĩůƪ܌�Ʒŉĩ�ŉŎłŉĩƪƷ�ƢĩƪƟŻűƪĩ�
ǜþƪ�ŎűĢŎěþƷŎǛĩ�ŻŁ�þ�ŁþǛŻƢþĚŦĩ�ƢþƷŎűł�ŻŁ�ĩþěŉ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ȀǛĩ�ŦþƷĩűƷ�ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪܒ

Data were analyzed using a structural equation modeling approach (Byrne, 2013) to test 
ǜŉĩƷŉĩƢ� Ʒŉĩ�ƿűĢĩƢŦǢŎűł�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűþŦ� ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢĩ�ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŉþĢ�þ�łŻŻĢ�ȀƷ� ƷŻ� Ʒŉĩ�
ĢþƷþ܌� þűĢ� ŉĩűěĩ�ǜŉĩƷŉĩƢ� ƷŉŎƪ� ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢ� ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢĩ� ěŻƿŦĢ� Ěĩ� þƟƟŦŎĩĢ� ƷŻ� þ� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�
context. A CFA was conducted on the models presented in Figure 1 using Amos 22 (Arbuckle, 
2013). For the estimation of the model’s parameters, maximum likelihood estimations were 
ƿƪĩĢܒ�¼ǜŻ�łƢŻƿƟƪ�ŻŁ�ȀƷ�ŎűĢŎěĩƪ�ǜĩƢĩ�ƪĩŦĩěƷĩĢ܋�þĚƪŻŦƿƷĩ�þűĢ�ŎűěƢĩůĩűƷþŦܒ

Sű� Ʒŉĩ� ƟƢĩƪĩűƷ� ƪƷƿĢǢ܌� ǜĩ� ƿƪĩĢ� Ӱ2, accompanied by degrees of freedom, sample size, and 
p-value, as well as the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; Steiger, 1990) and 
ƪƷþűĢþƢĢŎǬĩĢ�ƢŻŻƷ�ůĩþű�ƪơƿþƢĩ�ƢĩƪŎĢƿþŦܣ�®¦r¦ܤ�þƪ�þĚƪŻŦƿƷĩ�ȀƷ�ŎűĢŎěĩƪܒ�Ӱ2 was used to test the 
ěŦŻƪĩűĩƪƪ�ŻŁ�ȀƷ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�þű�ŻĚƪĩƢǛĩĢ�þűĢ�ƟƢĩĢŎěƷĩĢ�ěŻǛþƢŎþűěĩ�ůþƷƢŎǡܒ�FŻƢ�¦r®/܌��Ʒŉĩ�ŦŻǜĩƢ�
Ʒŉĩ�ǛþŦƿĩ܌�Ʒŉĩ�ĚĩƷƷĩƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ȀƷ܌�ǜŎƷŉ�þ�ěƿƷܮŻǲŁ�ǛþŦƿĩ�ěŦŻƪĩ�ƷŻܒڕڏܒ��¦r®/��þƟƟĩþƢƪ�ƷŻ�Ěĩ�ƪĩűƪŎƷŎǛĩ�
ƷŻ�ůŻĢĩŦ� ƪƟĩěŎȀěþƷŎŻű܌�ůŎűŎůþŦŦǢ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩĢ� ĚǢ� ƪþůƟŦĩ� ƪŎǬĩ܌� þűĢ� űŻƷ� ŻǛĩƢŦǢ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩĢ� ĚǢ�
the estimation method. SRMR values of .08 or lower are generally considered to show a good 
ȀƷܣ�hܒ�Nƿޣ���ĩűƷŦĩƢܒܤژژژڐ�܌�ȃĩ�¼ƿěţĩƢܫhĩǜŎƪ�ŎűĢĩǡܣ�¼hSܤ�þűĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ěŻůƟþƢþƷŎǛĩ�ȀƷ�ŎűĢĩǡܣ� FSܤ�
ǜĩƢĩ�ŎűěŦƿĢĩĢ�þƪ�ŎűěƢĩůĩűƷþŦ�ȀƷ�ŎűĢŎěĩƪܒ��ŻƷŉ�ŎűĢŎěĩƪ�Ƣþűłĩ�ŁƢŻůڏ��ƷŻ܌ڐ��ǜŎƷŉ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ǛþŦƿĩƪ�
ŎűĢŎěþƷŎűł�þ�ĚĩƷƷĩƢ�ȀƷܒ�ßþŦƿĩƪ�ěŦŻƪĩ�ƷŻڔژܒ��ŻƢڕژܒ��þƢĩ�ƪƿłłĩƪƷĩĢ�ĚǢ��ǢƢűĩܤڒڐڏڑܣ��ƷŻ�Ěĩ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷĩĢ�
ǜŎƷŉ�ǜĩŦŦܮȀƷƷŎűł�ůŻĢĩŦƪܒ

Results of the Questionnaire. Table 2.1 reports the questionnaire items with their factor 
loadings and the hypothesized dimensions of relationship quality together with Cronbach’s 
þŦƟŉþܣ�Ӛ܌ܤ�ůĩþűƪ܌�þűĢ�ƪƷþűĢþƢĢ�ĢĩǛŎþƷŎŻűƪܣ�SDܒܤ� ƢŻűĚþěŉܼƪ�Ӛ�ǛþŦƿĩƪ�ŁŻƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ȀǛĩ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�
ƢþűłĩĢ�ŁƢŻůړڗܒڏ��ƷŻ܌ڕژܒڏ��þŦŦ�ĩǡěĩĩĢŎűł�Ʒŉĩڏږܒڏ��ěƿƷܮŻǲŁ�ǛþŦƿĩܣ�tƿűűþŦŦǢܒܤږڕژڐ�܌�

ȃĩ�ƢĩƪƿŦƷƪ�ěŻűȀƢů�Ʒŉĩ�ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢ�ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢĩܒ��űþŦǢƪŎƪ�ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ�ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢ�ůŻĢĩŦ�ƢĩƪƿŦƷĩĢ� Ŏű�
þ�Ӱ2(80, N = 551) = 202.43, p < .001, CFI of .98, a TLI of .98, an RMSEA of .05, and an SRMR 
ŻŁ� �ܒڒڏܒ Ӱ2� ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěƪ� ǜĩƢĩ� ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ� ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ܌� ǜŉŎěŉ� ƪƿłłĩƪƷƪ� ƷŉþƷ� Ʒŉĩ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢ�
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ůŻĢĩŦ�ĢŻĩƪ�űŻƷ�ȀƷ�Ʒŉĩ�ĢþƷþ�ǛĩƢǢ�ǜĩŦŦܒ�tĩǛĩƢƷŉĩŦĩƪƪ܌� Ʒŉĩ�ŻƷŉĩƢ� ŎűĢŎěĩƪ�ŻŁ�ȀƷ� ŎűĢŎěþƷĩĢ�þ�ŁþŎƢŦǢ� 
łŻŻĢ� ȀƷ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƟĩěŎȀĩĢ� ůŻĢĩŦ� ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ� ĢþƷþ� þűĢ� þƢĩ� ƷŻ� Ěĩ� ƟƢĩŁĩƢƢĩĢ� ǜŉĩű� ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎűł� þ�
ƟþƢƷŎěƿŦþƢ�ůŻĢĩŦܣ�rþƢƪŉ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤڒژژڐ�܌ܒ���Ӱ2ܮĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűěĩ�ƷĩƪƷ�ƪŉŻǜĩĢ�ƷŉþƷ�Ʒŉĩ�ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢ�ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢĩ�
ůŻĢĩŦ� ŉþĢ� þ� ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷŦǢ� ĚĩƷƷĩƢ� ȀƷ� Ʒŉþű� Ʒŉĩ� ŻűĩܮŁþěƷŻƢ� ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢĩ�ůŻĢĩŦ܌� рӰ2 (10) = 1705.55,  
p < .001 (Table 2.2).

Table 2.1
Relationship Quality (RQ) Dimensions and Items

Relationship quality dimensions and items Mean SDs Cronbach’s 
ә 

Factor 
loadings

Trust in honesty (RQT_H)
My service provider is honest about my problems
My service provider has high integrity
My service provider is trustworthy

4.83
4.96
5.00

1.47
1.49
1.65

.865 .88
.84
.77

Trust in benevolence (RQT_B)
My service provider is concerned about my welfare
I can count on my service provider considering how their actions 
þǲŁĩěƷ�ůĩ
àŉĩű�S�ěŻűȀĢĩ�ůǢ�ƟƢŻĚŦĩůƪ�ƷŻ�ůǢ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩƢ܌�S�ţűŻǜ�ƷŉĩǢ�ǜŎŦŦ�
respond with understanding

4.57
4.90

5.32

1.65
1.57

1.44

.840 .88
.73

.79

Satisfaction (RQ_SAT)
I am delighted with the performance of my service provider
I am happy with my service provider’s performance
I am content with my service provider’s performance

4.80
4.67
4.78

1.50
1.52
1.55

.
961 .94

.96

.94

�ǱŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷܠ¥¦ܩ�� �rrܪ
I feel emotionally attached to my service provider
I continue to deal with my service provider because I like being 
associated with them
I continue to deal with my service provider because I genuinely enjoy 
my relationship with them

4.57
4.79

4.75

1.63
1.74

1.57

.873 .87
.83

.80

�ǱŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǳŦŎěƷܠ¥¦ܩ�� �tܪ
I am angry with my service provider
I am frustrated with my service provider
I am annoyed with my service provider

2.60
3.23
3.21

1.64
1.78
1.75

.903 .88
.90
.84

Table 2.2
FŏƸ�ŏŲģŏĜĪƫ�łżƣ�ƸŊĪ�ŊǣƠżƸŊĪƫŏǭĪģ�ÿŲģ�ÿŧƸĪƣŲÿƸŏǜĪ�żŲĪܫłÿĜƸżƣ�ŰżģĪŧ

Model Ӱ2 df RMSEA CFI TLI

Model 1

NǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢܮڔڐ�ŎƷĩů�ůŻĢĩŦ܌�ȀǛĩܮŁþěƷŻƢ 202.43* 80 .05 .98 .98

Model 2

15-item model, one-factor 1907.98* 90 .19 .74 .69

Note. *p ݳ� �ڍڌ пӰ2� �ݰ ģŏǳłĪƣĪŲĜĪ� żł� Ӱ2 values, Ӱ2 ݰ� ĜŊŏܫƫƢǀÿƣĪ܉� df ݰ� ģĪŃƣĪĪƫ� żł� łƣĪĪģżŰ܉�  FS� �ݰ ĜżŰƠÿƣÿƸŏǜĪ� ǿƸ� ŏŲģĪǢ܉� 
¼hSݰ��¼ǀĜŤĪƣܫhĪǝŏƫ�ŏŲģĪǢ܉�ÿŲģ�¦r®/ݰ���ƣżżƸ�ŰĪÿŲ�ƫƢǀÿƣĪ�Īƣƣżƣ�żł�ÿƠƠƣżǢŏŰÿƸŏżŲ
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Focus Group Discussion

Method
Participants
Participants in the focus group discussion were students from the same university at 
which the survey study was conducted (N = 9). The average age of participants was 24.89 
years old (SD = 8.70). Participants were selected following convenience and purposive 
sampling techniques (C. Brown et al., 2009) to have a group consisting of an equal mix 
of male and female students from all study years and different educational programs. 
As suggested by Krueger and Casey (2000), a group consisting of five to 10 respondents 
is appropriate. In the present study, the group consisted of five female and four male 
students. They participated in the survey conducted earlier. Participants were distributed 
over all study years and enrolled in different educational programs (first year: 2; second 
year: 3; third year: 1; and, fourth year and longer: 3), and enrolled in different educational 
programs (i.e., pedagogics, aquatic eco technology, communication, ICT, logistics 
engineering, maritime officer, social work, and commercial economics).

Materials and Procedure 
To get a more in-depth understanding of the concept under study, that is, relationship 
quality (Wolff et al., 1993), we organized a focus group discussion shortly after the survey 
was administered (i.e., October 2015, a few months after the survey was completed). 
We aimed to clarify and elaborate on students’ perceptions of relationship quality. 
Therefore, with the focus group questions, we sought to gain a better understanding 
and interpretation of relationship quality, such as practical examples of a priori defined 
relationship quality dimensions.

Focus group performance was based on the main steps suggested by Krueger and Casey 
(2000). Ground rules for the discussion (e.g., there are no good or wrong answers to 
the questions, it is your opinion that counts and every participant’s opinion is equally 
important) and general information about the topics to be discussed were given in 
advance to prepare participants to properly react to the questions and the discussion that 
followed. The focus group discussion was to be held in a surrounding that was not related 
to the students’ university setting. After participants were given a brief explanation of 
the research objectives and were assured that all information provided would remain 
confidential, they were asked to sign a consent form. The session was guided by an 
independent moderator/facilitator, who was not familiar to the participants.
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Before the start of the focus group discussion, each participant was asked to write down 
an example of a situation related to the relationship quality dimension (five in total). Then 
the actual focus group discussion started. For the exact formulation of the focus group 
questions, see Appendix A.

First, we questioned, “Please give an example of your experience regarding the quality 
ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ǢŻƿ� þƪ� þ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� þűĢ� ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþŁŁܺܒ� tĩǡƷ܌�
we questioned students about each relationship quality dimension. Finally, we asked 
whether students thought that relationship quality is important concerning their study 
achievements, their relationship with the university in general, or even in life itself. 
After each question, the moderator summarized the discussion findings for that specific 
topic. Students’ written examples were collected at the end of the focus group discussion 
(specific examples are listed in Table 2.3).

To increase our understanding of the relationship quality dimensions, we asked 
participants for consensus on the discussion findings (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). The 
session lasted for 1 hour and 15 minutes.

Table 2.3 
Illustrative Responses to Relationship Quality (RQ) Dimensions

RQ dimensions Illustrative example from focus group discussion

Trust in university’s
honesty

��ŎƷ�ǜþƪ�ƪƷþƷĩĢ�ěŦĩþƢŦǢ�ƷŉþƷ�þƷ�þŦŦ܌ƿƢŎűł�Ʒŉĩ�ȀƢƪƷ�ěŻűǛĩƢƪþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ěŻƿűƪĩŦŻƢ'ܕ
times, we have to be honest with each other, in order for teachers to get a clear picture of 
ůĩ�þƪ�þ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ܌'®ܣ�ܕܒ�ůþŦĩ܌�ȀƢƪƷ�ǢĩþƢܤ

Trust in university’s
benevolence

"I consider my teachers as being helpful and understanding, in reaction to what I pointed 
out my study problems are, and when and where I think I need support…." (MvD, female, 
long-term student)

Satisfaction ����ŦŻƷ�GŻŻĢܒS�þů�ƪþƷŎƪȀĩĢ�þĚŻƿƷ�Ʒŉĩ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�S�ŉþǛĩ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢܕ
of understanding, although, sometimes it takes a long time before you get a reaction." 
(Anonymous)

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
commitment

"I think I am very strongly committed to my educational program. Part of this is because 
ŻŁ�ůǢ�Żǜű�þƪƪĩƢƷŎǛĩűĩƪƪܒ�ȃŎƪ�Ŏƪ�ƢĩǜþƢĢĩĢ�ĚǢ�ƟĩŻƟŦĩ�ŁƢŻů�ůǢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƟƢŻłƢþůܒ�S�
believe I enjoy special treatment by teachers, and everyone takes me seriously when I 
have something to say…Currently, I am chairman of one of the students’ associations. For 
both ways, this stimulates commitment." (L., male, second year)

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ �ȃĩƢĩ�Ŏƪ�Żűĩ�ƷĩþěŉĩƢ�ǜŉŻ�Ŏƪ�ǛĩƢǢ�ƿűŁþŎƢ�þĚŻƿƷ�ůǢ�ěŉŻŎěĩ�Ŏű�ěŻƿƢƪĩƪ�ǜŎƷŉŎű�ůǢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦܕ
program. He does not want to compromise [frustration]." (RA, male, fourth year)
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Analyses 
To reflect on and further analyze the focus group findings, the discussion was videotaped. 
Focus group quotes were combined with the tape-based analysis. Although this mode of 
analyzing data is less rigorous than a transcript-based analysis, this type of analysis is 
helpful for the researcher to focus on the research questions (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009), 
which suits the primary goal of this focus group to follow up on the questionnaire data.

Results of Focus Group. First, all participants could provide examples of relationship 
quality based on their experience. This validated our idea that students are aware of 
relationship quality aspects within the relationship with their university. Moreover, 
all participants reacted to the examples that were introduced by their fellow students, 
resulting in a vivid and fruitful discussion.

Students referred to different situations during service encounters with faculty and staff 
when they were asked to provide examples of the relationship quality dimensions in their 
educational service experience. At first, the examples only related to teacher–student 
interactions, which constituted the main part of students’ encounters. However, other 
examples of their evaluations of relationship quality followed, such as encounters with the 
international office or study counselors. Interactions with staff from additional services 
such as the library, audiovisual services, and catering, which are also part of the total 
university offering, were not mentioned.

Furthermore, we wanted to know how these examples were related to their educational 
service experience. Therefore, participants were asked to elaborate upon and discuss 
examples of the five relationship quality dimensions. The discussion led to a better idea 
of how students perceive relationship quality aspects. This was established by the positive 
and negative examples of relationship quality and the naming of distinct situations based 
on the quality of student–faculty relationships.

Next, we wanted to know how these examples were related to their educational service 
experience. In general, focus group participants reacted positively to the question to 
what degree they are satisfied with the quality of the relationship between them and 
university faculty and staff. However, some participants made critical remarks, for 
example, regarding teachers’ willingness to (quickly) respond to students’ questions 
by email. Among participants, different interpretations of affective commitment and 
affective conflict were derived. For instance, students’ commitment to their education and 
the interpersonal relationships between students and faculty/staff seemed to be based on 
reciprocity. In other words, the more a student is committed, from the student’s point of 
view, the more willing a teacher is to help and advise. 
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Regarding affective conflict, frustrating or irritating situations can occur during one’s 
program, for instance, when receiving critical remarks about one’s work. Nevertheless, in 
retrospect, students understand and value these occasions. 

To conclude, we covered all aspects of relationship quality, we discussed the proposed 
dimensions (i.e., five-factor structure) and sought to find additional ones. Based on 
this focus group discussion, we were not able to find other relationship quality aspects, 
directly or indirectly pointed out by students.

Finally, we questioned whether students believe that relationship quality is important 
in relation to their academic achievements, in their relationship with the university in 
general, or even in life itself. Participants claimed that the importance of relationship 
quality was paramount, not only during courses to achieve better study results, but also 
in students’ preparation to become a successful young professional who can connect 
to others and build fruitful professional relationships. In conclusion, the focus group 
findings support the quantitative results of the survey.

Discussion

ȃŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�þŎůĩĢ�ƷŻ�ěŻűƷƢŎĚƿƷĩ�ƷŻ�þű�ŎůƟƢŻǛĩĢ�ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ěŻűěĩƟƷ�ŻŁ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűܒ�¼Ż�ƷŉþƷ�ĩűĢ܌�ȀǛĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�ǜĩƢĩ�ĩǡþůŎűĩĢ�
ŁƢŻů� þ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷܼƪ� ƟĩƢƪƟĩěƷŎǛĩ܋� ƷƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű� ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ܌� ƷƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű� ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ܌� ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű܌� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ� ĢĩłƢĩĩ� ŻŁ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ� FƿƢƷŉĩƢůŻƢĩ܌� ǜĩ� ĩǡƟŦŻƢĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ěŻűěĩƟƷ� þűĢ�
dimensions of relationship quality employing a small-scale focus group discussion to 
investigate whether students acknowledge the concept of relationship quality and whether 
they can relate to practical examples based on their experience.

Based on our qualitative and quantitative findings, we found a good fit of the five-
dimensional model of relationship quality and the assumed importance of relationship 
quality from a student’s point of view. Our findings thus confirm prior assumptions that a 
relationship management approach (e.g., Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau 
et al., 2001), or more specifically, relationship quality in higher education, is appropriate 
and seems to be an important issue for both higher education institutions and students.

Recent studies on interpersonal relationships still mainly focus on the relationship between 
teachers and students (see Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Pianta et al., 2012). The current study 
adds to that research by taking a broader interpretation of the educational environment. 
Instead of only focusing on teachers, in our study, we consider all personnel students 
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have contacts within the context of their educational program, such as employees of 
the educational administrative office, library, or exam committee. Furthermore, in 
contrast to prior studies that have investigated one or a few aspects of student–faculty 
relationships, such as frequency of interaction (e.g., Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Kuh & Hu, 
2001), our study emphasizes the overall measure of relationship quality. We used a five-
dimensional structure for relationship quality in higher education, which enriches the 
conceptualization of relationship quality and strengthens its measurement in higher 
education contexts. By applying a more comprehensive and relational approach to 
investigate students’ perceptions of the quality of student–faculty relationships, we 
believe that our findings contribute to a better understanding of how relationship quality 
can positively influence educational performance outcomes for students and higher 
education institutions.

A recent study by Jones (2016) indicated that a consumer’s attitude towards relationship 
management has an impact on their willingness to engage in relationships with service 
organizations. In other words, if organizations apply relationship marketing tactics, 
consumers are more likely to (voluntarily) proceed in the relationship with their service 
provider. By adopting a relationship philosophy focused on understanding the customer, 
and in this case, the student, organizations are better able to meet students’ changing 
űĩĩĢƪ�þűĢ�ĩǡƟĩěƷþƷŎŻűƪܣ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤژڏڏڑ�܌ܒ

Implications
For policy-makers of higher education institutions, the relationship quality dimensions 
provide guidelines that are applicable in educational services. For example, trust in honesty 
ŻŁ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ� Ŏƪ� ƢĩǴŦĩěƷĩĢ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� þĢǛŎěĩ� łŎǛĩű� ƷŻ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ� �ĩƪŎĢĩƪ� ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűþŦ� þűĢ�
ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƟƢŻłƢþů�ƢĩƪƷƢŎěƷŎŻűƪ܌�ƪƷþǲŁ�ůĩůĚĩƢƪ�ƪŉŻƿŦĢ�Ěĩ�ŎűŁŻƢůĩĢ�ŻŁ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ƪţŎŦŦƪ�þƪ�ǜĩŦŦܒ�
ȃĩǢ�Ʒŉĩű�ěþű�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩ�ƢĩŦŎþĚŦĩ�þĢǛŎěĩ�ǜŉĩű܌�ŁŻƢ�ĩǡþůƟŦĩ܌�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�þƪţ�ŁŻƢ�ŎűŁŻƢůþƷŎŻű�þĚŻƿƷ�
ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ěþƢĩĩƢ�ěŉŻŎěĩƪ�þűĢ�ěŉþűěĩƪ�ƷŻ�łŻ�þĚƢŻþĢ�ŻƢ�ƪƷþƢƷ�þű�ŎűƷĩƢűƪŉŎƟ�Ŏű�þ�ƪƟĩěŎȀě�ȀĩŦĢܒ

The degree of responsiveness by teachers, for instance, by grading an exam or responding 
to email, reflects trust in benevolence. Active students are more likely to receive help 
and guidance from teachers compared with non-active students, who are expected to 
be left to their own devices. Transparency in when to respond seems to be important to 
communicate adequately to students.

Students’ satisfaction with the quality of the relationship is part of the overall satisfaction 
students have about their educational services. It is, therefore, an important indicator 
of the students’ willingness to participate and to engage in the educational experience. 
Unsatisfied students are not expected to be involved in educational activities. Moreover, 
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they can have a bad influence on other students. Evaluations during courses could be 
informative regarding the degree of student satisfaction and ways to improve when 
necessary.

To be able to build good relationships with students, commitment is required. This 
commitment is not only stimulated by the course offering itself, but also by other 
educational activities (e.g., being a student member of a student association).

Finally, both quantitative and qualitative findings indicate that the degree of affective 
conflict, such as irritation and frustrations, experienced by students is also part of the 
quality of the relationship perceived by students and can influence the relationship 
positively. Although sometimes the initial conflict is seen as negative, students indicate 
that during their personal development throughout their educational program, their 
view on their relationship with people from the educational program might change. 
Nevertheless, higher education institutions should provide customer services and the 
possibility to respond to complaint behavior adequately or even foresee service recovery 
strategies.

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research
Although this study provides new insights into the concept of relationship quality in 
higher education, it also has limitations. In particular, the study was conducted in only 
one university of applied sciences. Future research should test if our findings hold in 
other samples. Also, one could examine differences among students by study year. As 
relationships grow over time, the evaluation of relationship quality could be influenced.

The qualitative findings were meant as a complementary study to the quantitative 
findings; however, multiple focus groups would provide a full qualitative methodology 
to study relationship quality among students. Because of the cross-sectional nature 
of the data, we were not able to demonstrate causality. Longitudinal approaches with 
relationship quality as an antecedent could be of interest.

Conclusion

The overall quality of the interpersonal relationship between students and faculty and staff 
is based on multiple interactions and sequential service encounters between students and 
different people from their university. Therefore, it is not simple to interpret and describe 
relationship quality in higher education. Nevertheless, our measurement of relationship 
quality does indicate the students’ perceptions of the quality of the relationship they 
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have with their university. Our results suggest that in the context of higher education, 
relationship quality has a place in an overall model of educational quality/academic 
success. The findings confirm that the five-dimensional relationship quality instrument is 
an adequate instrument to investigate relationship quality in a higher education context. 

If higher education institutions acknowledge the importance of relationship quality, 
also seen from a services and relationship management point of view, they can positively 
influence their relationship with students (e.g., prompt reaction to students’ questions 
and providing honest feedback). In line with the existing services and relationship 
marketing literature (Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; 
Macintosh, 2007), this could be beneficial for both higher education institutions and 
students. A good relationship between students and teachers and other faculty and staff is 
expected to have positive influence on the engagement of students during their education 
�ŉĩŎƢ¼�ܒ�ƪƿěŉ�þƪ�Ŏű�ěŦþƪƪƢŻŻů�ůĩĩƷŎűłƪ�ŻƢ�ŻƷŉĩƢ�ĩǡƷƢþěƿƢƢŎěƿŦþƢ�þěƷŎǛŎƷŎĩƪ܌ܤړڐڏڑ�܌ܒðĩƟţĩ�ĩƷ�þŦܣ
engagement can increase their loyalty to the university (Bowden, 2011). Also, chances for 
achieving better study results might increase (Klem & Connell, 2004), which is a positive 
outcome not only for students but in terms of efficiency and performance outcomes for 
higher education institutions as well.
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Abstract

Supportive relationships between students and their educational faculty and staff foster 
positive outcomes such as students’ involvement and development. However, research 
investigating how students perceive the quality of their relationships with educational 
faculty/staff (i.e., relationship quality) so far remains scarce. This study aimed to gain 
more insight into the construct of relationship quality in higher education using a 
qualitative approach. Based on social exchange theories, students’ descriptions of their 
positive and negative relationship experiences were investigated using a critical incident 
technique (final sample N = 513 critical incidents) followed by a template analysis with a 
priori themes (i.e., relationship quality dimensions: trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, 
satisfaction, affective commitment, affective conflict). Results indicated that students, 
rather than affective commitment, most often mentioned trust in honesty and trust 
in benevolence. Affective conflict was not always explicitly mentioned in negative 
experiences, nor satisfaction in positive experiences. The study’s findings provide a 
new view of how students might positively and negatively perceive the quality of their 
relationship with educational faculty and staff. This study adds to the theoretical and 
practical implications of relationship quality research in higher education and how 
relational aspects are important for students.
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Introduction

Interactions and relationships between students and their educational faculty and staff 
are pivotal for educational learning processes (Cotten & Wilson, 2006; García-Moya et 
al., 2020; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Hagenauer et al., 2015). Positive outcomes include 
students’ development and involvement in several ways, such as (higher levels of) student 
motivation (Komarraju et al., 2010; Pascarella et al., 1978; Trolian et al., 2016), well-being 
(Roffey, 2012), school or student engagement (Bonet & Walters, 2016; Maulana et al., 2013, 
Roorda et al., 2011, Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005), institutional commitment (Tinto, 1975), 
and student and alumni loyalty (Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; 
Snijders et al., 2019, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). Despite the importance 
of positive student–faculty relationships, so far only a few studies have shed light on 
the quality of those relationships in higher education (i.e., relationship quality; see Cho 
& Auger, 2013, Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Snijders et al., 2018, 2019; Snijders, Wijnia, 
Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). 

A relationship quality approach was applied by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001). Their study 
included the measurement of students’ trust in educational staff, students’ perceptions 
of the quality of teaching services, and students’ emotional (affective), cognitive, and 
goal commitment. Their findings indicated that students’ emotional commitment to 
their educational institution is essential in building long-term relationships with the 
institution. Similarly, the study by Cho and Auger (2013) measured the relationship 
quality dimensions of trust, satisfaction, commitment, and control mutuality (i.e., lack of 
power imbalances between parties). Their results were inconclusive, yet pointed out that 
students who had good-quality interactions with their faculty were more satisfied. Recent 
studies by Snijders et al. (2018, 2019; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020) applied a 
five-dimensional relationship quality scale and indicated that the relationship quality 
instrument was applicable in higher education and relevant for positive outcomes. 

To conclude, these quantitative studies imply that relationship quality might be necessary 
for students’ educational experience. In turn, for higher education institutions and 
educational practitioners, relationship quality is essential in terms of relationship 
quality’s educational/academic outcomes such as student engagement and student 
loyalty (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Snijders et al., 2019, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & 
Loyens, 2020). Despite the importance of building strong, high-quality relationships 
with students through relationship quality in higher education, the topic is still under-
researched. 
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Recent studies in the field of educational psychology called for qualitative research 
(e.g., Clem et al., 2020; García-Moya et al., 2020). These studies suggested examining 
the development of (positive) interactions between students and their higher education 
institutions ( i.e., teachers, professors, mentors, and other faculty and staff). The current 
study addresses this gap.

To understand the interactions that form student–faculty relationship quality, within the 
present study, we used social exchange theory (SET: e.g., Blau, 1964; Cook & Rice, 2003; 
Emerson, 1976; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) as the overarching framework. According to SET, 
human relationships are formed by using a subjective cost-benefit analysis expressed 
by the value (or worth) of a relationship (i.e., rewards/benefits minus costs). Qualitative 
data based on students’ descriptions of their positive (benefits) and negative (costs) 
experiences were examined by a template analysis of five a priori relationship quality 
dimensions: students’ trust in faculty/staff ’s honesty, students’ trust in faculty/staff ’s 
benevolence; students’ overall satisfaction with faculty/staff ’s performance; students’ 
affective commitment; and students’ affective conflict (Snijders et al., 2018, 2019; Snijders, 
Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). 

Relationship Quality in Higher Education

Trust
Trust is a “psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based 
ƿƟŻű� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� ĩǡƟĩěƷþƷŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎűƷĩűƷŎŻűƪ� ŻƢ� ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢ� ŻŁ� þűŻƷŉĩƢܺ� �Żƿƪƪĩþƿ¦ܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ�
1998, p. 395). To build and establish long-term (enduring/lasting) relationships such as 
in the higher education context, students’ trust in their interpersonal relationship with 
their educational faculty and staff is paramount (Tett et al., 2017). Two types of trust 
can be distinguished; trust in an entity’s credibility (or honesty) and trust in an entity’s 
benevolence (Roberts et al., 2003). 

Trust in Honesty
Trust in honesty reflects students’ perceptions of the educational faculty/staff or 
university’s credibility and integrity. Previous research indicated the importance of an 
instructor’s credibility, as perceived by students, and its positive effect on the effectiveness 
of their learning (Myers, 2004) and higher motivation to learn (Martin et al., 1997). In 
other words, trust in honesty resembles the extent to which students believe educational 
faculty/staff ’s word can be relied upon, considering their sincerity and their effective and  
reliable performance. 
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Trust in Benevolence
Trust in benevolence refers to whether students feel that their faculty/staff or university 
understands and cares about their welfare (Roberts et al., 2003; Snijders et al., 2018). If 
students experience trust in benevolence, they believe that faculty/staff have intentions 
and motives that are beneficial and that staff/faculty avoid acting in a way that will result 
in negative outcomes for them (Roberts et al., 2003; Snijders et al., 2018). Students derive 
these beliefs, for instance, from how educational faculty/staff or the university respond(s) 
to students when they confide their problems. 

Satisfaction 
Satisfaction with a relationship can be considered a ‘summary measure that provides an 
evaluation of the quality of all past interactions with the service provider’ (Roberts et al., 
2003, p. 178). As a relationship quality dimension in higher education, satisfaction refers to 
the level of cumulative satisfaction that students experience (Schlesinger et al., 2017), that 
is, the evaluation of all past interactions shapes future interaction expectations. Douglas, 
McClelland, and Davies (2008) found that the most important source of satisfaction for 
students was the university’s communication and responsiveness. Recent studies (e.g., 
Tompkins et al., 2016) indicated that university faculty/staff ’s support was found to 
predict the satisfaction of the educational program best. 

Affective Commitment
The consensus among researchers is that commitment is an essential indicator of 
relationship quality. When there is no commitment, this will automatically lead to no 
relationship. A crucial indicator of a relationship’s health is a (customer’s) commitment 
to a service organization, such as an institutions in higher education. Commitment 
should thus be included as a dimension of relationship quality (Roberts et al., 2003). As 
the process of commitment develops over time, one might become accustomed to positive 
emotional responses, and, as a result, one becomes more secure in the relationship 
(Roberts et al., 2003). Affective commitment refers to the way someone feels attached. Within 
this study, affective commitment reflects students’ commitment to their educational 
faculty/staff (or university in general). Previous research indicated that when students 
perceived the interactions with their educational faculty/staff as satisfying, students 
showed a more significant commitment to the university (Strauss & Volkwein, 2004).

Affective Conflict
The level of affective conflict represents a negative indicator of relationship quality. Conflict 
generally negatively affects the relationship between students and their educational 
faculty/staff or university, for instance, in weak interpersonal relationships, high 
ƪƷƢĩƪƪ܌� ĢĩěƢĩþƪĩĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ƪƿěěĩƪƪ܌� þűĢ� ŎűěƢĩþƪĩĢ� þĚƪĩűƷĩĩŎƪů� �ðŉƿܣ �ޣ �űþłŻűĢþŉþŦŦŎ܌�
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2017). Roberts et al. (2003) described affective conflict in terms of feelings of hostility, 
frustration, and anger towards a partner that might lead to conflict manifestation as an 
outcome behavior (e.g., complaint behavior or disagreement). A recent study by Clem 
et al. (2020) that investigated achievement emotions among young adolescent learners 
confirmed that teacher–student conflict harms their learning and might result, for 
instance, in anxiety.

Relationships and Interactions in Higher Education

From a social psychological perspective, an interpersonal relationship can be considered 
a strong, deep, or close association or acquaintance between people. More generally, 
a relationship can be defined as the formation of bonds (Roberts et al., 2003). It is the 
nature of the interactions that affect and shape the quality of a relationship –for instance, 
in education between students and their teachers/staff (Roffey, 2012). 

Student–faculty interactions form the basis for (the quality of) the relationships between 
students and their educational faculty and staff (Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Hagenauer et al., 
2015; Y. K. Kim & Sax, 2017). Contact between students and educational faculty/staff can 
be either formal or informal and in class or out of class (Meeuwisse et al., 2010). Formal 
contact between students and the educational faculty/staff often happens in class, where 
students and faculty stay in their roles as ‘student’ or ‘teacher/lecturer’ (Dobransky & 
Frymier, 2004). Informal contact happens between both parties when they communicate 
as individuals, which often occurs outside the classroom. Based on the abovementioned 
literature on student-faculty interactions, both types of contact seem to be relevant to 
students. 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1977) found that interactions focused on course-related content 
were a more important predictor of retention than other, informal matters. However, later 
on, informal contact that extends beyond academic content appeared the most influential 
(Pascarella, 1980). Pascarella (1980) further stated that the relationship quality derived 
from these informal interactions is the main predictor of the chance that a student will 
reach out to faculty in an informal manner. Another study by Cotten and Wilson (2006) 
found that context seems to be highly crucial for whether formal or informal interactions 
have an impact. They stated that when students have interactions with faculty members 
who do not lecture in any of their courses, formal interaction related to academics was 
found to be more important.
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In contrast, when students interact with their instructors, informal interaction with 
a social nature was found to be important. When students were engaged in out-of-
class contact with faculty, they reported higher levels of intimacy and shared control 
than students who did not participate in this type of interaction. However, the level of 
trust students experienced was not affected by out-of-class communication. While 
some studies (Cotten & Wilson, 2006) emphasized the relevance of formal contact (e.g., 
academic advising as effective out-of-class interaction; Allen & Smith, 2008), other 
research indicated informal (out-of-class) interactions between students and their faculty 
and staff to be essential for students’ success (e.g., Alderman, 2008; Komarraju et al., 
2010). 

In sum, these studies indicated that both formal and informal interactions between 
students and their educational faculty/staff and how they take place, when, with 
whom, and where seem to be important for positive (academic) outcomes. However, 
the importance of these interactions as part of the quality of the relationships between 
students and their educational faculty and staff in higher education (i.e., relationship 
quality) is yet unclear. Insight into students’ perceptions of relationship quality is needed 
to know how to build positive relationships between students and their educational 
faculty and/or staff. 

Present Study

The present study aims to gain insight into students’ perceptions of their relationship with 
their educational faculty and staff. In that way, this study seeks to add to the theoretical 
and practical underpinnings of the relationship quality construct in higher education. 
Within this study, through the lens of SET, aspects of relationship quality are addressed 
based on the analyses of qualitative data (i.e., real-life experiences presented in students’ 
examples). 

The goal is to examine possible patterns of themes across the dataset as a whole so that we 
can further conceptualize relationship quality in the higher education context. To this end, 
we applied the critical incident technique (CIT) to collect the data concerning students’ 
reflections on positive and negative relationship encounters (i.e., critical incidents). We 
used template analysis as described by King and Brooks (2016) to analyze the data. The 
a priori themes, that is, relationship quality dimensions, were based on previous studies 
of relationship quality in higher education (Snijders et al., 2018; 2019; Snijders, Wijnia, 
Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). 
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The following research questions guided this study:

1.  How do students perceive the quality of their relationships with educational faculty and 
staff (i.e., relationship quality dimensions)?

2.  What positive and/or negative experiences do students describe?
3.  How do students refer to the time (when), place (where) and/or form (how), and actors 

(who), regarding the quality of relationships with educational faculty and staff?

Materials and Method

Context and Participants
This study was conducted at a Dutch university of applied sciences. Within the Dutch 
higher education system, two types of institutions can be distinguished: research 
universities and universities of applied sciences. Both systems have a bachelor’s-master’s 
degree structure. However, a difference is that it generally takes three years to complete a 
bachelor’s degree at a university and four years at a university of applied sciences. There 
are different kinds of roles for faculty/teachers and staff members at the institution under 
study. First of all, teachers are mainly the ones students have contact with regarding their 
learning process and other (personal) matters. However, study career coaches, student 
psychologists, mentors, or other contact personnel from institutional services, such as 
receptionists, janitors, and other staff members, can interact with students. 

The students in this study were enrolled in different educational programs in the fields of 
economics, technology, and social work. The response rate of the online survey used was 
15.26%, resulting in a total of 656 participants (71.1% female students; rage = 21.25 years, 
SD = 4.50). The vast majority of the participants were Caucasian, which is representative 
of all students at the university under study. 

Although all students were invited to participate, mainly first-year students (n = 237; 165 
females) took the survey. In addition, more descriptions of critical incidents from female 
students (n = 364) than from male students (n = 148; 1 missing) were included in the final 
sample of students’ responses. Overall, female students described slightly more positive 
experiences (218; 59%), than male students (85; 57%). Students from all educational 
programs were represented in the final sample of described experience (n = 492, 23 
missing; economics n = 128, technology n = 114, and social work n = 250).
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Data Collection and Procedure
ȃŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ǜþƪ� ƟþƢƷ� ŻŁ� þ� ŦþƢłĩƢ� ƟƢŻŠĩěƷ� Żű� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ǜŎƷŉŎű� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�
��ȃĩ�þŎů�ǜþƪ�ƷŻ�ĩǡþůŎűĩ�Ʒŉĩ�ůĩþƪƿƢĩůĩűƷ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢܒܤڗڐڏڑ�܌ܒűŎŠĢĩƢƪ�ĩƷ�þŦ®ܣ
construct. For this particular study, we focused on qualitative online written feedback by 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ�ÃƪŎűł� Ʒŉĩ� ěƢŎƷŎěþŦ� ŎűěŎĢĩűƷ� ƷĩěŉűŎơƿĩ� �ܗ¼S ܣ ƪĩĩ��ƿƷƷĩƢȀĩŦĢ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �܌ŻƿłŦþƪ'�ܗڔڏڏڑ
Davies, et al., 2008; Douglas et al., 2009), we asked participants to describe concrete 
examples of at least one positive and one negative experience regarding relationship quality. 
Enrolled students at the university under study were invited to take an online survey sent 
out by campus email to all potential participants (approximately 4500) during the second 
ƪĩůĩƪƷĩƢܒ� Sű� ƷŉþƷ� ǜþǢ܌� ȀƢƪƷܮǢĩþƢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ǜĩƢĩ� þŦƪŻ� ƪƿǲȀěŎĩűƷŦǢ� þĚŦĩ� ƷŻ� ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩ� þűƪǜĩƢƪ�
ƢĩǴŦĩěƷŎǛĩ� ŻŁ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ȀƢƪƷܮǢĩþƢ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩƪܒ� �ƪ� ƟþƢƷ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƿƢǛĩǢ܌� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ǜĩƢĩ� þƪţĩĢ� ƷŻ�
ĢĩƪěƢŎĚĩ� þ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� þűĢܘŻƢ� űĩłþƷŎǛĩ� ŻěěƿƢƢĩűěĩ� ƷŉþƷ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩĢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻű� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ�
ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�þűĢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܒ�¼Ż�ĢŻ�
so, we asked them to answer four open-ended questions concerning each occurrence they 
ĢĩƪěƢŎĚĩĢܤڐ�܋��ƢŎĩǴŦǢ�ĢĩƪěƢŎĚĩ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪŎƷƿþƷŎŻűܘŎűěŎĢĩűƷ�Ŏű�ǢŻƿƢ�Żǜű�ǜŻƢĢƪܤڑ�ܗ�àŉĩű�þűĢ�ǜŉĩƢĩ�
did the situation/incident happen?; 3) What was done or said during the interaction?; 4) 
What made you feel very positive and/or very negative about the relationship with contact 
persons from your university in that particular situation?

As part of the complete survey, participants were asked for details about their age, gender, 
and educational program or major. We indicated that their participation was voluntary and 
that there were no right or wrong answers. At the end of the questionnaire, participants were 
asked for their permission to use their responses for research (i.e., informed consent) and 
that their responses would be treated anonymously (i.e., no one from their university could 
trace their remarks back to them individually). Ethical approval for the research undertaken 
ǜþƪ�ŻĚƷþŎűĩĢ�ŁŻŦŦŻǜŎűł�Ʒŉĩ�ƟŻŦŎěǢ�ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻű�ƿűĢĩƢ�ƪƷƿĢǢܒ�ȃĩ�tĩƷŉĩƢŦþűĢƪ� ŻĢĩ�ŻŁ�
Conduct for Research Integrity covered the research project. It was previously reviewed and 
þƟƟƢŻǛĩĢ�ĚǢ�þ�ěŻůůŎƷƷĩĩ�ŁƢŻů�Ʒŉĩ�'ƿƷěŉ��ƢłþűŎǬþƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�®ěŎĩűƷŎȀě�¦ĩƪĩþƢěŉܒ�

Analyses
To analyze the data, we took the template analysis proposed by King (2012), using a 
priori themes (i.e., the five relationship quality dimensions). Template analysis is a step-
wise type of thematic analysis (Frambach et al., 2014). In line with Kidd (2008), three 
researchers were involved in the data analyses, ‘making sure they discussed their own 
possible biases throughout, and continuously looking for evidence that contradicted the 
themes as well as confirmed them’ (Kidd, 2008, p. 172). The coding process was iterative, 
included a search for disconfirming evidence (see Frambach et al., 2014), and was 
conducted with the three coders, thereby contributing to the trustworthiness of the data 
analysis process (Kidd, 2008). 
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Relationship quality can be conceptualized on two levels: relationship quality between 
students and their educational faculty/staff (i.e., interpersonal level) and relationship 
quality between students and their higher education institution (organizational level; 
Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). However, in practice, these levels are sometimes intertwined. 
In the present study, we, therefore, interpreted students’ descriptions including both 
ŦĩǛĩŦƪܒ� ¼Ż� þűþŦǢǬĩ� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻűƪ܌� GƢƆűƢŻŻƪܼƪ� ƷŻƷþŦ� ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩĢ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
model (1990) helped to organize the relationship quality construct in higher education. In 
general, quality perceptions concerning services are based on three levels; 1) evaluation 
of the functional quality (i.e., process quality, such as how the service is delivered), 2) 
evaluation of the technical quality (i.e., outcome quality, such as what was offered, either 
tangible or intangible), 3) evaluation of the interpersonal quality (i.e., relationship quality, 
such as the quality of the relationship with whoever delivered the service). The first two 
levels form the perceived service quality (tangible and intangible service quality aspects). 
The third level can be considered the perceived relationship quality. However, where 
services consist of multiple and ongoing interactions such as in higher education, the 
perceived quality of relationships (i.e., with "whom"), that is, relationship quality, is also 
influenced by "how" contact personnel act and "what" is delivered (service quality). Hence, 
although there is a theoretical difference between relationship quality and service quality, 
both constructs have similarities. 

Figure 3.1 shows the template analysis process. The initial coding started with 50 
cases that all three coders analyzed, keeping in mind the five a priori relationship 
quality dimensions (i.e., trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective 
commitment, and affective conflict). The first calibration discussed procedural 
steps and conceptual ideas on relationship quality. The aim was to become further 
familiarized with the data and determine that all three coders had the same 
conceptualization of the constructs when allocating a relationship quality dimension 
to a particular critical incident. Further, all three coders analyzed another five cases 
and applied an initial template regarding relationship quality dimensions. During the 
second calibration, the three coders discussed the results from the subsample of five 
cases and refined the template. Procedural steps were added to the template, such as 
completeness and interpretability of descriptions and actors who were mentioned; for 
example, if the actors referred to educational faculty/staff, then the description could be 
related to relationship quality. If not, then the description was left outside the analysis, 
that is, the incident does not refer to the relationship between students and their 
educational faculty/staff and should be deleted from the final analysis.
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Furthermore, some clarification of the conceptual ideas concerning the relationship 
quality dimensions was needed. All three coders were aware that theoretically, relationship 
quality (who) and service and functional quality (what and how) differ. However, based 
on the critical incidents within the present study, it was sometimes hard to pinpoint 
what quality aspect the student was referring to; was it the relationship with educational 
faculty/staff, or the way educational faculty/staff (should) perform(s) professionally? All 
three coders analyzed the sample of 1323 cases applying the adjusted template. In the third 
calibration, we discussed the findings, which resulted in a few minor adjustments to the 
final template. Then two coders independently analyzed a sample of 250 cases (i.e., cases 
on which coders did not have initial agreement) using the final template and discussed 
interpretations of differences during the fourth calibration. Finally, the first and second 
coders addressed the preparation of the final analysis. They analyzed 513 cases that were 
interpretable, complete, and considered to be related to students’ perceptions of the 
quality of their relationship with educational faculty/staff. 

Additionally, all coders kept track of a codebook where they noted their remarks, 
similarities, or curious examples that were useful for calibration sessions and 
communication among coders. SPSS version 24 was used for the coding of transcripts and 
to determine inter-rater agreement. See Appendix B for the coding applied in the final 
template.

First, descriptions that were incomplete or ambiguous, and therefore unable to be 
interpreted, were left outside the analysis. Some of the described incidents were not 
always related to the relationship with the educational faculty/staff. For example, one 
of the students described a positive incident regarding good teamwork with fellow 
international students. Therefore, the descriptions that did not refer to a relationship with 
educational faculty/staff were discussed for calibration, and these cases were not included 
in further analysis (see Figure 3.1). As a result, in the total sample of 1323 cases (including 
duplicates), 544 descriptions were rated as ‘not interpretable’ by all three coders, 107 by 
two coders; 67 cases were coded differently by all three coders (e.g., a combination of 
coding by coder 1 who indicated'yes'; coder 2 'ambiguous/unclear'; and coder 3 'no'). Inter-
coder agreement percentages among all three coders based on the sample of 1323 cases 
were: trust in honesty, 69.5%; trust in benevolence, 66.1%; satisfaction 81.6%; affective 
commitment, 92.7%; and affective conflict, 94.6% agreement. 



55

3

Results

The results will be discussed by the three research questions that guided this study. 

Students’ Perceptions of Relationship Quality With Educational Faculty and 
Staff 
All of the included incidents described a negative, positive, or mixed positive/negative 
experience of the relationship between students with their educational faculty/staff. 
Within one description, multiple relationship quality dimensions were sometimes 
identified and categorized. More negative (n = 395) than positive (n = 294) incidents were 
described by students. Based on the template analysis, we found that overall, trust in 
benevolence was most frequently coded, followed by trust in honesty. Incidents describing 
trust in benevolence (n = 355) were equally distributed over positive and negative incidents. 
However, trust in honesty was more often referred to in negative (n = 145) than in positive 
incidents (n = 51). In 97 cases, satisfaction was coded, nearly equally divided between 
positive and negative descriptions. Only a small number of critical incidents indicated 
affective commitment (n = 22) or affective conflict (n = 19), the latter only found in negative 
experiences. 

What Positive and/or Negative Experiences do Students Describe?
Students described both positive and negative examples of the quality of their relationship 
ǜŎƷŉ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁܒ� �þƪĩĢ� Żű� Ʒŉĩ� ƷĩůƟŦþƷĩ� þűþŦǢƪŎƪ� ƿƪŎűł� þ� ƟƢŎŻƢŎ�
relationship quality dimensions, we present the results of the analysis of students’ 
perceptions for their relationship experiences by category, indicating frequency, 
relationship quality indicators, and a student example (see Appendix C). 

Besides the a priori dimensions of relationship quality, within the analysis, we also noted 
other relational aspects. While it is hard to cluster these aspects under one umbrella, the 
descriptions of positive and negative incidents by students indicated that students value 
a personal interest in them shown by faculty/staff, for example, displaying educational 
faculty and staff ’s affection, such as in praise and attention. For instance, one of the 
students mentioned: 

During one of the exam inspections, I entered the room, and one teacher said to another teacher: 
‘Look; there we have [student name]. She has scored an 88 and still comes in to see her exam. 
Now that’s what I consider a motivated student.’ I really felt appreciated. First of all, because 
the teacher mentioned my name and mark. Second, for the teacher complimenting me on my 
effort. [F, 20, 1st year]
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Students also value how they are treated as equals, for example, as responsible adults. For 
instance, one of the students mentioned: 

A positive event is the fact that I had scored the highest grade in class..... Teachers also 
appreciated the fact that I had scored a good grade and were regarding me differently.  
ܨƪƷ�ǢĩþƢږ�ܒڞږ�ܒrܧ

When, Where, How, and Who is Involved? 
Within the analysis, we also coded the situational factors related to the critical incident 
that took place by study year, the form of contact (classroom related or not or via email), 
and institutional actors, namely, which member of the educational faculty and staff 
students interacting with (e.g., teachers/lecturers, head of the department, someone from 
institutional services). Overall, the results indicated that students considered teachers/
lecturers as their primary contact person with whom they build a relationship. However, 
within their descriptions, students also mentioned, for instance, their mentors or study 
career coaches (who are sometimes not one of their teachers/lecturers) or the head of the 
department. For example, one of the respondents indicated appreciation for her study 
career coach for listening to her and fellow students who had worries about their study 
group. Although the described incidents mainly concerned teachers/lecturers, other 
educational contact personnel were also mentioned to be necessary. Furthermore, both 
in-class and out-of-class situations were described, and discussed in person or via email. 
In Table 3.1, the results are presented by category, indicating frequency and situational 
factors for each relationship quality dimension.

Discussion

ȃĩ�ƟƢŎůþƢǢ�ƟƿƢƟŻƪĩ�ŻŁ�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ǜþƪ�ƷŻ�łĩƷ�þ�ĢĩĩƟĩƢ�ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł�ŻŁ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
in higher education. Drawing upon SET, we investigated students’ positive and negative 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűþŦ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩƪ� ǜŎƷŉ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁܒ� àĩ� ŎűŎƷŎþŦŦǢ� ƿƪĩĢ� ȀǛĩ� þ� ƟƢŎŻƢŎ�
relationship quality dimensions that were used in previous research examining relationship 
quality in higher education (Snijders et al., 2018; 2019; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 
2020): students’ trust in honesty, students’ trust in benevolence, students’ overall satisfaction, 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� �þƪܣ þ� űĩłþƷŎǛĩ� ŎűĢŎěþƷŻƢ� ŻŁ�
relationship quality).

ȃĩ�ƪƿƢǛĩǢܼƪ�ŻƟĩűܮĩűĢĩĢ�ơƿĩƪƷŎŻűƪ�ƟƢŻůƟƷĩĢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ƷŻ�ĢĩƪěƢŎĚĩ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƢĩěĩűƷ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ�þűĢܘŻƢ�
negative experiences related to relationship quality. However, within our study, while coding 
the critical incidents with a priori themes, we also noticed an overlap between the relationship 
quality dimensions (see Table 3.1). For instance, a case could describe trust in benevolence and 
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also refer to satisfaction or another relationship quality dimension. For example, we coded a 
ŁĩůþŦĩ܌ژڐܡ��ȀƢƪƷܮǢĩþƢܢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷܼƪ�ĢĩƪěƢŎƟƷŎŻű�ܹܒܒܒ�I felt comforted by the way things were dealt 
ǜŎƷŉܒ�ȃĩ�ǜþǢ� ŻŁ� ƢĩƪƟŻűĢŎűł� þűĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł that was showed felt really good.... it 
ƢĩƪƿŦƷĩĢ�Ŏű�ůĩ�ĚĩŎűł�ƪþƷŎƪȀĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ěŻþěŉܺ for trust in honesty, but also satisfaction because 
Ʒŉĩ�ǜŻƢĢƪ�ܻŁĩŦƷ�ƢĩþŦŦǢ�łŻŻĢܼ�þűĢܻ�܌ƪþƷŎƪȀĩĢܼ�þŦƪŻ� ŎűĢŎěþƷĩĢ�ƷŉŎƪ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűܒ�
ȃĩƪĩ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ�þƢĩ�Ŏű�þěěŻƢĢþűěĩ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ƷŉĩŻƢĩƷŎěþŦ�ěŻűěĩƟƷ�ŻŁ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ܌�ǜŉŎěŉ�Ŏƪ�
ŁŻƢůĩĢ�ĚǢ�ĢŎƪƷŎűěƷ�ĚƿƷ�ƢĩŦþƷĩĢ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪܣ�GƢƆűƢŻŻƪܗڏژژڐ�܌�¦ŻĚĩƢƷƪ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤڒڏڏڑ�܌ܒ

Table 3.1 
Time, Place, FżƣŰ܉�ÿŲģ��ĜƸżƣƫ�¦ĪŃÿƣģŏŲŃ�¦ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣܫ¦ĪŧÿƸĪģ�/ǢƠĪƣŏĪŲĜĪܠ�N = 513)

Category Trust in 
honesty
(196/%)

Trust in 
benevolence

(355/%)

Satisfaction

(97/%)

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
commitment

(22/%)

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
 ŻűǴŦŎěƷ

(19/%)

When
Students’ contact during their a:
 
First year 
Second year
ȃŎƢĢ�ǢĩþƢ
Fourth year
FŎǼƷŉ�ǢĩþƢ�ŻƢ�ŦþƷĩƢ

Internship

 74 (38)
 29 (15)
 38 (19)
 29 (15)
 15 ( 8)

 35 (18)

145 (41)
 44 (12)
 60 (17)
 66 (19)
 22 ( 6)

 61 (17)

 48 (49)
 14 (14)
 12 (12)
 16 (16)
 4 ( 4)

 14 (14)

 10 (45)
 1 ( 5)
 3 (17)
 7 (32)

 -

 2 ( 9)

 6 (32)
 3 (16)
 4 (21)
 5 (26)
 1 ( 5)

 2 (10)

Where/how
Students’ contact that was:

Classroom-related
Not classroom-related
Via email
ÃűěŦĩþƢܘĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűƷ�ěŻĢŎűł

 26 (13)
104 (53)
 23 (12)
 33 (17)

 25 ( 7)
221 (62)
 49 (14)
 60 (17)

 16 (16)
 48( 49)
 11(11)

 22 (22)

 3 (14)
 13 (59)
 2 ( 9)
 4 (18)

 1 ( 5)
 8 (42)
 7 (37)
 3 (16)

With whom
Students’ contact with:

Teachers/lecturers/mentors
Head of the department
Teaching team/the educational 
department
Institutional services
Educational institution
Examination board
Internship mentor
ÃűěŦĩþƢܘĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűƷ�ěŻĢŎűł

151 (77)
 1 ( 1)

 13 ( 7)

 1 ( 1)
 1 ( 1)
 4 ( 2)
 1 ( 1)

24 (12)

287 (81)
 2 ( 1)
 15( 4)

 2 ( 1)
 3 ( 1)
4 ( 1)
 2 ( 1)

 40 (11)

 80 (82)
 1 ( 1)
 4 ( 4)

 -
 1 (1)

 2 ( 2)
 1 ( 1)
 8 ( 8)

 19 (86)
 -

 1 ( 5)

 -
 1( 5)
 1( 5)

 -
 -

 15 (79)
 -

 1 ( 5)

 -
 -

 1 ( 5)
 -

 2 (11)

Note. a N = 490; 23 students did not indicate their study year.
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SűƷĩƢĩƪƷŎűłŦǢ܌� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ� ȀűĢŎűłƪ� þŦƪŻ� ƢĩǛĩþŦĩĢ� ƷŉþƷ� ůŻƢĩ� űĩłþƷŎǛĩ�   n = 395) than positiveܣ
(n = 294) incidents were described by students, which supports research by Clem et al. 
��þƢĩ܌�ƪƿěŉ�þƪ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩĢ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ܌�ȃĩǢ�ŎűĢŎěþƷĩĢ�ƷŉþƷ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�űĩłþƷŎǛĩ�ĩůŻƷŎŻűƪܒܤڏڑڏڑܣ
ůŻƢĩ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűƷŎþŦ� ŁþěƷŻƢƪ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ƷĩþěŉĩƢܫƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� Ʒŉþű� ěŦŻƪĩűĩƪƪܒ�rŻƪƷ� űĩłþƷŎǛĩ�
experiences in our study pointed at students’ perceptions of lack inof responsiveness by 
ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌� ŁŻƢ� ŎűƪƷþűěĩ܌� ĩůþŎŦ� ƢĩƪƟŻűƪĩ� ƷŎůĩ܌� ƢĩƷƿƢűŎűł� þ� łƢþĢĩ܌� ŻƢ� Ʒŉĩ� ƷŎůĩ� ŎƷ� Ʒþţĩƪ� ƷŻ�
ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩ�ŁĩĩĢĚþěţ�Żű�þű�þƪƪŎłűůĩűƷܒ��ƿƢ�ƢĩƪƿŦƷƪ�þƢĩ�Ŏű�ŦŎűĩ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ĚǢ�¼þűƷŦĩǲŁܮ'ƿűű܌�
Dunn, and Gokee (2002), who also found that students’ perceptions regarding grades were the 
ůŻƪƷ�ŻǼƷĩű�ƢĩƟŻƢƷĩĢ�ŎƷĩůƪ�ĚǢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ěŻűěĩƢűŎűł�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩĢ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ�

The present study’s findings also revealed that for students, it is essential to be able to rely 
on honest and benevolent (re)actions from faculty and staff. Lack of trust in honesty and 
benevolence was described in many negative incidents. Attribution theory (Weiner, 1972) 
might provide an explanation; students’ attributions for success are mostly internally 
based, and attributions for failure are mostly externally based. Internal attribution 
refers to the process of assigning the cause of behavior to internal characteristics, such 
as motivation to learn in education—for example, a student who enjoys studying because 
he or she receives a high grade. External attribution refers to interpreting someone’s 
behavior that may be caused by external forces on the individual within a specific 
situation. When students experience their relationship quality negatively, within this 
study, it might be due to their lack of trust in their educational faculty and staff ’s honesty 
as an external force, not because of their internal characteristics.

Positive experiences were often described in which students referred to how they were 
treated by their educational faculty/staff positively, for instance, by saying hello, asking 
how a student was doing, sometimes regarding personal matters (informal interaction), 
or otherwise asking questions about their progress (formal interaction). Students mostly 
referred to out-of-class interaction in their positive examples of relationship quality with 
teachers/lecturers. Our findings support previous research (Alderman, 2008; Dobransky 
& Frymier, 2004; Meeuwisse et al., 2010) that indicated out-of-class interactions are 
important in the relationship between students and their educational faculty and staff. 

In light of how Roberts et al. (2003) considered the development of affective commitment 
(i.e., one gets accustomed to positive emotional responses, and therefore it makes 
one more secure in the relationship), interestingly, within this study, we did not find 
convincing proof or indications of a growing feeling of trust. For instance, students in 
their last year before graduation did not explicitly express a more profound or higher 
commitment. In a similar vein, Sklar and McMahon (2019) referred to the stages of 
entrustment between teachers and learners, indicating that there must first be a 
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presumptive trust to undergo deeper stages of trust based on experiences. Tett and 
colleagues (2017) also underlined that a trusting relationship must also develop for 
students to feel some sort of connection towards their teachers, faculty, and/or staff. More 
generally, Bowden (2011) indicated that a positive relationship must contain a special 
status or a sense of closeness or attachment. Based on the number of descriptions of 
trust in the present study, we presume that students’ trust in honesty and benevolence 
form the basis for relationship quality in higher education, and the affective components 
such as commitment, conflict, and satisfaction (Schlesinger et al., 2017) are results of the 
trust students experience. However, further research is needed to examine the sequential 
interplay of the relationship quality dimensions (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Roberts 
et al., 2003). To our knowledge, no longitudinal study on relationship quality in higher 
education has been conducted before.

Last, students’ descriptions in the present study also pointed at students’ feelings of wanting 
ܻƷŻ�Ěĩ�ƷƢĩþƷĩĢ�þƪ�ĩơƿþŦƪܼ܌ �ǜŉŎěŉ�ǜĩ�ĢŎĢ�űŻƷ�þƪƪŎłű�ƷŻ�Żűĩ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ȀǛĩ�þ�ƟƢŎŻƢŎ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
dimensions. An explanation may be found in research on inequality or fairness in SET (e.g., 
Molm et al., 2006). When fairness or equality is lacking, in students’ perceptions, a relational 
�ܤþǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩܣ ŁĩĩŦŎűł� ŻŁ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� ůŎłŉƷ� þƢŎƪĩ� �܌ܒłܒĩܣ ܹS� ǜþƪ� űŻƷ� ƷƢĩþƷĩĢ� ŁþŎƢŦǢ܌� þűĢ܌� ƷŉĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�
S� ŁĩŦƷ� þűłƢǢܺܒܤ�NŻǜĩǛĩƢ܌�ǜŎƷŉŎű� Ʒŉĩ�ƟƢĩƪĩűƷ� ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ� ěŻĢŎűł�ƟƢŻěĩƪƪ܌�ǜĩ�ĢŎĢ�űŻƷ�ȀűĢ�ĩǡƟŦŎěŎƷ�
reasoning for this in the students’ descriptions. 

Students also indicated ‘receiving attention and compliments’ as positive, which we labeled 
þƪ�ƟƢþŎƪĩ�þűĢ�þƷƷĩűƷŎŻűܒ�NŻǜĩǛĩƢ܌�ǜĩ�ŁŻƿűĢ�ŎƷ�ĢŎǲȀěƿŦƷ�ƷŻ�þƪƪŎłű�Ʒŉĩƪĩ�ĩǡþůƟŦĩƪ�ƷŻ�Żűĩ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�
ȀǛĩ� þ� ƟƢŎŻƢŎ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪܒ� Sű� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ĚþƪĩĢ� Żű� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� ƟƪǢěŉŻŦŻłǢ܌�
Stevic and Ward (2008) pointed out that “receiving recognition and praise represent a type 
of positive interaction between two or more individuals... [which] could play a vital role in 
ěƢĩþƷŎűł�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ�ĩůŻƷŎŻűƪ�Ŏű�þ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷܼƪ� ŦŎŁĩܺ� ��ǜŉþƷ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ůŎłŉƷ܌�Sű�ŻƷŉĩƢ�ǜŻƢĢƪܒܤړڑڔ�ܒƟܣ
tell us is that receiving attention, for instance, from a teacher, will make them feel good 
about the quality of the relationship. In that way, praise and attention might lead to students’ 
overall satisfaction.

Nevertheless, based on the descriptions in this study, further research is needed to know 
whether this assumption holds. Moreover, it is most likely that how the receiver perceives 
the compliment, praise or attention, depends on the type of compliment (praise or attention) 
and the one who is giving it (i.e., the kind of relationship one has with the receiver). If the 
receiver looks up to that person, then the praise or attention is positively received and may 
ƟƢĩƪƿůþĚŦǢ� þǲŁĩěƷ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢܒ� �ű� Ʒŉĩ� ŻƷŉĩƢ� ŉþűĢ܌� ŎŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩěĩŎǛĩƢ� ŉþƪ� űŻ�
ěŻűűĩěƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ�Żűĩ�łŎǛŎűł�þƷƷĩűƷŎŻű�ŻƢ�ƟƢþŎƪĩ܌� ŎƷ� Ŏƪ�ƿűŦŎţĩŦǢ� ƷŉŎƪ�ǜŎŦŦ�ŉþǛĩ�þű�ĩǲŁĩěƷ�Żű�
that relationship.
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Practical Implications
To put these findings into practice, educational faculty and staff should consider how 
students perceive relational aspects. To date, most European higher education institutions 
use surveys to evaluate students’ opinions. Although these surveys, such as the National 
Student Survey (NSE), shed light on students’ general satisfaction level, which is 
important to know, they lack a deep understanding of how students perceive the quality of 
their relationship with their institution. Therefore, we recommend that for universities, 
it is necessary to regularly evaluate students’ perceptions of their positive and negative 
relationship-quality-related experiences in an alternative way. This examination is much 
better to conduct qualitatively, for instance, using a CIT through focus group discussions 
instead of more general ideas taken from student satisfaction surveys, such as the NSE 
might indicate. To collect useful student feedback, a CIT enables gathering meaningful 
data on students’ satisfiers and dissatisfiers and/or student loyalty intentions (Douglas et 
al., 2009). 

Furthermore, based on the students’ descriptions in this study, it seems that interactions 
and communication via email might be a powerful tool. Students in their last years before 
graduation described how it is essential to receive prompt feedback, especially within 
this phase. Previous research already indicated that for students, the most dissatisfying 
reaction is when teachers/professors do not react to a student’s problem (Tantleff-Dunn 
et al., 2002). For educational practitioners who want to interact and communicate either 
formally or informally with students, the use of email in reaction to students’ questions 
might help to respond in a timely way, and subsequently initiate students’ trust in 
educational faculty and staff ’s benevolence. As a result, students might, in turn, perceive 
less affective conflict. 

Limitations and Directions for Further Research
Although this study’s findings shed light on students’ perceptions of relationship 
quality, this study has a few limitations. First, reliance on retrospective reports of 
experiences (Kidd, 2008) is ambiguous (i.e., memory and attribution biases). Next, 
students’ willingness to respond to the questionnaire might be a possible issue. Students’ 
descriptions of their experiences influenced the number of cases that were eventually 
analyzed with the template we used. CIT has been demonstrated to be a valid method 
to use (Hughes, 2008). However, when collecting data from a student’s perspective (see 
Douglas, Davies, et al., 2008; Douglas et al., 2009), we saw that not every respondent 
followed the instructions carefully to answer all questions or did not take the time to 
describe a critical experience adequately. As a result, parts of the descriptions were not 
always related to the quality of the relationship with educational faculty/staff (e.g., “I 
ǜþƪ�ǛĩƢǢ�ŁƢƿƪƷƢþƷĩĢ�Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�S�ěŻƿŦĢ�űŻƷ�ŁŎűĢ�þ�ƟþƢţŎűł�ƟŦþěĩ�űĩþƢĚǢ�ěþůƟƿƪܺܒܤ��ĩěþƿƪĩ�ǜĩ�
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asked students to respond online, correction of misinterpretations was not possible. In 
this study, as a result, a large portion of the responses were not included in the analyses 
because they fell outside the scope of this study’s purpose or were not sufficiently 
interpretable.

Furthermore, we only considered one side of the relationship (i.e., students’ perceptions). 
In line with interpersonal relationship research, it is crucial to collect information 
from both parties within the relationship to assess the stability of that relationship 
(Duck, 1990). Interactions between students and their educational faculty and staff are 
interrelated and may affect each other. Therefore, we recommend that future studies 
examine teachers’ (and other staff members’) evaluations of the interpersonal relationship 
they have with students. Last, to gain more insight into the relationship quality construct 
in higher education, Roorda et al. (2011) implied that the affective quality of relationships 
is important for students’ engagement and achievement, especially among adolescent 
learners. Therefore, further research should focus on longitudinal data to determine 
cause-and-effect relations within the relationship quality construct and its outcomes such 
as student involvement (e.g., student engagement and student loyalty). Cross-cultural 
research on relationship quality would also be useful to conduct to examine cultural 
differences in the way relationship quality in higher education is perceived (García-Moya 
et al., 2020). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study was based on 513 real-life descriptions of students’ perceptions, 
examining relationship quality in higher education. For educational policy-makers and 
practitioners who want to build and sustain positive relationships with students, it is of 
interest to know how their interactions affect students’ relationship quality. Furthermore, 
it is necessary to understand what relational aspects are essential for students from their 
perspective (e.g., how students perceive their educational service either positively and 
negatively by way of (in)formal, in, or out-of-class interactions, orally or by email). 

With our study’s findings, this research adds value to the growing literature on 
relationship quality in higher education. The results indicate that a relational approach in 
higher education seems to be essential to build and maintain positive relationships with 
students. Furthermore, this study calls for follow-up research on relationship quality. 
In the context of higher education, further research is needed to better understand the 
relationship quality dimensions and their outcomes for students and higher education 
institutions in which students and educational faculty and staff socially interact.
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Abstract

This study aimed 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 included students’ experiences with all educational faculty and staff to 
predict 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.
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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 et 
al., 2016), and increasingly customer-like behavior by students (Woodall et al., 2014), all 
bring a focus on developing positive relationships with higher educational stakeholders 
to the fore. Positive student–faculty relationships in higher education can contribute to 
students’ involvement and achievement (Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005); they are related 
to higher student retention rates (O’Keeffe, 2013), better academic performance (Klem & 
Connell, 2004), sense of school belonging (Wong et al., 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 (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., M. Kim & Schallert, 2011; Y. K. Kim & Sax, 2009; Veldman et al., 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 investigating teacher interaction with students might be useful for evaluating 
students’ perceptions of the teacher–student relationship.

In higher education, Y. K. 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 
ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܺ� �ܒæܣ fܒ� fŎů� �ޣ hƿűĢĚĩƢł܌� �܌ڕڐڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤڗڗڑ ®Żůĩ� ŻƷŉĩƢ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� ŉþǛĩ� ŁŻěƿƪĩĢ�
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 et 
al., 2010). Nevertheless, the need to further investigate the consequences of the quality 
of relationships between students and their educational faculty/staff remains (Bowden, 
2011; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). This study addresses this 
knowledge gap. The goal is to examine how higher education institutions can build and 
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sustain relationships by emphasizing aspects of the quality of relationships between 
students and their educational faculty/staff. Higher education institutions 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 higher education institutions 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 positive 
recommendations to potential future students. This kind of student behavior is essential 
for the continuity and growth of higher education institutions. Therefore, possible 
predictors of students’ supportive behaviors should be further considered. Further 
research is needed to help higher education institutions and educational practitioners 
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. In contrast, 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 (Bowden, 2011; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Snijders et al., 2018, 2019) 
Although the ‘student as consumer’ approach is still debated in the literature (see Bunce 
et al., 2017; Tomlinson, 2017), students can be regarded as the primary recipients of 
ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪܣ��Ƣþƿűޣ��ðŻŦŁþłŉþƢŎþűܒܤڕڐڏڑ�܌

Using the lens of social exchange theory, we developed our hypothesized model based on 
Crosby et al.’s (1990) theoretical framework linking service relationships to organizational 
ŻƿƷěŻůĩƪܒ�ȃĩ�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ�þűĢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ůþűþłĩůĩűƷ�ŦŎƷĩƢþƷƿƢĩ�ĩǡƟŦŎěŎƷŦǢ�ŁŻěƿƪ�Żű�ĚƿŎŦĢŎűł�
þűĢ�ůþŎűƷþŎűŎűł�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ěƿƪƷŻůĩƢƪܣ��ŻǜĢĩűܗژڏڏڑ�܌�GƢƆűƢŻŻƪܗړژژڐ�܌�GƿůůĩƪƪŻű܌�
1994). Relationships between provider and consumer are essential in the service delivery 
ƟƢŻěĩƪƪ� ƷŻ� ĩƪƷþĚŦŎƪŉ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� þűĢ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� �ðĩŎƷŉþůŦܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܒܤژڏڏڑ ȃĩ� ěƿƪƷŻůĩƢܼƪ�
ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎŻű� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎűƷĩƢƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ� ěŻűƷþěƷ� ƟĩƢƪŻű� ŉþƪ� þ� ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�
ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�Żű�Ʒŉĩ�ěŻűƷŎűƿþƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ĩǡŎƪƷŎűł�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟܣ�Ŏܒĩ܌ܒ�ěƿƪƷŻůĩƢ�ƢĩƷĩűƷŎŻűܗ�
Macintosh, 2007), and thus, the organization’s continuity and/or growth. In other words, 
positioning students as key participants in the educational service experience (Braun & 
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ðŻŦŁþłŉþƢŎþű܌� �ܤڕڐڏڑ ŎůƟŦŎĩƪ� ƷŉþƷ� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűƪ� ƪŉŻƿŦĢ� þƷƷĩűĢ� ƷŻ� űƿƢƷƿƢŎűł�
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 
ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ƪŉŻƿŦĢ�þŦƪŻ�Ěĩ�ěŻűƪŎĢĩƢĩĢܒ�Sű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű܌�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� ŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�þűĢ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ�ěŻƿŦĢ�ŉþǛĩ�þ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ�ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�Żű�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟůĩűƷ�
and involvement (Y. L. Hu et al., 2015; Y. K. Kim & Sax, 2009; Kuh & Hu, 2001). In turn, 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻűƪ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ�
(i.e., relationship quality), which is based on these interactions, might result in student 
ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܣ��ŻǜĢĩűܤژڏڏڑ�܌�þűĢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܣ�NĩűűŎłܮȃƿƢþƿ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤڐڏڏڑ�܌ܒ

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 
ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎŻű�ŻƢ�þƪƪĩƪƪůĩűƷ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟþƢƷŎĩƪ�ǜŎƷŉŎű�ƷŉþƷ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟܺܣ�Ɵܒܤړ�ܒ�¼ŉƿƪ܌�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
quality considers a party’s overall perception or judgment of the quality of the relationship 
he or she has. In the context of services, the emphasis is on the intangible aspects of on-
going (relational) interactions (Roberts et al., 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 Roberts et al. (2003), Snijders et al. (2018, 2019) 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
Trust is directed toward two essential elements: honesty and benevolence (Kumar et al., 
1995). 

Trust in Honesty 
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’ 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. 
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Trust in Benevolence 
Benevolence represents the willingness to help; trust in benevolence 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
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., irritation, frustration, and anger).

Affective Commitment 
Affective commitment refers to students’ feelings of wanting to belong or be connected 
to their educational faculty and staff. In the relationship management literature, 
relationship commitment represents the confidence one has in a service provider’s 
reliability and integrity (see, e.g., commitment–trust theory; R. M. 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
Satisfaction reflects the cumulative student satisfaction with the overall quality of the 
student-faculty relationship, such as students’ 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, 1999; Kuh & Hu, 2001), 
such as academic performance (Pascarella et al., 1978). A key contribution by Hennig-
Thurau et al. (2001) took a relationship management approach. Their research implied 
that higher quality of student–faculty relationships (i.e., relationship quality) led to 
higher levels of student loyalty, for example, students’ positive recommendations. 
Furthermore, recent studies (see Xerri et al., 2018) have supported the suggestion that 
Ʒŉĩƪĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ƟŦþǢ�ܹþ�ƟŎǛŻƷþŦ� ƢŻŦĩ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ�ǛĩƢǢ�ƟƢŻěĩƪƪ�ŻŁ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܺ� �܌ܒŎþűƷþ�ĩƷ�þŦ£ܣ
2012, p. 366). 
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Student Engagement 

Previous studies have examined the concept and importance of engagement extensively 
in educational settings (e.g., Bakker et al., 2015; Betts et al., 2010; Fredricks & McColskey, 
2012; Jang et al., 2010) and management settings (e.g., Bowden, 2009; Jarvis et al., 
2014; Van Doorn et al., 2010; Verhoef et al., 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-related state of mind 
ƷŉþƷ� Ŏƪ� ěŉþƢþěƷĩƢŎǬĩĢ� ĚǢ� ǛŎłŻƢ܌� ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű܌� þűĢ� þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻűܺ� �ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ �ޣ �þţţĩƢ܌� �܌ڒڏڏڑ
p. 4). The student engagement scale developed by Schaufeli et al. (2002) was previously 
investigated by them in a higher education 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 
Żűĩܼƪ� ǜŻƢţ܌� þűĢ� ƟĩƢƪŎƪƷĩűěĩ� ĩǛĩű� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� Łþěĩ� ŻŁ� ĢŎŁŁŎěƿŦƷŎĩƪܺ� �ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ �ޣ �þţţĩƢ܌�  �܌ڒڏڏڑ
p. 4). Dedication refers to “being strongly involved in one’s work and experiencing a sense 
ŻŁ�ƪŎłűŎŁŎěþűěĩ܌�ĩűƷŉƿƪŎþƪů܌�ŎűƪƟŎƢþƷŎŻű܌�ƟƢŎĢĩ܌�þűĢ�ěŉþŦŦĩűłĩܺܣ�®ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎޣ���þţţĩƢ܌ڒڏڏڑ�܌�
p. 4/5). Finally, absorption is “characterized by being fully concentrated and happily 
engrossed in one’s work, whereby time passes quickly, and one has difficulties detaching 
ŻűĩƪĩŦŁ� ŁƢŻů� ǜŻƢţܺ� �ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ �ޣ �þţţĩƢ܌� �܌ڒڏڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤڔ àŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩƪĩ� ƷŉƢĩĩ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ܌� þŦŦ�
aspects of engagement are captured: behavioral, emotional/affective, and cognitive 
engagement (Fredricks et al., 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 extracurricular 
activities. Therefore, engagement is considered crucial for achieving positive academic 
outcomes such as degree completion 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). 

Student Loyalty

In the international literature on student behavior, student loyalty is increasingly 
considered to be a critical measure of the success of higher education institutions (Rojas-
Méndez et al., 2009). Student loyalty refers to the extent to which students feel connected 
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to the institution and how their attitudes and/or behaviors express this connection 
(Nesset & Helgesen, 2009). Loyalty has two aspects: attitude and behavior (Hallowell, 
1996). In higher education, a 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. Higher education 
institutions 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 et al., 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., R. M. 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 recommendations or donations by students and/or 
alumni (Sung & Yang, 2009).

Present Study

This study aims 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 relationships 
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 validated 
in previous studies and found to be applicable in higher education (Snijders et al., 2018, 
2019). 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). However, 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. 
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First, within this study, the approach was to investigate relationship quality by 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 
important 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 Y. K. Kim & Lundberg, 2016), the present study 
investigated the quality of the relationship between students and their educational 
faculty/staff, which 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 of 
school, which is good for students, parents, and higher education institutions. According 
to relationship management theory, loyal students, like any other type of customer, are 
necessary for the continuity and growth of the higher education institution 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 behavioral loyalty. Therefore, possible drivers of student loyalty were examined (see 
Figure 4.1). Employing partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), we 
tested the following hypotheses: 
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H1:  Relationship quality dimensions (a-e) will each be positively related to student 
engagement (e.g., Taylor & Parsons, 2011; Xerri et al., 2018); 

H2:  Student engagement dimensions (a-c) will each be positively related to student 
loyalty (e.g., Bowden, 2009); 

H3:  Relationship quality dimensions (a-e) will each be positively related to student 
loyalty (for reasons of clarity, these relations were not depicted in Figure. 4.1); 

H4:  Student engagement dimensions (a-c) will each mediate the relation between each 
of the relationship quality dimensions (a-e) and student loyalty (for reasons of 
clarity, these relations were not depicted in Figure. 4.1).

Figure 4.1
Hypothesized Model

Trust in 
Benevolence

Relationship Quality Student Engagement

Trust in 
Honesty

Affective
Commitment

Affective
Conflict

Absorption

a H2H1
a

b
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Dedication Student Loyalty

Vigor

Satisfaction

Note. For reasons of clarity, H3 and H4 are not depicted in the model.
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Method

Pilot Study
ȃĩ�ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢ�ůŻĢĩŦ�ǜþƪ� ƟƢĩƷĩƪƷĩĢ� Ŏű� þ� ƟŎŦŻƷ� ƪƷƿĢǢܒ� £þƢƷŎěŎƟþűƷƪ�ǜĩƢĩ� �ڐږڑ ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� Ŏű�
higher education (rage = 23.19, SDage = 6.87, 91.5% female) attending a four-year pedagogy 
program (n = 106) or a social work program (n ݳ� ��ȃĩ�ůþŎűܒܤڔڕڐ ƢĩƪƿŦƷƪ� ƪƿłłĩƪƷĩĢ� ƷŉþƷ� Ʒŉĩ�
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� þűĢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� ŉþĢ� þ�
ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻű�ŻŁ�ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻűܒ�
Sű�ƷƿƢű܌�ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű�ŉþĢ�þ�ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ�ȃĩ�ƟŎŦŻƷ�
ƪƷƿĢǢ� ǜþƪ� ŁŻŦŦŻǜĩĢ� ƿƟ� ĚǢ� ŁƿƢƷŉĩƢ� ĩǡþůŎűŎűł� þűĢ� ǛþŦŎĢþƷŎűł� Ʒŉĩƪĩ� ȀűĢŎűłƪ� ƿƪŎűł� þ� ůŻƢĩ�
diverse sample, namely, higher education students from a broader range of academic 
departments. 

Participants
Participants were 454 higher education students (rage = 21.81, SDage = 5.27, 64.8% female) 
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). 

Procedure
�� ŦŎűţ� ƷŻ� þű� ŻűŦŎűĩ� ƪƿƢǛĩǢ� ǜþƪ� ĢŎƪƷƢŎĚƿƷĩĢ� ƷŉƢŻƿłŉ� ěþůƟƿƪ� ĩůþŎŦܒ� ȃĩ� ƪƿƢǛĩǢ� ěŻƿŦĢ� Ěĩ�
completed at home or on campus. To help boost the response rate, we encouraged students 
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 introduction). Students 
ǜĩƢĩ� ŎűƪƷƢƿěƷĩĢ� ƷŉþƷ� ƟþƢƷŎěŎƟþƷŎŻű�ǜþƪ� ǛŻŦƿűƷþƢǢܒ�ȃĩǢ�ǜĩƢĩ� ƷŻŦĢ� ƷŉþƷ� ƷŉĩƢĩ�ǜĩƢĩ� űŻ� ƢŎłŉƷ�
ŻƢ�ǜƢŻűł�þűƪǜĩƢƪ� ƷŻ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎƷĩůƪ܌�þƪ� ŦŻűł�þƪ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�þűƪǜĩƢƪ�ƢĩǴŦĩěƷĩĢ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƟĩƢƪŻűþŦ�ŻƟŎűŎŻűƪܒ�
 ŻůƟŦĩƷŎűł�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƿƢǛĩǢ�ƷŻŻţ�þƟƟƢŻǡŎůþƷĩŦǢ�ȀǼƷĩĩű�ůŎűƿƷĩƪܒ�®ƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ǜĩƢĩ�łŎǛĩű�ƷǜŻ�ůŻűƷŉƪ�
to respond. Students who did not complete the online survey were reminded by email. 

ȃĩ� ƪƿƢǛĩǢ� ǜþƪ� ůþĢĩ� ƿƟ� ŻŁ� ƪĩǛĩƢþŦ� ƟþƢƷƪ� �ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűƷܣ ơƿĩƪƷŎŻűűþŎƢĩƪܒܤ� ȃĩ� ơƿĩƪƷŎŻűűþŎƢĩ�
items for relationship quality and student loyalty were tested using a forward-backward 
ƷƢþűƪŦþƷŎŻű� ƟƢŻěĩĢƿƢĩ� �ŁƢŻůܣ /űłŦŎƪŉ� ƷŻ� 'ƿƷěŉ� ƷŻ� /űłŦŎƪŉܒܤ�ȃĩ� ƪĩƷ� ŻŁ� ŎƷĩůƪ� þƪţŎűł� þĚŻƿƷ�
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 
�þţţĩƢܒܤڒڏڏڑܣ��Sű�ěþƪĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ǜþűƷĩĢ�ƷŻ�ěŻůůĩűƷ�Żű�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƿƢǛĩǢ�Ŏű�łĩűĩƢþŦ܌�ŻƢ�Żű�ƪƟĩěŎȀě�
parts of the survey, students could respond to an open-ended question for that purpose. 



74

Chapter 4 - Building bridges in higher education

Ethical approval was obtained following 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. 

Materials
A combination of existing scales was used to measure the constructs under study (see 
Table 4.1 for items associated with each construct and scale reliabilities). 

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). 

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 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). 

Table 4.1
Construct Items Measurement Model

Scale constructs Outer loadings

Relationship quality dimensions a

¼ƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܞƪƷþǱŁ ݂ƪ�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ ( ¦ܒږڞܘݹ�� �ܒڙڞܘݹ���ß/ښڝܘݹ�)
rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏƪ�ěŻűěĩƢűĩĢ�þĚŻƿƷ�ůǢ�ǜĩŦŁþƢĩ�(RQT_B01)
àŉĩű�S�ěŻűȀĢĩ�ůǢ�ƟƢŻĚŦĩůƪ�ƷŻ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌�S�ţűŻǜ�ƷŉĩǢ�ǜŎŦŦ�ƢĩƪƟŻűĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł�
(RQT_B02)
S�ěþű�ěŻƿűƷ�Żű�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ěŻűƪŎĢĩƢŎűł�ŉŻǜ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�þěƷŎŻűƪ�þǲŁĩěƷ�ůĩ�(RQT_B03)

.92

.92

.91
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Scale constructs Outer loadings

¼ƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܞƪƷþǱŁ ݂ƪ�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ ( ¦ܒڞڝܘݹ�� �ܒژڞܘݹ���ß/ڗڝܘݹ�)
rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏƪ�ŉŻűĩƪƷ�þĚŻƿƷ�ůǢ�ƟƢŻĚŦĩůƪ�(RQT_H01) 
rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ŉþƪ�ŉŎłŉ�ŎűƷĩłƢŎƷǢ�(RQT_H02)
rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏƪ�ƷƢƿƪƷǜŻƢƷŉǢܣ�RQT_H03)

.91
.90
.90

�ǱŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ ( ¦ܒڕڞܘݹ�� �ܒڙڞܘݹ���ß/ژڝܘݹ�)
S�ŁĩĩŦ�ĩůŻƷŎŻűþŦŦǢ�þƷƷþěŉĩĢ�ƷŻ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܠ¥¦ܩ�� �rrܪږڕ
S�ěŻűƷŎűƿĩ�ƷŻ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�S�ŦŎţĩ�ĚĩŎűł�þƪƪŻěŎþƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩů�
ܪڗڕ�rr �ܠ¥¦ܩ
S�ěŻűƷŎűƿĩ�ƷŻ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�S�łĩűƿŎűĩŦǢ�ĩűŠŻǢ�ůǢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ǜŎƷŉ�
them ܠ¥¦ܩ� �rrܪژڕ

.89

.91

.93

�ǱŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǳŦŎěƷ ( ¦ܒږڞܘݹ�� �ܒښڞܘݹ���ß/ښڝܘݹ�)
S�þů�þűłƢǢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܠ¥¦ܩ�� �tܪږڕ
S�þů�ŁƢƿƪƷƢþƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܠ¥¦ܩ�� �tܪڗڕ
S�þů�þűűŻǢĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܠ¥¦ܩ�� �tܪژڕ

.90

.93

.94

Satisfaction ( ¦ܒڙڞܘݹ�� �ܒڛڞܘݹ���ß/ڕڞܘݹ�)
S�þů�ĢĩŦŎłŉƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�(RQ_SAT01)
S�þů�ŉþƟƟǢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ�(RQ_SAT02)
S�þů�ěŻűƷĩűƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ�(RQ_SAT03)

.95

.95

.95

Student engagement dimensions b

�ĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻűܒڗڜܘݹ�� �ܒژڝܘݹ�¦ ܩ���ß/ܪڗڛܘݹ�
¼Ŏůĩƪ�ǴŦŎĩƪ�ǜŉĩű�S�þů�ƪƷƿĢǢŎűł�(SE_AB01)
When I am studying, I forget everything else around me (SE_AB02)
I am immersed when I’m studying (AB03)

'ĩĢŎěþƷŎŻűܒښڝܘݹ�� �ܒږڞܘݹ�¦ ܩ���ß/ܪڛڜܘݹ�
S�ȀűĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƷƿĢǢŎűł�ƷŉþƷ�S�ĢŻ�ŁƿŦŦ�ŻŁ�ůĩþűŎűł�þűĢ�ƟƿƢƟŻƪĩ�(SE_DE01)
My studying inspires me (SE_DE2)
I am proud of the studying that I do (SE_DE03)

ßŎłŻƢܒږڝܘݹ�� �ܒڞڝܘݹ�¦ ܩ���ß/ܪڗڜܘݹ�
At the university, I feel bursting with energy ܠ/®ܩßSܪږڕ
At the university, I feel strong and vigorous ܠ/®ܩßSܪڗڕ
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to school ܠ/®ܩßSܪژڕ

.89

.82

.78

.87

.86

.89

.85

.85

.85

Student loyalty c ܒڞڝܘݹ�� �ܒڞڝܘݹ�¦ ܩ��ß/ܪڞڛܘݹ�
I’d recommend my course of studies to someone else (SL01)
I’d recommend my university to someone else (SL02)
Sܼů�ǛĩƢǢ�ŎűƷĩƢĩƪƷĩĢ�Ŏű�ţĩĩƟŎűł�Ŏű�ƷŻƿěŉ�ǜŎƷŉ�ܹůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܺ�(SL03)
If I were faced with the same choice again, I’d still choose the same course of studies ܩ®hܪڙڕ�
If I were faced with the same choice again, I’d still choose the same university ܩ®hܪښڕ

.87

.84

.78

.81

.83

Note. CRݰ��ĜżŰƠżƫŏƸĪ�ƣĪŧŏÿěŏŧŏƸǣݰ�� �܉� ƣżŲěÿĜŊܹƫ�ÿŧƠŊÿ܉��ß/ݰ���ǜĪƣÿŃĪ�ßÿƣŏÿŲĜĪ�/ǢƸƣÿĜƸĪģ�N = 454.
ÿ��ģÿƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�¦żěĪƣƸƫ�ĪƸ�ÿŧ� �ÿŤŤĪƣ����ģżƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�®ĜŊÿǀłĪŧŏ�ÿŲģ�ěܡڏڌڌڎܠ  �Ŋǀƣÿǀ¼ܫ��ģżƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�NĪŲŲŏŃ�Ĝܡڏڌڌڎܠ
et al. (2001). 
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Analyses
Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) using SMART-PLS (Ringle et 
al., 2015) was conducted to analyze the data based on the hypothesized model. PLS-SEM is 
used to develop theories in exploratory research (Hair et al., 2017) as a prediction-oriented 
variance-based approach that focuses on endogenous constructs/dependent variables 
�܌ܒĩܒŎܣ ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� þűĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒܤ� ȃĩ� łŻþŦ� Ŏƪ� ƟƢĩĢŎěƷŎűł� ƷþƢłĩƷ� ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪ�
or identifying key ‘driver’ constructs (Hair et al., 2017), as with relationship quality in the 
current study. Our primary objective in applying structural modeling is the prediction and 
ĩǡƟŦþűþƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪ�ƿűĢĩƢ�ƪƷƿĢǢܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�ǜĩ�ƟƢĩŁĩƢƢĩĢ�ƷŻ�ƿƪĩ�£h®ܮ®/r�Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�
this study’s research objective is theory development and interpretation of variance (i.e., 
ƟƢĩĢŎěƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪܒܤ�ȃĩ�£h®�ůĩƷŉŻĢ�þŎůƪ�þƷ�ůþǡŎůŎǬŎűł�Ʒŉĩ�ǛþƢŎþűěĩ�ĩǡƟŦþŎűĩĢ�ĚǢ�
exogenous constructs (i.e., relationship quality dimensions). 

A two-stage approach was followed in the analysis. First, the 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 engagement as 
an endogenous latent, mediating variable, and student loyalty modeled as an endogenous 
latent variable (as depicted in Figure 4.1).

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). 

Structural Model 
Evaluation of the structural model was assessed by R², the 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., 2017) 
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., 2017). Effect sizes (f2) were 
examined to indicate the exogenous construct’s contribution to the endogenous latent 
variable’s R² value. 

Mediator Analysis 
To verify whether student engagement mediates the relation between relationship quality 
dimensions and student loyalty, we used a mediator analysis procedure following Hair et al. 
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�ܒܤږڐڏڑܣ FŎƢƪƷ܌�ǜĩ�ĢĩƷĩƢůŎűĩĢ�ǜŉĩƷŉĩƢ� Ʒŉĩ�ĢŎƢĩěƷ� ĩǲŁĩěƷƪ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�
Żű�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�ǜĩƢĩ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷܒ�®ĩěŻűĢ܌�þǼƷĩƢ� ŎűěŦƿĢŎűł�Ʒŉĩ�ůĩĢŎþƷŎűł�ǛþƢŎþĚŦĩƪ� �܌ǛŎłŻƢܣ
ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű܌�þűĢ�þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻű܌ܤ�ǜĩ�ĩǡþůŎűĩĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűěĩ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ŎűĢŎƢĩěƷ�ĩǲŁĩěƷƪܒ�

Results

Measurement Model
Assessment of the measurement model showed that all items corresponding with each 
relationship quality dimension and each student engagement dimension loaded on 
Ʒŉĩ� ŎűƷĩűĢĩĢ� ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪܒ� �ƿƷĩƢ� ŦŻþĢŎűłƪ� �܌ܒĩܒŎܣ Ʒŉĩ� ĩƪƷŎůþƷĩĢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� Ŏű� ƢĩǴŦĩěƷŎǛĩ�
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 
ǛþŦƿĩƪ� ĩǡěĩĩĢŎűł� �ܒڏږܒ  ŻűǛĩƢłĩűƷ� ǛþŦŎĢŎƷǢ� ǜþƪ� ǛĩƢŎȀĩĢ� ǜŎƷŉ� �ß/� ǛþŦƿĩƪ� ŁŻƢ� þŦŦ� ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪ�
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 4.1. 

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 4.2). 

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 
ǛŎłŻƢܒ�¼ƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ�þűĢ�ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű�ĢŎĢ�űŻƷ�ŉþǛĩ�þ�ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�
with any dimension of student engagement (H1a & e). Trust in benevolence had a statistically 
ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ� þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ� ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű� �܌ܤĚڐNܣ ĚƿƷ� űŻƷ�ǜŎƷŉ� þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻű� þűĢ� ǛŎłŻƢܒ� �ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ŉþĢ�þܣ�űĩłþƷŎǛĩܤ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻű�þűĢ�ǛŎłŻƢܣ�Nڐě܌ܤ�ĚƿƷ�űŻƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻűܒ�
�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�ŉþĢ�þ�ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�þŦŦ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ�
sub-dimensions, that is, vigor, dedication, and absorption (H1d). Satisfaction did not have a 
ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű܌�þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻű�þűĢ�ǛŎłŻƢܣ�Nڐĩܒܤ�
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The student engagement dimension of absorption did not have a statistically significant 
association with student loyalty (H2a). Dedication, as well as vigor, had a statistically 
significant association with student loyalty (H2b & c). Figure 4.2 shows the diagram of the 
path model, including statistically significant path loadings and significance levels. 

Figure 4.2
£ÿƸŊ�ŰżģĪŧ�ÿŲģ�£h®ܫ®/r�ĪƫƸŏŰÿƸĪƫ

Note. N = 454 samples: *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p ݰ�ވ�܉ڑڌ�ݳ�ƫŏŃŲŏǿĜÿŲƸ�ƠÿƸŊ�

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 the effect of affective commitment 
on absorption, dedication, and vigor, and the effect of dedication on student loyalty. 
Affective conflict had a medium (negative) effect on vigor, and vigor had a medium effect 
on student loyalty. 

Mediator Analysis
Direct effects of relationship quality dimensions on student loyalty (H3a–e) were found 
for affective commitment (.382, p ܌ܤڐڏڏܒ�ݶ� þŁŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűŁŦŎěƷ�  �p < .001), satisfaction܌ڏڒڐܒݰܣ
(.221, p < .001), and trust in honesty (.224, p < .001). No direct effect was found for  
trust in benevolence (see Appendix D). Hence, we continued the mediator analysis by 
further examining the indirect effects and direct effects following the procedure by Hair 
et al. (2017). 

Trust in 
Benevolence

Relationship Quality Student Engagement

Trust in 
Honesty

Affective
Conflict

Affective
Commitment

Absorption
R2=31%

Dedication
R2=45%

Student Loyalty
R2=55%

Vigor
R2=37%

Satisfaction

.150* -.102*

.475*** .686***

.192***
.480***

0.465***

-.258***
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Table 4.2
Construct Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. RQT_B  .92

2. RQT_H  .76 ڕڞܘ�

3. RQ_ACOMM  .64  .58 ږڞܘ�

4. RQ_ACON  -.49  -.45  -.37 ڗڞܘ�

5. RQ_SAT  .73  .71  .60  -.53 ښڞܘ�

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 ښڝܘ�

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

Note. ThĪ�ŲǀŰěĪƣƫ�żŲ�ƸŊĪ�ģŏÿŃżŲÿŧ�ƣĪƠƣĪƫĪŲƸ�ƸŊĪ�ƫƢǀÿƣĪ�ƣżżƸ�żł�ƸŊĪ��ß/�łżƣ�ĪÿĜŊ�ĜżŲƫƸƣǀĜƸ�Nڐڑڐ�ݰ���ŧŧ�ĜżƣƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�
ÿƣĪ� ƫŏŃŲŏłŏĜÿŲƸ� �Ơܠ �ݳ �ܡڑڌ ¦¥� �ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ¦�ݰ ƢǀÿŧŏƸǣ܉� ��ܗ¼ �ݰ ¼ƣǀƫƸ� ŏŲ� ěĪŲĪǜżŧĪŲĜĪ܉� �ݰ�Nܗ¼ ¼ƣǀƫƸ� ŏŲ� ŊżŲĪƫƸǣ܉� � �rrݰ��
�łłĪĜƸŏǜĪ� ĜżŰŰŏƸŰĪŲƸ܉�� �tݰ���łłĪĜƸŏǜĪ� ĜżŲłŧŏĜƸ܉� �ܔÿƸŏƫłÿĜƸŏżŲ®�ݰ�¼�® �ƸǀģĪŲƸ®�ݰ�/® ĪŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ܉���ݰ���ěƫżƣƠƸŏżŲ܉�
��ǝŏƸŊ�ÿ�ŊŏŃŊĪƣ�ƫĜżƣĪ�ŏŲģŏĜÿƸŏŲŃ�ÿ܉ړ��Ƹżڍ�ĪƫƠżŲƫĪ�ƫĜÿŧĪƫ�ƣÿŲŃĪģ�łƣżŰ¦�ƸǀģĪŲƸ�ŧżǣÿŧƸǣ®�ݰ�h®�ܔ�ßŏŃżƣݰ��ßS܉ĪģŏĜÿƸŏżŲ'�ݰ�/'
greater level of the construct.

When including the mediating variables of dedication, vigor, and absorption, the 
analysis showed that affective commitment had positive indirect effects on student 
loyalty. In addition, affective conflict (i.e., a negative sample mean value for an inverse 
relation according to the hypothesized model, see Figure 4.2) also had positive indirect 
effects on student loyalty. In the association between affective commitment 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. Furthermore, in the association between affective conflict and student 
loyalty, also, 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. 
However, none of the indirect effects of satisfaction on student loyalty through student 
engagement’s dimensions are statistically significant. For the relation between trust in 
honesty and student loyalty, the direct effect disappears when including the mediating 
variables. However, the indirect effect through dedication is significant (see Appendix D). 
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Discussion

Relationship quality deserves attention in higher education because students can be 
seen as one of the main stakeholders of higher education institutions (Bowden, 2011; 
Temmerman, 2018; Woodall et al., 2014). Students’ perspectives should be considered 
when investigating what relational quality aspects are essential for building positive 
relationships with them. Establishing positive relationships might lead to positively 
engaged and loyal students. The hypotheses based on the study’s design were partly 
confirmed: the hypothesized model with relational quality as an exogenous 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. 

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 explain 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. 

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 more specifically. 
In other words, students’ ideas about willingness and helpfulness are perhaps different 
from ‘benevolent’ actions by educational faculty/staff. Our findings are 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 
ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢƪ�ŻŁ�ŻƷŉĩƢƪ�þűĢ�Żűĩܼƪ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩƪ�ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩůܺ� ��þűĢܤڏڕڑ�ܒƟܣ Ʒŉĩƪĩ�ůŎłŉƷ�űŻƷ�Ěĩ� Ŏű�
sync with each other. However, this view is not always supported. For instance, Wentzel 
(2018), 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 
Ʒŉĩů�ƷŻ�ĢŻܺܒ�FƿƢƷŉĩƢ�ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ�Ŏƪ�űĩĩĢĩĢ�ƷŻ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷ�ƷŉŎƪ�ŎĢĩþܒ 
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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. Similarly, recent organizational research highlighted the 
importance of building trust to enhance work engagement (see McManus & Mosca, 
2015). Furthermore, a recent study within a healthcare environment indicated trust to 
be essential to develop and maintain reciprocal relationships (Wilkins, 2018). 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 needs to be further investigated in longitudinal studies. 

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 frustrations 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. These findings are 
in line with a similar study among alumni (Snijders et al., 2019). A statistically significant 
association was also found for the relation between affective conflict and student loyalty 
(direct effect). 

Affective Commitment
�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� ŉþĢ� þ� ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ� ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ� þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű� ǜŎƷŉ� þŦŦ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ�
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� �܌ܤĢڐNܣ þűĢ�ǜŎƷŉ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� �ĢŎƢĩěƷܣ ĩǲŁĩěƷܒܤ��ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�
þŦƪŻ� þĢĢƢĩƪƪĩƪ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩܘĩůŻƷŎŻűþŦ� þƪƟĩěƷƪ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢܒ� àŎƷŉŎű� ƷŉŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ�
ƪþůƟŦĩ܌� ƟĩƢŉþƟƪ� ŁŻƢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ƷŻ� Ěĩ� ܹĢĩĢŎěþƷĩĢܺ� ƷŻ� ƪŻůĩƷŉŎűł� ŻƢ� ƪŻůĩŻűĩ܌� ƷŉĩƢĩ�ůƿƪƷ� Ěĩ�
ƪŻůĩ� ƪŻƢƷ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷĩĢűĩƪƪ� ŻƢ� ŁĩĩŦŎűłƪ� ŻŁ� ĚĩŦŻűłŎűł� þűĢܘŻƢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎŻű� þƪ� þ�ůŎĢĢŦĩ� łƢŻƿűĢ� ƷŻ�
ĩƪƷþĚŦŎƪŉ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� ĩǛĩűƷƿþŦŦǢܒ� Sű� ŻƷŉĩƢ�ǜŻƢĢƪ܌� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� �þƪܣ ƟþƢƷ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
quality) might precede dedication (as part of student engagement), which in turn precedes 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� �ƷŻǜþƢĢƪܣ ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ� þűĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ěŻƿƢƪĩ� ŻŁ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪܒܤ�ȃĩƪĩ� ŎĢĩþƪ� þƢĩ�
in line with R. M. 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., 
ůƿƷƿþŦ� ƢĩƪƟĩěƷ� þűĢ� ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűłܒܤ� �� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ĚǢ� �ŻǜĢĩű� þűĢ�àŻŻĢ� �ܤڐڐڏڑܣ þŦƪŻ� ěŻűȀƢůĩĢ�
Ʒŉĩ�ŎĢĩþ�ƷŉþƷ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�þűĢ�ĩůŻƷŎŻűþŦ�ĚŻűĢƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ƟƢĩĢŎěƷ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�
loyalty (behavior). 
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Satisfaction
Sű�ŦŎűĩ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ�Żű�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩĢ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ĚǢ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦ܌ܤژڏڏڑܣ�ܒ�ŻƿƢ�þƪƪƿůƟƷŎŻű�ǜþƪ�ƷŉþƷ�
ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ŻǛĩƢþŦŦ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ǜŻƿŦĢ�Ěĩ�űĩěĩƪƪþƢǢ�
for student engagement (H1e). Kuh (2009), for instance, stated that student engagement 
Ŏƪ� ܹƷŉĩ� ƷŎůĩ� þűĢ� ĩǲŁŻƢƷ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ĢĩǛŻƷĩ� ƷŻ� þěƷŎǛŎƷŎĩƪ� ƷŉþƷ� þƢĩ� ĩůƟŎƢŎěþŦŦǢ� ŦŎűţĩĢ� ƷŻ� ĢĩƪŎƢĩĢ�
outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce students to participate in these 
þěƷŎǛŎƷŎĩƪܺ� �܌fƿŉܣ �܌ژڏڏڑ Ɵܒ� �܌�NŻǜĩǛĩƢܒܤڒڗڕ űŻ� ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ� ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ� þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻű�ǜþƪ� ŁŻƿűĢ�
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. 

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 the student engagement 
dimensions of 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. 

Absorption
The positive relation between absorption and student loyalty was not statistically 
significant (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 have a statistically significantly 
effect on students’ loyal attitude and/or behavior. In other 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. 

Dedication
'ĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű�ǜþƪ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢ�ƢĩŦþƷĩĢ�ƷŻ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܣ�NڑĚܤ�þűĢ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ�þűĢ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� ŉþĢ� þű� ŎűĢŎƢĩěƷ� ĩǲŁĩěƷ� Żű� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� ƷŉƢŻƿłŉ� ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű� �ĚڒNܣ �ޣ ěܒܤ�ȃĩƢĩ� ƪĩĩůƪ�
ƷŻ� Ěĩ� þ� ƪƷƢŻűł� ěŻűűĩěƷŎŻű�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű� ƷŻ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� þűĢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�ƷŻ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ�ŻŁ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�
ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌� þűĢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩĢ� Ŧþěţ� ŻŁ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ� £ĩƢŉþƟƪ� Ʒŉĩ� ŎĢĩþ� ƷŉþƷ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷܪƷŉƢŻƿłŉ�ŎƷƪ�ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�Żű�ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻűܪůŎłŉƷ�þěƷ�þƪ�þ�ƟƢĩěƿƢƪŻƢ�ŁŻƢ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�þŦƪŻ�
holds in a higher education context (see commitment–trust theory; R. M. Morgan & Hunt, 
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�ƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ®�ܒܤړژژڐ Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ŁŻƢů�ŻŁ�ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű�ŉþƪ�þ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ܌�ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎěþŦŦǢ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�
ĢŎƢĩěƷ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� Żű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ� SƷ� þŦƪŻ� ƟþƢƷŎþŦŦǢ� ůĩĢŎþƷĩƪ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�þűĢ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ

Furthermore, elaborating on relationship research (e.g., Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015), 
due to the presence of a student’s dedication to their studies, trust in honesty may positively 
ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� ��ȃŎƪܒܤĚڐNܣ Ŏƪ� þű� ŎűƷĩƢĩƪƷŎűł�ȀűĢŎűł� ŁŻƢ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ǜŉŻ�ǜþűƷ� ƷŻ�
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. 

Vigor
Vigor was positively related to student loyalty and 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). In turn, they might show loyal behavior (e.g., giving positive recommendations) 
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 about being at 
school in general because they like being there to work on their studies, for instance, with 
their peers and fellow students. 

Implications, Limitations, and Future Research

ȃŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ� ȀűĢŎűłƪ� ŉþǛĩ� ŎůƟŦŎěþƷŎŻűƪ� ŁŻƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƟƢþěƷŎƷŎŻűĩƢƪ� þűĢ� ƟŻŦŎěǢůþţĩƢƪܒ� 
�Ǣ� ŁŻěƿƪŎűł� Żű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ĩǡƟĩěƷþƷŎŻűƪ� þűĢ� ůŻűŎƷŻƢŎűł� ŁþěƷŻƢƪ� ƷŉþƷ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� Ʒŉĩ� 
educational experience, for instance, by showing positive responses to students in terms of 
helpfulness behavior (i.e., being willing to be of assistance and giving feedback), institutions 
ŻŁ� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� ůþǢ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� Ʒŉĩ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ǜŎƷŉ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ� Sű�ŻƷŉĩƢ�ǜŻƢĢƪ܌�ĩűƪƿƢŎűł�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁƪܼ� ƪŎűěĩƢŎƷǢ� Ŏű� ƷŉĩŎƢ�łƿŎĢþűěĩ� ƷŻ�
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� þűĢ� ƢĩĢƿěŎűł� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ŁĩĩŦŎűłƪ� ŻŁ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� ěŻƿŦĢ� ŉĩŦƟ� ĩƪƷþĚŦŎƪŉ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ܌�
ŁƢƿŎƷŁƿŦ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�þűĢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ� Sű� ƷƿƢű܌� ƷŉŎƪ�ěŻƿŦĢ�Ěĩ�
ĚĩűĩȀěŎþŦ�ŁŻƢ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűƪ�þűĢ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܣ�ĩܒł܌ܒ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�
ƢĩƷĩűƷŎŻű܌� �ܼfĩĩǲŁĩ܌� �ܗڒڐڏڑ ěŻůƟŦĩƷŎŻű� ƢþƷĩƪ܌� /ƪƷĩƢůþűű� �ޣ  ŦþĩǢƪܮfƿŦŎţ܌� �ܗڕڐڏڑ dŻűĩƪ܌� �ܗڕڐڏڑ
ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� ƢĩǴŦĩěƷŎŻű� Żű� ŠŻĚ� ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű܌�rܒ�fŎůޣ�� ®ěŉþŦŦĩƢƷ܌� �ܗڐڐڏڑ ßĩŦĢůþű� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗڒڐڏڑ þűĢ�
sense of belonging, Y. K. Kim & Lundberg, 2016). By building relationships with students in 
such a way, higher education institutions could be rewarded with student loyalty. 
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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. 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 this quantitative research, a qualitative approach could be useful to 
provide a broader view of relational bonds between students and their educational faculty 
þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ� þűĢ� ƷŻ� łþŎű� ŁƿƢƷŉĩƢ� ŎűƪŎłŉƷ� ŎűƷŻ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� Ŏű� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűܒ� FƿƷƿƢĩ�
ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ� ůþǢ� ŁŻěƿƪ� Żű� ĩǡþůŎűþƷŎŻű� ŻŁ� ŉŻǜ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� þűĢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ�
perceive their relationship quality. For example, data collected among enrolled students 
might be interesting, asking students to describe positive and negative experiences related 
ƷŻ� Ʒŉĩ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ�ŻƢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ� Ŏű�
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 
ěŻƿƢƪĩƪ�ŻŁ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ŻƢ�þŦƪŻ�ĩǡþůŎűĩ�ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűěĩƪ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�ůþŦĩ�þűĢ�ŁĩůþŦĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܒ�

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 
ĚŎܮĢŎƢĩěƷŎŻűþŦܒ� Sű� ƷŉŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ܌� Ʒŉĩ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ� ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
quality were also not included. 

In this study, the focus was on student–faculty relationship quality dimensions as key 
ĢƢŎǛĩƢƪ� ŁŻƢ� Ʒŉĩ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ܌� Ŏű� ƷƿƢű܌� ŁŻƢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ�ȃĩ�
ěŻűƷƢŎĚƿƷŎŻű�ŻŁ�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ŦŎĩƪ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ŁþěƷ�ƷŉþƷ�ŎƷ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩƪ�űĩǜ�ŎűƪŎłŉƷƪ�ŎűƷŻ�ƟŻƪƪŎĚŦĩ�ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩƪ�
Żű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩƪ� ƢĩŦþƷĩĢ� ƷŻ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĚŻűĢƪ�ǜŎƷŉ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܒ�
ȃĩ� þƪƪƿůƟƷŎŻűƪ� ǜĩƢĩ� ƷŉþƷ� ŉþǛŎűł� ŉŎłŉܮơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� ǜŎƷŉ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ǜŎŦŦ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢ�
ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� þěþĢĩůŎě� ŎűǛŻŦǛĩůĩűƷ� Ŏű� ƷĩƢůƪ� ŻŁ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� þűĢ܌� Ŏű� ƷƿƢű܌� ƷŉĩŎƢ�
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 in 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 (R. M. Brown & Mazzarol, 2009) or perceived value of education (Ledden 
et al., 2007; Woodall et al., 2014). Recent studies have investigated academic performance or 
a derivative thereof (e.g., academic achievement, academic success, student success, success 
in studies, or school success) in relation to 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 
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has indicated that the grades students earn are expected to be the most important indicator 
of 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 et 
þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗڕڏڏڑ ®űŎŠĢĩƢƪ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܒܤژڐڏڑ �ŦƿůűŎ� ěþű� ŻǲŁĩƢ� ǛþŦƿþĚŦĩ� ŎűƪŎłŉƷƪ� ƢĩłþƢĢŎűł� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ěƿƢƢĩűƷ�
professional requirements and how well their former program prepared them for those 
ƢĩơƿŎƢĩůĩűƷƪܒ��ŦƿůűŎ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�ěŻƿŦĢ�Ěĩ�ĩǡƟƢĩƪƪĩĢ�ĚǢܣ�ƪþƷŎƪȀĩĢܤ�þŦƿůűŎ܌�ǜŉŻ�þƢĩ�ŦŎţĩŦǢ�ƷŻ�łŎǛĩ�
ȀűþűěŎþŦ�ĢŻűþƷŎŻűƪ�ƷŻ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ŻƢ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ�ǜŻƢĢܮŻŁܮůŻƿƷŉ�ěŻůůƿűŎěþƷŎŻűܒ�Sű�
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. 

Conclusion

ȃƢŻƿłŉ�Ʒŉĩ�Ŧĩűƪ�ŻŁ�ƪŻěŎþŦ�ĩǡěŉþűłĩ�ƷŉĩŻƢǢ�þƟƟŦŎĩĢ�Ŏű�þ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ěŻűƷĩǡƷ܌�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�
investigated students’ perceptions of the quality of the relationship with their educational 
ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ�þűĢ�ŎƷƪ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻűƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ܌�þűĢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ��þƪĩĢ�
Żű�Ʒŉĩƪĩ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ܌�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ƪƿłłĩƪƷƪ�ƷŉþƷ�þ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ůþűþłĩůĩűƷ�þƟƟƢŻþěŉ�Ŏƪ�ŁƢƿŎƷŁƿŦ�
ŁŻƢ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ƟŻŦŎěǢůþţĩƢƪܒ�ȃĩǢ� ƪŉŻƿŦĢ� ŁŻěƿƪ�Żű�ĚƿŎŦĢŎűł�þűĢ�űƿƢƷƿƢŎűł� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷܘ
ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűþŦ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� Ģƿĩ� ƷŻ� Ʒŉĩ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩ� ĩǲŁĩěƷ� Żű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� þűĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�
ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ� /ĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ� ƪŉŻƿŦĢ� Ěĩ� þǜþƢĩ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� þƪƟĩěƷƪܒ�
Moreover, they need to consider and elaborate on students’ evaluations of the quality of their 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁܒ�ȃĩǢ�ƪŉŻƿŦĢ�ĢŎƪěƿƪƪ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻűƪ�
ǜŎƷŉŎű�Ʒŉĩ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�Ʒĩþůܒ���ŻűĩܮƪŎǬĩܮȀƷƪܮþŦŦ�þƟƟƢŻþěŉ�ǜŎŦŦ�űŻƷ�ǜŻƢţ܌�
ƪŻ�ƷŉĩǢ�űĩĩĢ�ƷŻ�ŦĩþƢű�ǜŉþƷ�ŎűĢŎǛŎĢƿþŦ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűþŦ�űĩĩĢƪ�þƢĩܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�ŎƷ�Ŏƪ�ĩƪƪĩűƷŎþŦ�
to evaluate students’ needs regularly and consider relationship quality dimensions, as 
ƪƿłłĩƪƷĩĢ�Ŏű�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢܒ�SűěŦƿĢŎűł�Ʒŉĩƪĩ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�Ŏű�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�þűĢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ǜþǢ�ŻŁ�
providing 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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Abstract

Alumni can be of enormous value for higher education institutions because of the time 
and money they can spend on their former institution. Going beyond prior research that 
has as yet mostly considered alumni giving, this study focuses on exploring drivers for 
non-monetary alumni behavior (i.e., alumni loyalty). Modeling analysis was conducted 
on 152 alumni responses from two Dutch universities of applied sciences. Based on social 
exchange theory, a structural equation model was tested in which relationship quality 
dimensions were associated with student engagement, which in turn were related to 
alumni loyalty. Findings showed that the relationship quality dimensions of trust in 
benevolence and affective commitment had a statistically significant positive association 
with the student engagement dimensions of absorption, dedication, and vigor, and with 
alumni loyalty. The findings of this study support the importance of relationship quality 
dimensions in higher education for initiating long-lasting relationships with students 
even after their graduation and for establishing non-monetary contributions in terms of 
alumni loyalty.



89

5

Introduction

Strong alumni relations can be of enormous value to a university. Alumni may assist 
the university from which they have graduated, resulting in non-monetary or monetary 
support. Therefore, they form an interesting and relevant group (Iskhakova et al., 2017). 
Their involvement can contribute to current students’ higher education experience, such 
as by their reflection on current curricula and future job opportunities (Ebert et al., 
2015; Moore & Kuol, 2007). In addition, “engaging with higher education institutions in 
designing and delivering curriculum not only allows businesses to influence the education 
of the future workforce but to engage with prospective future employees throughout 
ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩܺܣ�£Ŧĩǜþ�ĩƷ�þŦ܌ڔڐڏڑ�ܒ�Ɵܒܤڕڒ�ܒ��ƷŉĩƢ�ĩǡþůƟŦĩƪ�ŻŁ�þŦƿůűŎ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷ�
are, for instance, financial sponsorship, offering internships, giving guest lectures, and 
participation in advisory boards (Ebert et al., 2015; Moore & Kuol, 2007). Due to their 
more prominent role, alumni could be regarded as among the primary stakeholders of 
higher education institutions (Barnard & Rensleigh, 2008). As a result, alumni loyalty 
has become an increasingly important strategic theme for (European) universities 
(Iskhakova et al., 2017). Alumni loyalty can even be called a key factor for higher education 
institutions’ survival and success (Schlesinger et al., 2017) because of alumni non-
monetary and monetary support, such as alumni giving.

In some countries such as the United States (US), alumni giving is considered to be 
essential to the funding of public higher education institutions as a result of decreasing 
governmental financial support (Lambert & Miller, 2014; Newman & Petrosko, 2011). 
Therefore, the importance of alumni has long been recognized (Newman & Petrosko, 
2011). Previous literature on alumni loyalty has been mainly based on studies from the 
US, with a focus on monetary contributions (Guzman, 2015; Koenig-Lewis et al., 2016) 
such as donations and buying the universities’ merchandise. While US-based alumni 
often automatically become alumni association members, in European countries such 
as the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany, this practice is not common. Following the 
American example, most Dutch universities nowadays have started to invest in building 
relationships with former students and regional businesses. Nevertheless, compared to 
the US, the majority of higher education institutions in the Netherlands still do not have a 
structured and sustainable alumni policy (Jadnanansing, 2015). 

In Europe, and more specifically in Dutch higher education, alumni involvement occurs 
more often in the form of non-monetary ‘membership,’ that is, voluntary contributions 
such as serving on advisory boards (Weerts et al., 2010).
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Further research is needed to contribute to the limited knowledge of alumni loyalty 
drivers (Weerts & Ronca, 2008), including non-monetary alumni involvement. This study 
begins to address this knowledge gap (Iskhakova et al., 2017) by exploring new possible 
factors that could predict whether students remain loyal after graduation, that is, drivers 
of non-monetary alumni loyalty. We assume that alumni will report higher (retrospective) 
engagement when they perceive their past educational experiences positively in terms of 
the relationship they had with their former educational faculty and staff. Consequently, 
after their graduation, such former students might become (more) loyal in terms of 
positive intentions (e.g., positive word of mouth) and behavior after their graduation (e.g., 
becoming part of an educational advisory board). Using the lens of social exchange theory 
(Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976), we based this assumption on several ideas from the services 
and relationship management field, in combination with educational research literature. 
In services and relationship management, the philosophy is on keeping and improving 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ� ţĩǢ� ƪƷþţĩŉŻŦĢĩƢƪ� �ðĩŎƷŉþůŦܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܒܤژڏڏڑ Sű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű܌� ŁŻƢůĩƢ�
students are among the key stakeholders.

The educational literature also stresses the importance of building positive student-faculty 
relationships (e.g., Bowden, 2009; Kahu, 2013; Taylor & Parsons, 2011). Higher education 
institutions may benefit from positive student–faculty relationships, as such relationships 
might result in (higher) student involvement during their studies, for example, positive 
recommendations by students and students being engaged in studying within and outside 
the classroom. Benefits could also include former students’ involvement after graduation, 
such as giving guest lectures and being part of an educational advisory committee. How 
former students perceive the quality of the relationship they had with their educational 
faculty/staff might be an essential predictor of how former students perceived their 
studies, and consequently, of how they were engaged in studying and how they now (still) 
feel connected to their previous university and show their loyalty. This study aims to add 
to the theoretical and practical understandings of alumni loyalty in higher education. 
The following research question guided this research: What are the associations 
between alumni perceptions of the quality of the relationship they had with their former 
educational faculty/staff (i.e., relationship quality), their perceptions of their student 
engagement, and alumni loyalty?

Building on previous work on the dynamics of students’ relationships with their university 
�܌ܒłܒĩܣ fþŉƿ܌� �܌ڒڐڏڑ ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� ��ǜĩ܌ܤڕژژڐ ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟĩĢ� þűĢ� ƷĩƪƷĩĢ� þ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢ�ůŻĢĩŦ�
(see Figure 5.1, Hypothesized model). Hence, we propose the following hypotheses:
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H1:  Relationship quality dimensions a-e, are each positively associated with each  
student engagement dimension.

H2:  Student engagement dimensions a-c are each positively associated with alumni 
loyalty.

Mediation of the relation between relationship quality dimensions and student loyalty 
by student engagement dimensions is also tested. Drawing upon the ideas of Farrow 
and Yuan (2011), who implied that the strength of ties between faculty/staff and former 
students may influence alumni loyalty in terms of attitude and behavior, this study also 
tests direct effects of relationship quality dimensions on alumni loyalty, with the following 
hypothesis:

H3:  Relationship quality dimensions a-e are each positively associated with alumni 
loyalty.

For reasons of clarity, direct relations between relationship quality dimensions and 
alumni loyalty are not depicted in Figure 5.1.

Aim of the Present Study
This study aims to explore possible drivers of alumni loyalty, including nonmonetary 
alumni involvement. With this study, we intend to assist higher education practitioners 
and institutions in their pursuit of maintaining student–faculty relationships after 
graduation. By examining the effect of different dimensions of relationship quality on 
engagement and alumni loyalty, insights from this study can provide a broader view of 
how to build and sustain positive student–faculty relationships. These relationships can 
be fruitful in the short, as well as the long run for higher education institutions.
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Figure 5.1 
Hypothesized Model
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Theoretical Background

Alumni Loyalty
Student loyalty, in general, refers to the extent to which students feel connected to the 
educational institution in which they are enrolled, expressed by their attitudinal and/or 
ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢþŦ�þěƷŎŻűƪ� ��hŻǢþŦƷǢ�ěþű�ƢĩŁĩƢ�ƷŻ�Ʒŉĩ�ƷŎůĩ�þ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ǜþƪܒܤڐڏڏڑ�܌ܒȃƿƢþƿ�ĩƷ�þŦܮNĩűűŎłܣ
ŁŻƢůþŦŦǢ�ĩűƢŻŦŦĩĢ�þƪ�ǜĩŦŦ�þƪ�Ʒŉĩ�ƷŎůĩ�þǼƷĩƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ŉþƪ�ěŻůƟŦĩƷĩĢ�ŉŎƪܘŉĩƢ�ŁŻƢůþŦ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�
at the institution (Nesset & Helgesen, 2009). In other words, it can be considered “a multiple 
ěŻűěĩƟƷ� ƷŉþƷ� ƪƷƢĩƷěŉĩƪ� ŁƢŻů� ĩűƢŻŦůĩűƷ� ƷŻ� łƢþĢƿþƷŎŻű� þűĢ� ĚĩǢŻűĢܺ� �hĩǜŎƪܮfŻĩűŎłܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ�
2016, p. 59), resulting in alumni loyalty. Alumni loyalty is also referred to as the faithfulness 
or devotion of alumni (Iskhakova et al., 2017). Two interrelated components form the basis 
ŁŻƢ� ƷŉþƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ܋�þƷƷŎƷƿĢŎűþŦ�þűĢ�ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢþŦ�þƪƟĩěƷƪ� ���ƷƷŎƷƿĢŎűþŦܒܤڐڏڏڑ�܌ܒȃƿƢþƿ�ĩƷ�þŦܮNĩűűŎłܣ
þŦƿůűŎ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�ŎűƷĩűƷŎŻűƪ�ěþű�Ěĩ�ĢĩȀűĩĢ�þƪ�ܹþ�ĢĩƪŎƢĩ�ƷŻ�ŎůƟŦĩůĩűƷ�ȀűþűěŎþŦ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷ܌�þ�ĢĩƪŎƢĩ�
to keep in touch with the university, interest in obtaining university news, and a willingness 
ƷŻ�Ěĩ�þ�ůĩůĚĩƢ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�þŦƿůűŎ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎŻűܺܣ�SƪţŉþţŻǛþ�ĩƷ�þŦ܌ڕڐڏڑ�܌ܒ�Ɵܒܤڑڏڒ�ܒ��ĩŉþǛŎŻƢþŦ�þŦƿůűŎ�
ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�Ŏƪ�ŻǼƷĩű�ĩǡƟƢĩƪƪĩĢ�Ŏű�ůŻűĩƷþƢǢܣ�Ŏܒĩ܌ܒ�ȀűþűěŎþŦܤ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷܒ�tĩǜůþű�þűĢ�£ĩƷƢŻƪţŻܤڐڐڏڑܣ��



93

5

also mentioned other forms of alumni contributions. Expressions of non-monetary alumni 
ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢ� ěŻƿŦĢ� Ěĩ� ǜĩþƢŎűł� ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷŎĩƪܼ� ůĩƢěŉþűĢŎƪĩ� �܌FŻłłܣ �܌ܤڗڏڏڑ þűĢ� ŻǲŁĩƢŎűł� ƷŉĩŎƢ�
expertise and skills, such as in the form of serving on advisory boards (Weerts et al., 2010). 
Although its importance has been acknowledged (Schlesinger et al., 2017), little research 
has been conducted on possible drivers of alumni loyalty (R. M. Brown & Mazzarol, 2009). 
Based on the relationship and service management literature, to achieve positive academic 
outcomes such as alumni loyalty through students’ bonds with their university (Bowden, 
2009; Sung & Yang, 2009), student engagement might be crucial.

Student Engagement
Student engagement is a broad concept (Di Battista et al., 2014; Farr-Wharton et al., 2018). 
Promoting engagement is a global issue and of educational importance for developed 
ěŻƿűƷƢŎĩƪ� �܌ŻþƷĩƪ ܣ �ܗڏڐڏڑ ðĩƟţĩ܌� �ܒܤڔڐڏڑ ¼ŉĩ� ěŻűěĩƟƷ� Ŏƪ� ǜŎĢĩŦǢ� ƷŉĩŻƢŎǬĩĢ� þűĢ� ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉĩĢ�
(Kahu, 2013). Multiple definitions have been used in student engagement research in the 
past years. However, student engagement can be considered to be a variety of constructs 
that measure both the time and energy students devote to educationally purposeful 
activities and how students perceive different facets of the institutional environment that 
facilitate and support their learning (Kuh, 2001). Therefore, student engagement can be 
seen as a meta-construct (Fredricks et al., 2004).

In line with recent studies (e.g., Farr-Wharton et al., 2018), in this study, the definition 
by Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) that focuses on students’ studying experience is adopted. 
In these terms, student engagement is “a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 
ƷŉþƷ� Ŏƪ� ěŉþƢþěƷĩƢŎǬĩĢ� ĚǢ� ǛŎłŻƢ܌� ĢĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű܌� þűĢ� þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻűܺ� �ܒƟܣ �ܒܤړ ®ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ� ĩƷ� þŦܒ� �ܤڕڏڏڑܣ
defined the student engagement sub-dimensions as follows: “Vigor is characterized 
by high levels of energy and mental resilience while studying, the willingness to invest 
ĩŁŁŻƢƷ�Ŏű�Żűĩܼƪ�ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ܌�þűĢ�ƟĩƢƪŎƪƷĩűěĩ�ĩǛĩű�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�Łþěĩ�ŻŁ�ĢŎŁŁŎěƿŦƷŎĩƪܹܺ�ܒ'ĩĢŎěþƷŎŻű�ƢĩŁĩƢƪ�
to being strongly involved in one’s studies and experiencing a sense of significance, 
ĩűƷŉƿƪŎþƪů܌� ŎűƪƟŎƢþƷŎŻű܌� ƟƢŎĢĩ܌� þűĢ� ěŉþŦŦĩűłĩܺܒ� FŎűþŦŦǢ܌� þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻű� Ŏƪ� ěŉþƢþěƷĩƢŎǬĩĢ� ĚǢ�
“being fully concentrated and happily engrossed in one’s studies, whereby time passes 
ơƿŎěţŦǢ܌� þűĢ� Żűĩ� ŉþƪ� ĢŎŁŁŎěƿŦƷŎĩƪ�ǜŎƷŉ� ĢĩƷþěŉŎűł� ŻűĩƪĩŦŁ� ŁƢŻů� ƪƷƿĢǢŎűłܺܒ� ®ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ� ĩƷ� þŦܒ�
(2002) conducted research within a higher education context, examining the student 
engagement dimensions of vigor, dedication, and absorption. In line with previous 
research (Bakker et al., 2014), within the present study, we expect that the more students 
are engaged, the more positively they experience their education. A recent study by Xerri 
et al. (2018) indicated that the stronger the teacher–student relationships were, the higher 
student engagement was in academic activities. Therefore, it is essential to examine the 
associations between student engagement and loyalty and the role of relationship quality 
(Bowden, 2011).
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Relationship Quality
Relationship quality, in general, can be defined as the overall strength of a relationship 
between two parties, such as the relationship between students and faculty/staff (Bowden, 
2011). Previous studies (e.g., Pascarella, 1980) have already indicated that student-faculty 
relationships are important in higher education. Social relations during one’s time at 
university may even lead to improved school attachment (Li & Frieze, 2016). Recent 
research has suggested that the conceptualization and measurement of relationship 
quality, as defined in consumer services, are also applicable to a higher education context 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Snijders et al., 2018; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 
2020). Previous research (Snijders et al., 2018) based on the relationship quality study 
by Roberts et al. (2003) indicated that relationship quality in higher education could be 
considered a five-dimensional construct. The five dimensions are trust in honesty, trust 
in benevolence, affective commitment, affective conflict, and satisfaction.

Trust in honesty means the trust students have in the educational faculty/staffs’ 
credibility, that they are sincere, and that they will perform their role effectively and 
reliably. Trust in benevolence refers to the extent to which students believe faculty and 
staff 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. Students’ feelings of wanting to belong or be connected to their educational 
faculty/staff represent affective commitment. Affective conflict is a negative indicator 
of relationship quality, that is, lack of trust. Last, satisfaction is the cumulative student 
satisfaction with the overall quality of the student–faculty/staff relationship.

Qualitative research by Cotten and Wilson (2006) suggested that the frequency and 
quality of interactions between students and their faculty/staff could stimulate positive 
relationships between all parties. Recent research (e.g., Pianta et al., 2012; Xerri et 
al., 2018) have pointed out that students’ perceptions of the relations between students 
and their faculty/staff can positively influence students’ engagement, and in turn, 
students’ current loyalty (Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020; Sung & Yang, 2009). 
For instance, in an earlier study (Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020), findings 
indicated that affective commitment and affective conflict are important relationship 
quality dimensions that positively link with the student engagement of enrolled students. 
Furthermore, Farrow and Yuan (2011) suggested that the strength of ties between faculty/
staff and former students may positively relate to loyalty in terms of attitude and behavior.

In sum, as a result of the interactions between students and educational faculty and staff, 
the quality of their relationship might improve, which in turn could positively influence 
student/alumni (intentional and behavioral) involvement. However, so far, little is known 
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about how student loyalty after graduation can be established, for instance, in terms of 
non-monetary alumni loyalty (Iskhakova et al., 2017).

Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants were based on a convenience sample consisting of 152 alumni from two Dutch 
universities of applied sciences located in the south of the Netherlands. Alumni to whom a 
questionnaire was administered (rage = 32.58, SDage = 9.69; 82.2% female) all hold a degree 
from a social work study program (see Appendix E for sample characteristics). Alumni 
from the two Dutch universities of applied sciences were approached by email. Email 
addresses were obtained from the educational administration office. Approximately 
1000 former students were sent an email invitation with a link to a questionnaire for 
participating in the research; however, the majority of emails sent were undeliverable. 
Respondents were told that there were no right or wrong answers to the items, as long 
as the answers reflected their personal opinions. Completing the online survey took 
approximately 15 minutes. Students were given a two-month period to respond. A 
reminder was sent after a 2- to 4-week period to the alumni who did not respond.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained in accordance with the policy of the 
institutions under study. Furthermore, the research project was covered by the 
Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity and reviewed by a committee 
from the Dutch Organization for Scientific Research that funded the research project. 
Participants were asked for informed consent via a question at the end of the online 
survey. Only participants who gave their permission to use their answers for research were 
included in this study. The responses from alumni were treated anonymously, and their 
responses were not traceable by their former institution to individual former students.

Materials
To measure relationship quality, student engagement, and alumni loyalty, a survey 
instrument using existing scales (that were adapted to fit our context as necessary) 
had been validated in previous research (Snijders et al., 2018; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, 
& Loyens, 2020; see Table 5.1). All items regarding relationship quality and student 
engagement were formulated in the past tense, as respondents were to recall their 
past educational experiences; those for their current loyalty were in the present tense. 
The questionnaire also included an open-ended question to allow alumni to give their 
opinion about the questionnaire, either about specific parts of the questionnaire or the 
questionnaire in general. Alumni were also asked some general questions related to their 
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age, gender, ethnicity, graduation year, and current job status to get a broader picture of 
alumni who responded.

Relationship Quality
Questionnaire items for relationship quality were based on previous research by Roberts 
et al. (2003), using a forward-backward translation procedure to put them into Dutch. The 
items had been found suitable for a higher education context in earlier studies (Snijders 
et al., 2018; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). Relationship quality (RQ) was 
measured by a 15-item questionnaire, based on an existing relationship quality scale with 
a five-factor structure: trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, affective conflict, affective 
commitment, and satisfaction. Students had to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale how 
much they agreed with the provided statements, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree).

Student Engagement
Student engagement was measured by 9 items from the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-
Student version (Shortened version UWES-S; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003; Schaufeli et 
al., 2006). A Dutch version of the UWES-S had already been tested in a previous study 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Students had to indicate how they experienced their education 
in terms of 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).
Table 5.1 
Scales and Items for Constructs Included in the Measurement Model

Scale constructs Outer loadings

Relationship quality dimensions a

¼ƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܞƪƷþǱŁ ݂ƪ�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ ( ¦ܒښڝܘݹ�� �ܒږڞܘݹ���ß/ڛڜܘݹ�)
My university d was concerned about my welfare (RQT_B01)
àŉĩű�S�ěŻűȀĢĩĢ�ůǢ�ƟƢŻĚŦĩůƪ�ƷŻ�ůǢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ܌�S�ţűĩǜ�ƷŉĩǢ�ǜŻƿŦĢ�ƢĩƪƟŻűĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł�
(RQT_B02)
S�ěŻƿŦĢ�ěŻƿűƷ�Żű�ůǢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ěŻűƪŎĢĩƢŎűł�ŉŻǜ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�þěƷŎŻűƪ�þǲŁĩěƷĩĢ�ůĩ�(RQT_B03)

.86

.94

.92

¼ƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܞƪƷþǱŁ ݂ƪ�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ ( ¦ܒڜڝܘݹ�� �ܒژڞܘݹ���ß/ږڝܘݹ�)
My university was honest about my problems (RQT_H01)
My university had high integrity (RQT_H02)
My university was trustworthy (RQT_H03)

.85

.95

.90

�ǱŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ ( ¦ܒښڝܘݹ�� �ܒږڞܘݹ���ß/ڜڜܘݹ�)
I felt emotionally attached to my university ܠ¥¦ܩ� �rrܪږڕ
I continued to interact with my university, because I liked being associated with them  
ܪڗڕ�rr �ܠ¥¦ܩ
I continued to interact with my university, because I genuinely enjoyed my relationship  
with them ܠ¥¦ܩ� �rrܪژڕ

.82
.91

.90
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Scale constructs Outer loadings

�ǱŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǳŦŎěƷ ( ¦ܒږڞܘݹ�� �ܒژڞܘݹ���ß/ܪڗڝܘݹ�
I was (sometimes) angry with my university ܠ¥¦ܩ� �tܪږڕ
I was (sometimes) frustrated with my university ܠ¥¦ܩ� �tܪڗڕ
I was (sometimes) annoyed with my ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢܠ¥¦ܩ�� �tܪژڕ

.79

.97

.95

Satisfaction ( ¦ܒښڞܘݹ�� �ܒڜڞܘݹ���ß/ڕڞܘݹ�)
I was delighted with the performance of my university (RQ_SAT01)
I was happy with my university’s performance (RQ_SAT02)
I was content with my university’s performance (RQ_SAT03)

.95

.95

.95

Student engagement dimensions b

�ĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻűܒژڝܘݹ�� �ܒڕڞܘݹ�¦ ܩ���ß/ܪڙڜܘݹ�
¼Ŏůĩƪ�ǴŦĩǜ�ǜŉĩű�S�ǜþƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢŎűł�(SE_AB01)
When I was studying I forgot everything else around me SE_(AB02)
I was immersed when I was studying (SE_AB03)

.84

.85

.89

'ĩĢŎěþƷŎŻűܒښڝܘݹ�� �ܒږڞܘݹ�¦ ܩ���ß/ܪڛڜܘݹ�
I found the studying that I did full of meaning and purpose (SE_DE01)
My studies inspired me (SE_DE2)
I was proud of the studying that I did (SE_DE03)

.89

.86

.87

ßŎłŻƢܒڙڝܘݹ�� �ܒڕڞܘݹ�¦ ܩ���ß/ܪښڜܘݹ�
At university, I felt bursting with energy ܠ/®ܩßSܪږڕ
At university, I felt strong and vigorous ܠ/®ܩßSܪڗڕ
When I got up in the morning, I felt like going to school ܠ/®ܩßSܪژڕ

.85

.87

.88

Alumni loyalty c ܒږڞܘݹ�� �ܒژڞܘݹ�¦ ܩ��ß/ܪڜښܘݹ�
I would recommend my course of studies to someone else (SL01)
I would recommend my university to someone else (SL02)
S�þů�ǛĩƢǢ�ŎűƷĩƢĩƪƷĩĢ�Ŏű�ţĩĩƟŎűł�Ŏű�ƷŻƿěŉ�ǜŎƷŉ�ܹůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܺ�(SL03)
If I were faced with the same choice again, I would still choose the same course of studies ܩ®hܪڙڕ
If I were faced with the same choice again, I would still choose the same university ܩ®hܪښڕ
I found value in my education from [institution] AL01)
I am proud to be an alumnus/a of [institution] (AL02)
I have positive feelings about [institution] (AL03)
I want others to know I am a alumn of [institution] ܩ�hܪڙڕ
My education at [institution] has improved my lifeܩ��hܪښڕ

.83

.76

.59

.76

.72

.85

.83

.90

.48

.74

Note. C¦ݰ��ĜżŰƠżƫŏƸĪ�ƣĪŧŏÿěŏŧŏƸǣݰ�� �܉� ƣżŲěÿĜŊܹƫ�ÿŧƠŊÿ܉��ß/ݰ���ǜĪƣÿŃĪ�ǜÿƣŏÿŲĜĪ�ĪǢƸƣÿĜƸĪģ
ÿ��ģÿƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�¦żěĪƣƸƫ�ĪƸ�ÿŧܡڏڌڌڎܠ��ě��ģżƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�®ĜŊÿǀłĪŧŏ�ÿŲģ��ÿŤŤĪƣܡڏڌڌڎܠ��Ĝ��ģżƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�NĪŲŲŏŃܫ¼Ŋǀƣÿǀ�ĪƸ�ÿŧ�
�܉Ī�ŏ܉�ƠżƫŏƸŏǜĪ�ÿŧǀŰŲŏ�łĪĪŧŏŲŃƫܔܡڍڍڌڎܠ��ÿŲģ�ƠÿƣƸŏÿŧŧǣ�łƣżŰ�ƸŊĪ�ƫǀƣǜĪǣ�ěÿƫĪģ�żŲ�ƸŊĪ�ƫƸǀģǣ�ěǣ�tĪǝŰÿŲ�ÿŲģ�£ĪƸƣżƫŤżܡڍڌڌڎܠ
ŧÿƫƸ�ǿǜĪ�ŏƸĪŰƫ�ģ�ܸrǣ�ǀŲŏǜĪƣƫŏƸǣܹ�ŏƫ�ƫŊżƣƸ�łżƣ�ܶƫƸǀģĪŲƸƫܹ�ĪģǀĜÿƸŏżŲÿŧ�łÿĜǀŧƸǣܕƫƸÿǳł ܷ
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Alumni Loyalty
To measure loyalty, we used an existing five-item scale by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) that 
measured attitudinal and behavioral loyalty aspects, along with five items from Newman 
and Petrosko (2011) that measured alumni positive feelings. Items were to be rated on a 
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree) to 7 (do agree; see Table 5.1). Within the 
questionnaire, students were asked about intentions related to financial support as well 
as behavioral loyalty aspects (e.g., alumni’s willingness to recommend, maintain contact, 
and select the institution again for future study or join an alumni organization; R. M. 
Brown & Mazzarol, 2009). Hence, both loyalty intentions and behavioral loyalty aspects 
were considered within the current study.

Analyses
Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS (Ringle et al., 
��ǜþƪܤڔڐڏڑ ƿƪĩĢ� ƷŻ� þűþŦǢǬĩ� Ʒŉĩ� ĢþƷþ� ĚþƪĩĢ� Żű� Ʒŉĩ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢ�ůŻĢĩŦ� �ƪĩĩܣ FŎłƿƢĩ� ��ȃĩܒܤڐܒڔ
primary objective of the current study was to predict alumni loyalty and student engagement 
þűĢ�ŉĩŦƟ�ƷŻ�ŁƿƢƷŉĩƢ�ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟ�þ�ƷŉĩŻƢǢ�Żű�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�
the PLS-SEM method was found to be appropriate (Hair et al., 2017).

A structural equation model with nine latent constructs was composed. The model 
consisted of two components: first, the structural (inner) model showed the relationships 
(paths) between the latent constructs. Second, the measurement (outer) model included 
the unidirectional predictive relationships between each latent construct and its 
associated observed indicators (Hair et al., 2014). Within the measurement models 
used for this study, all indicators were reflective and were well represented by its outer 
loadings. A two-stage approach was followed in examining the structural equation model. 
First, the latent construct scores of relationship quality dimensions, student engagement 
dimensions, and alumni loyalty were estimated via a four-step process, as suggested 
by Hair et al. (2014). Second, the structural equation model’s path coefficients were 
estimated. In addition, a mediator analysis was conducted to investigate whether student 
engagement dimensions mediated the relation between relationship quality dimensions 
and alumni loyalty.

Measurement Model
Assessment of the reflective measurement model was based on construct reliability 
and validity and discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2017). All indicator outer loadings 
were above the recommended 0.70, except for two alumni loyalty items: AL04 ("I want 
others to know I am an alum") and SL03 ("I am very interested in keeping in touch with 
my faculty". However, these items were not deleted because their composite reliability as 
well discriminant validity were above threshold values (Hair et al., 2017). Cronbach alpha 
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values and composite reliability values all exceeded the threshold value of 0.70. AVE 
values were 0.5 or higher, therefore establishing convergent validity. The Fornell–Larcker 
criterion was assessed for evaluating discriminant validity of the measurement model; the 
square root of AVE values should be higher than the maximum value of each construct’s 
correlations with any other construct involved in the hypothesized model (Hair et al., 
2017).

Structural Model
The procedure suggested by Hair et al. (2017) was followed for the assessment of the 
structural model. First, a bootstrapping procedure was applied to assess the significance 
of path coefficients using 5000 bootstrap samples. Evaluation of the structural model 
was assessed by R², the significance of estimated values for path relationships, and effect 
sizes for each effect (Cohen, 1988; see Figure 5.1 and Table 5.2). Following Hair et al. 
(2017), R² values were assessed, considering R² values of .25, .50, or .75 as weak, moderate, 
and substantial, respectively. To indicate the exogenous constructs’ contribution to the 
endogenous latent variables’ R² value, effect sizes (f ²) were examined.

Results

Measurement Model
Assessment of the measurement model indicated outer loadings for relationship quality 
that ranged from .79 to .97. Thus, all items corresponding to each relationship quality 
sub-dimension loaded on the intended constructs. 

In line with recent studies (e.g., Hodge et al., 2018), the UWES-S-9 shortened version 
suggested by Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) was used to collect data for the analysis of 
the measurement model for student engagement. Each of the nine items loaded on 
its intended construct, with outer loadings ranging from .84 to 89. Alumni loyalty was 
conceptualized as a one-dimensional construct. Outer loadings ranged from .48 to .90.

Construct reliability was acceptable for all latent variables (i.e., relationship quality, 
student engagement, and alumni 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). Therefore, no indicators with outer loadings < .70 (AL04 = .48 and SL03 = .59) were 
deleted. AVE values, outer loadings of construct items in the measurement model, and 
composite reliabilities for each scale are included in Table 5.1.
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By comparing the square root of the AVE of each construct to its correlations with the 
other latent constructs (i.e., the Fornell-Larcker criterion), discriminant validity was 
tested. For an exploratory study, acceptable discriminant validity for every pair of latent 
variables was indicated by the square root of the AVE being higher than the correlation 
between the variables (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; see Table 5.2). 

Structural Equation Model
Considering the exploratory nature of this study, assessment of the structural equation 
model showed R² values that are reasonable. The structural equation model explained 53% 
of the variance in student loyalty, 23% of the variance in absorption, 30% of the variance in 
dedication, and 20% of the variance in vigor.

Table 5.2 
Construct Correlations

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

1. AL  0.76

2. RQT_B  0.54  0.87

3. RQT_H  0.53  0.80 ڞܘڕ�

4. RQ_ACOMM  0.55  0.47  0.46  0.88

5. RQ_ACON -0.19 - 0.18 -0.18 -0.16 ڞܘڕ�

6. RQ_SAT  0.52  0.56  0.59  0.45 -0.33 ښڞܘڕ

7. SE_AB  0.50  0.39  0.25  0.43 -0.14 0.26 ڛڝܘڕ

8. SE_DE  0.74  0.46  0.39  0.52 -0.09 0.37 0.72 0.87

9. SE_VI  0.46  0.33  0.22  0.36 -0.13 0.33 0.72 0.66 0.87

Mean  5.07  5.30  5.31  5.00  5.18 4.97 4.11 5.00 4.38

SD  1.06  1.04  1.06  1.25  1.21 1.16 1.29 1.13 1.13

Note. The itÿŧŏĜŏǭĪģ�ŲǀŰěĪƣƫ�żŲ�ƸŊĪ�ģŏÿŃżŲÿŧ�ƣĪƠƣĪƫĪŲƸ�ƸŊĪ�ƫƢǀÿƣĪ�ƣżżƸ�żł�ƸŊĪ��ß/�łżƣ�ĪÿĜŊ�ĜżŲƫƸƣǀĜƸ��ŧŧ�ĜżƣƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�ÿƣĪ�
ƫƸÿƸŏƫƸŏĜÿŧŧǣ�ƫŏŃŲŏǿĜÿŲƸܠ�p < .05). 
�hݰ���ŧǀŰŲŏ�hżǣÿŧƸǣݰ�¥¦�܉�¦ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�ƢǀÿŧŏƸǣܗ¼�܉�ݰ�¼ƣǀƫƸ�ŏŲ��ĪŲĪǜżŧĪŲĜĪܗ¼�܉Nݰ��¼ƣǀƫƸ�ŏŲ�NżŲĪƫƸǣ܉�� �rrݰ���ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ�
 żŰŰŏƸŰĪŲƸ܉� � �t� �ݰ �ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ�  żŲǵŧŏĜƸ܉� ®�¼� �ݰ ®ÿƸŏƫłÿĜƸŏżŲ܉� ÿŲģ� ®/� �ݰ ®ƸǀģĪŲƸ� ĪŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ܉� ��� �ݰ �ěƫżƣƠƸŏżŲ܉� 
�ßŏŃżƣݰ��ßS܉ĪģŏĜÿƸŏżŲ'�ݰ�/'
N =152, responses range from 1 to 7, with a higher score indicating a greater level of the construct.

Within the sample, trust in benevolence had a statistically significant positive association 
with all student engagement sub-dimensions, that is, vigor, dedication, and absorption 
(H1a). Trust in honesty had a statistically significant negative association with student 
engagement’s absorption and vigor (H1b), but no statistically significant association 
with dedication. Affective commitment had a statistically significant positive effect on 
all student engagement dimensions (H1c). Affective conflict did not have a statistically 
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significant association with any student engagement dimensions (H1d). Last, satisfaction 
had a statistically significant positive association with student engagement’s dimension 
of vigor (H1e). However, no statistically significant association was found with student 
engagement’s dimensions of absorption and dedication. 

Further examination of the structural model indicated that absorption (H2a) and vigor 
(H2c) did not have a statistically significant association with alumni loyalty, in contrast 
to dedication, which did have a statistically significant association with alumni loyalty 
(H2b). Figure 5.2 shows the path model diagram, including statistically significant path 
loadings and significance levels.

Figure 5.2 
£ÿƸŊ�ŰżģĪŧ�ÿŲģ�£h®ܫ®/r�ĪƫƸŏŰÿƸĪƫܠ�N = 152). 

Trust in 
Benevolence

Relationship Quality Student Engagement

Trust in 
Honesty

Affective
Commitment

Affective
Conflict

Absorption
R2=23%

Dedication
R2=30%

Alumni Loyalty
R2=53%

Vigor
R2=17%

Satisfaction

.784***

= significant path
= p <.005***
= p <.01**
= p <.05*

.431***

.298*

.310**
.341***

.236**

.189*

-.249*

.335***

-.258*

Effect Sizes
Effect sizes f ² ranged from small (> .02) to medium (.10) to large (.35; Cohen, 1988). Small 
effect sizes were found for the paths between relationship quality’s trust in benevolence 
and student engagement absorption (.09), dedication (.04), and vigor (.04); for trust in 
honesty and absorption (.03), and vigor (.03); for affective commitment and vigor (.05), 
and satisfaction and vigor (.03). Medium effect sizes were found for the paths between 
affective commitment and absorption (.11) and dedication (.12). A large effect size was 
found for the path between student engagement’s dedication and loyalty (.60).
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Mediator Analysis
For the mediator analysis, further assessment of the structural model was conducted 
following Hair et al.’s procedure (Hair et al., 2017). First, we examined the specific indirect 
effects, that is, the paths between the relationship quality dimensions (independent 
variables) and student engagement dimensions (mediating variables; H1 a-e), and the 
paths between the student engagement dimensions (mediating variables) and alumni 
loyalty (dependent variable; H2 a-c). Statistically significant positive paths were found 
for the paths between the relationship quality dimensions of trust in benevolence and 
affective commitment, and the path between dedication and alumni loyalty.

Second, we examined the total indirect effects, that is, the paths between relationship 
quality dimensions and alumni loyalty (H3 a-e). Significant positive paths were found 
from trust in benevolence and affective commitment to alumni loyalty.

In conclusion, based on the paths between the variables that were used within the 
hypothesized model and those that were found statistically significant, dedication 
partially mediates the relation between trust in benevolence and alumni loyalty. Also, 
dedication partially mediates the relation between affective commitment and alumni 
loyalty.

Discussion

The present study investigated the associations of alumni perceptions of the quality of 
their former relationship with their former educational faculty/staff, their (previous) 
student engagement, and their current alumni loyalty. This study aimed to explore 
whether relationship quality dimensions (in)directly predict student engagement and 
(in turn) non-monetary alumni loyalty. Previous research has examined some of the 
reasons why alumni do or do not feel involved with the institution from which they have 
graduated. Former educational experiences and personal benefits (Thoits & Hewitt, 2001), 
and in line with ideas from social exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), the quality 
of students’ former relationships with their educational faculty and staff (Koenig-Lewis 
et al., 2016) are indicative of future alumni loyalty. The findings of this study add that to 
establish alumni loyalty, one should also focus on relationship quality dimensions, such as 
students’ affective commitment and trust in benevolence, although effect sizes range from 
small to large. These relationship quality dimensions can be seen as important predictors 
of student engagement and student/alumni loyalty.
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Most of the hypotheses within this study were supported. In the hypothesized and 
tested model, trust in benevolence had a statistically significant association with 
absorption, dedication, and vigor. In previous research (Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & 
Loyens, 2020), where the sample consisted of enrolled students, trust in benevolence 
did not have a statistically significant association with student engagement. Perhaps 
alumni’s perception of their former trust in faculty and staff ’s helpfulness changes over 
time. In retrospect, alumni might feel different towards faculty and staff ’s benevolence, 
compared when they were enrolled. A direct association was also found between trust in 
benevolence and alumni loyalty, albeit with a small effect size, which is in line with a study 
by Schlesinger et al. (2017) that also captured trust as an antecedent of loyalty in a higher 
education context.

For trust in honesty, a negative association with absorption and vigor was found. 
However, given the expectations within this study, that these relations are inverse is 
puzzling, since one would expect that students, as well as alumni, appreciate educational 
faculty/staff ’s honesty. Within the sample used for this study, though, the results imply 
that perceptions of their former trust in honesty did not positively contribute to the way 
alumni regarded their previous student engagement. Therefore, replicating this study 
can be of interest to determine whether this was coincidental.

Furthermore, no statistically significant positive associations were found between the 
relationship quality dimension of trust in honesty and dedication or alumni loyalty. It 
could be that former students’ recollection of trust in their former educational faculty/
staff ’s honesty does not necessarily evoke positive feelings by alumni toward their 
university. Hence, educational faculty/staff can be honest in their responses to students; 
however, honesty does not always involve favorable educational replies, and therefore, 
could be not always stimulating for students’ studying experience in general. For instance, 
an honest though disappointing response (e.g., feedback from a lecturer on a student’s 
assignment) can be demotivating, which affects students’ engagement negatively.

A statistically significant positive association was found between affective commitment 
and all student engagement dimensions. Affective commitment acted as a predictor for 
the student engagement dimension of dedication. In turn, dedication had a statistically 
significant positive association with loyalty, therefore suggesting that affective 
commitment might positively influence loyalty through dedication during students’ 
enrollment and after graduation. These findings are in line with ideas from service/
relationship management research, in which commitment is discussed as a precursor for 
loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994). Commitment could be needed for loyalty, feelings, intentions, 
and perhaps behavior to eventually evolve.
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For relationship quality satisfaction, a statistically significant positive association 
(total effect, direct only) was found with alumni loyalty. This finding is in line with 
previous research by Rojas-Méndez et al. (2009) among enrolled students, with results 
showing positive associations between student loyalty and trust, satisfaction, and 
commitment (Rojas-Méndez et al., 2009). In our study, satisfaction did not have a 
statistically significant positive association with absorption and dedication, only with 
vigor. Although alumni perceptions of their overall satisfaction with the quality of their 
relationship with their former educational faculty/staff are important, these perceptions 
presumably do not affect their recollection of their educational experience in terms 
of their previous dedication to study, nor the way they were absorbed in their studies. 
Hence, remembering how and that they enjoyed studying or got excited about what they 
learned did not depend on how satisfied students were with the relationship they had 
with their (former) educational faculty/staff.

Affective conflict did not have a statistically significant positive association with any 
of the three student engagement dimensions, nor with alumni loyalty. A possible 
explanation could be that the degree of irritation and frustration concerning the quality 
of the relationship with educational faculty/staff is more related to the actual moment 
when this occurs (i.e., educational service encounter). In retrospect, those moments, 
if any did occur, were not of significance when recollecting students’ engagement and 
current alumni loyalty.

As expected, a statistically significant positive association was found between student 
engagement dedication and alumni loyalty. Previous research (Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, 
& Loyens, 2020) explained this association by presuming that there might be a strong 
connection between students’ commitment to their educational faculty/staff, and their 
dedication to their studies. Based on commitment-trust theory (R. M. Morgan & Hunt, 
1994), commitment acts through dedication as a precursor for loyalty. In contrast, 
student engagement’s dimensions of absorption and vigor did not have a statistically 
significant positive association with alumni loyalty. Apparently, for alumni, it was not 
necessary to have been engaged with one’s studies to share loyalty intentions afterward 
and show loyal behavior towards their former university and educational faculty/staff. 
This might be because, in retrospect, alumni regarded their previous relationship quality 
with educational faculty/staff positively, for instance, in terms of their trust in the 
educational faculty/staff ’s benevolence. Alumni perceptions of their relationship quality 
had a stronger positive (and statistically significant) association with their current 
loyalty than it had with their perceptions of their former academic engagement.
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Limitations
Although the hypotheses of this study were mainly supported, the findings are limited. 
First, the sample predominantly consisted of female alumni from a social work program; 
therefore, a direction for further research is to include alumni from other kinds of 
educational programs (e.g., economic and/or technical departments), and also a mixture 
of male and female alumni. Second, the nature of the data is cross-sectional and only 
concerns perceptions, with no behavioral measures included in the model; therefore, 
true causality could not be demonstrated.

Further research applying a longitudinal design could overcome this issue. Future studies 
that consider a qualitative approach could provide a broader view on (the importance 
of) relationship quality in relation to alumni loyalty, for example, data collected during 
alumni events that focus on social ties and other recollections of former educational 
experiences that are critical to student and alumni feelings.

Within our sample, we used alumni who were willing to respond. Therefore, it could be 
informative also to investigate alumni who did not respond, because they might have a 
different view of the relationship quality and engagement they experienced and different 
feelings about their loyalty. Last, we only focused on former students’ perceptions, and for 
data triangulation, it would be worthwhile to include measures from various informants 
such as teachers’ perceptions or other sources.

Conclusion

In conclusion, results from this study indicated that recollected relationship quality 
dimensions are important predictors of recollected student engagement and current (non-
ůŻűĩƷþƢǢܤ�þŦƿůűŎ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ�rŻƢĩ�ƪƟĩěŎȀěþŦŦǢ܌�Ʒŉĩ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ�ƪŉŻǜ�ƷŉþƷ�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�ŻŁ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ�þűĢ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�þƢĩ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�
the student engagement aspects of absorption, dedication, and vigor. Relationship quality 
satisfaction is also positively associated with dedication. Student engagement in the form of 
dedication is positively associated with alumni loyalty.

ȃŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ěŻűƷƢŎĚƿƷĩƪ� ƷŻ� Ʒŉĩ� ĩǡŎƪƷŎűł� ŦŎƷĩƢþƷƿƢĩ�Żű� þŦƿůűŎ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűܒ�¼Ż�
date, alumni research has predominantly focused on research on monetary support, that is, 
þŦƿůűŎ�łŎǛŎűł�ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢܒ�ȃĩ�ƟƢĩƪĩűƷ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ�ƪŉĩĢ�űĩǜ�ŦŎłŉƷ�Żű�Ʒŉĩ�ĢƢŎǛĩƢƪ�ƷŉþƷ�ěþű�ŎűŎƷŎþƷĩ�
long-lasting relationships with former students in terms of non-monetary alumni loyalty. 
ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢĩƪ�űĩěĩƪƪþƢǢ�þűĢ�ƿƪĩŁƿŦ�ŎűƪŎłŉƷƪ�ŎűƷŻ�Ʒŉĩ�ŎůƟŻƢƷþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ĚƿŎŦĢŎűł�
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűƪ� þƪ� ƢĩƟƢĩƪĩűƷĩĢ� ĚǢ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌� þűĢ�
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ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� þűĢ� þŦƿůűŎܒ� ȃĩ� ŁŻƢůĩƢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩĢ� ĚǢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� Ŏƪ�
important for establishing positive alumni loyalty intentions and feelings, particularly 
for European universities where loyalty is based on student and alumni non-monetary 
ěŻűƷƢŎĚƿƷŎŻűƪܒ� ȃĩ� ȀűĢŎűłƪ� ŻŁ� ƷŉŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ěŻƿŦĢ܌� ƷŉĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌� Ěĩ� ƢĩŦĩǛþűƷ� ŁŻƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�
practitioners who want to build and establish relationships among former students and 
ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁܒ�FŻƢ�ĩǡþůƟŦĩ܌�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűƪ�ƪŉŻƿŦĢ�Ěĩ�ŁŻěƿƪŎűł�
Żű�Ʒŉĩ�ŉĩŦƟŁƿŦűĩƪƪ�ŻŁ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌�ƪƿěŉ�þƪ�ĚǢ�ƟƢŻǛŎĢŎűł�łƿŎĢþűěĩ�þűĢ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷ�
regarding students’ progress in their studies and choices of internships. Other ways are by 
ƪƷŎůƿŦþƷŎűł�þűĢ�ƢĩǜþƢĢŎűł�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌�ŁŻƢ�ŎűƪƷþűěĩ܌�ĚǢ�ƢĩěŻůůĩűĢŎűł�
them for a place on a student advisory board, asking them to participate during open days, 
and encouraging participation in extracurricular activities. To induce students’ satisfaction 
ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ŻǛĩƢþŦŦ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ܌�þűĢ�ƷŻ�ĩǡƟƢĩƪƪ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘ
ƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł�þűĢ�ĩůƟþƷŉǢ� ŁŻƢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ܌� ŎƷ� Ŏƪ�űĩěĩƪƪþƢǢ� ƷŻ� ƪƷþƢƷ�ĚǢ�ƿűĢĩƢƪƷþűĢŎűł�
individual students’ needs. Building relationships between students (i.e., future alumni) 
and higher education institutions can, in the short and long run, be fruitful for all 
parties: students, alumni, regional businesses, (local) government, and higher education 
institutions.
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Abstract

To date, studies that have investigated the bonds between students and their institution have 
ĩůƟŉþƪŎǬĩĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ŎůƟŻƢƷþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷܫƪƷþǲŁ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪܒ�ȃĩ�ůĩþƪƿƢĩůĩűƷ�ŻŁ�Ʒŉĩ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
of those relationships (i.e., relationship quality) appears to be useful for investigating the 
relational ties students have with their higher education institutions. A growing interest 
has arisen in further investigating relationship quality in higher education, as it might 
predict students’ involvement (e.g., student engagement and student loyalty). So far, most 
ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� ŉþǛĩ� ƿƪĩĢ� þ� ěƢŻƪƪܮƪĩěƷŎŻűþŦ� ĢĩƪŎłűܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌� ěþƿƪþŦŎƷǢ� ěŻƿŦĢ� űŻƷ� Ěĩ� ĢĩƷĩƢůŎűĩĢܒ�
ȃĩ� þŎů�ŻŁ� ƷŉŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ�ǜþƪ� ƷǜŻŁŻŦĢܒ� FŎƢƪƷ܌�ǜĩ� ŎűǛĩƪƷŎłþƷĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ŻƢĢĩƢŎűł� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�ŻŁ� ƷƢƿƪƷ� ��þűĢ�þǲŁĩěƷܤŎű�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ�þűĢ�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢܣ ��þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ܌ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻűܣ
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒܤ� ®ĩěŻűĢ܌� ǜĩ� ĩǡþůŎűĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ŻƢĢĩƢŎűł� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƟþƷŉƪ�
between relationship quality, student engagement, and student loyalty. Our objectives were 
to gain a deeper understanding of the relationship quality construct in higher education 
and its future outcomes. Participants (N = 1649) were students from three Dutch higher 
education institutions who were studied in a program for technology economics, or social 
sciences.

Longitudinal data from two time-points were used to evaluate two types of cross-lagged 
ƟþűĩŦ� ůŻĢĩŦƪܒ� ȃĩ� ȀƢƪƷ� þűþŦǢƪŎƪ� ěŻƿŦĢ� űŻƷ� þƪƪƿůĩ� ůĩþƪƿƢĩůĩűƷ� ŎűǛþƢŎþűěĩ� ŁŻƢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ŻǛĩƢ�ƷŎůĩܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�ǜĩ�ƷĩƪƷĩĢ�þű�þŦƷĩƢűþƷŎǛĩ�ůŻĢĩŦ�ǜŎƷŉŻƿƷ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ƿƪŎűł�
Ʒŉĩ� ŦþƷĩűƷ� ǛþƢŎþĚŦĩƪ� ŻŁ� ƷƢƿƪƷ� þűĢ� þǲŁĩěƷ܌� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ� þűĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�
loyalty. In a second model, we investigated the manifest variables of relationship quality, 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ� ȃĩ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪĩƪ� ǜĩƢĩ� ĩǡþůŎűĩĢ� ĚǢ� ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎűł�
ƪŎůƿŦƷþűĩŻƿƪ� ěŻůƟþƢŎƪŻűƪ� ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ĩƪƷŎůþƷĩƪܒ� ¦ĩƪƿŦƷƪ� ŎűĢŎěþƷĩĢ� ƷŉþƷ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ȀƢƪƷ� ůŻĢĩŦ܌�
the relation between relationship quality at Time 1 with student engagement and loyalty at 
Time 2 is stronger than the reverse ordering. In the second model, results indicated that 
cross-lagged relations beween trust in benevolence and trust in honesty at Time 1, and 
þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ܌�þűĢ�ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű�þƷ�¼Ŏůĩڑ��þƢĩ�ůŻƢĩ�ŦŎţĩŦǢ�Ʒŉþű�Ʒŉĩ�
reverse ordering. Furthermore, cross-lagged relations from relationship quality at Time 1 to 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ�þűĢ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�þƷ�¼Ŏůĩڑ��þŦƪŻ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷĩĢ�ŻƿƢ�ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎƪܒ�ȃŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ�
contributes to the existing higher education literature indicating that students’ trust in the 
ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ǜŎƷŉ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ� Ŏƪ�ĩƪƪĩűƷŎþŦ� ŁŻƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟůĩűƷ�ŻŁ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�
þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�þűĢ�ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű�þűĢ�ƷŻ�þǛŻŎĢ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ŻǛĩƢ�ƷŎůĩܒ�®ĩěŻűĢ܌�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� ŁþěƷŻƢƪ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ� Ŏű� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ�þűĢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�
towards the institution. A relational approach to establishing (long-lasting) bonds with 
students appears to be fruitful as a means for educational psychologists and practitioners’ 
guidance and strategies. Recommendations are made for future research to further examine 
relationship quality in higher education in Europe and beyond.
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Introduction

Recent studies in the field of education demonstrated that improving and maintaining 
positive interpersonal relationships between students and teachers is essential (e.g., 
GþƢěŐþܮrŻǢþ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗژڐڏڑ £ŎþűƷþ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗڑڐڏڑ £ƆǢƪĎ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗژڐڏڑ ®ěŉŦĩƪŎűłĩƢ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܗږڐڏڑ
Xerri et al., 2018). Those relationships positively stimulate students’ academic and 
social development, including students’ engagement in their studies and student loyalty 
intentions (Bonet & Walters, 2016; Taylor & Parsons, 2011; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Umbach 
& Wawrzynski, 2005). In turn, student loyalty intentions may result in positive student 
loyalty behavior toward their university. An example of loyalty behavior is positive word-
of-mouth, which is a critical factor for higher education institutions’ continuity and 
growth (Farrow & Yuan, 2011; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Rojas-Méndez et al., 2009; 
Snijders et al., 2019, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020; Sung & Yang, 2009). 
Thus far, how students’ relationships with the faculty and staff of their institution (i.e., 
relationship quality) develop over time, and how relationship quality subsequently affects 
student outcomes (i.e., student engagement and loyalty; e.g., Cho & Auger, 2013; García-
Moya et al., 2019) has remained unclear. 

In general, relationship quality can be defined as the overall strength of a relationship 
(Roberts et al., 2003). Within the relationship quality construct, two aspects can be 
distinguished: trust and affect. In line with previous research, we believe trust plays a 
central role in the relationship quality construct (Crosby et al., 1990; Hennig-Thurau et 
al., 2001; Jiang et al., 2016; R. M. Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Without trust, there cannot be a 
relationship. Hence, trust can be seen as the foundation of a relationship’s strength that, 
in time, results into the affective relationship quality aspects of satisfaction and (strong) 
commitment and reduction in conflict (Castaldo, 2007; i.e., in this study, "affect"). One 
must also consider the environment and the relational depth (or intensity) and duration 
to understand the relationship quality construct dynamics. The work by Van Maele et al. 
(2014), for instance, described the role of trust in school life and its importance to learning 
and teaching. To our knowledge, how students’ trust in their relationship with faculty and 
staff develops in higher education has been underexplored. 

Empirical research has emphasized the importance of students’ relationships. It 
indicated that higher education institutions benefit from engaged and loyal students 
(Bowden, 2011), such as through active participation in extracurricular activities or loyalty 
intentions and behavior during or after enrollment. Other studies have also indicated that 
students’ perceptions of the quality of their relationship with the educational institution 
are positively associated with student engagement and student/alumni loyalty (e.g., 
Snijders et al., 2019, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). The relationship quality 
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outcomes are of interest for educational psychologists and higher education institutions. 
However, previous studies in that field are mainly cross-sectional in nature (e.g., Miller 
et al., 2019; Schlesinger et al., 2017; Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). Thus, to 
indicate cause-and-effect, the directionality of the causal relations cannot be determined. 
The role of trust in a higher education context has also, to our knowledge, rarely been 
examined. This study addressed these gaps.

Relationship Quality 
Previous educational psychology research primarily focused on student–teacher 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� �܌ĩůĩűƷ¼�ޣ��fŻƮŎƢ܌ܒłܒĩܣ �ŻŻƢĢþ�ĩƷ¦�ܗړڐڏڑ þŦ܌ܒ� ��ðĩĩ�ĩƷܗړڐڏڑ þŦ܌ܒ� �܌�NŻǜĩǛĩƢܒܤڒڐڏڑ
Snijders and colleagues (2018) demonstrated that relationship quality could be seen as 
a multidimensional construct, capturing students’ perceptions of the quality of their 
relationship with their educational faculty and staff. This study builds on relationship 
quality research by Snijders et al. (2019), Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers and Loyens (2020) and 
Snijders, Wijnia, Dekker, Rikers and Loyens (2020) where they used the relationship 
quality construct in higher education. Relationship quality consisted of five dimensions 
based on students’ perceptions of their educational faculty and staff. These dimensions 
include trust in honesty and trust in benevolence (in this study, "trust"), and affective 
commitment, satisfaction, and affective conflict (in this study, "affect").

Trust
¼ƢƿƪƷ�ŉþƪ�Ěĩĩű�ĢĩƪěƢŎĚĩĢ�Ŏű�ǛþƢŎŻƿƪ�ǜþǢƪ܌�ƪƿěŉ�þƪ�ěŻűȀĢĩűěĩ�Żűĩ�ŉþƪ�Ŏű�þ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ܌�þűĢ�
the belief a trusted person or actor is reliable or has integrity (e.g., Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 
¼ƪěŉþűűĩűܮrŻƢþűܒܤړڐڏڑ�܌�®ƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢ�þűĢ�ƪƷþǲŁ�ěþű�Ěĩ�ƪƿĚĢŎǛŎĢĩĢ�
into trust in honesty and trust in benevolence (Roberts et al., 2003; Snijders et al., 2018). 

Trust in honesty refers to the confidence students have in a university’s credibility as 
expressed by its educational faculty and staff. Or in other words, it refers to students’ 
trust in educational faculty/staff ’s integrity and trustworthiness (i.e., reliability), the staff 
and faculty’s sincerity, and whether they will perform their role effectively and reliably. 

Trust in benevolence in higher education includes the extent to which students believe 
faculty/staff are concerned about students’ welfare, have intentions and motives beneficial 
to them and avoid acting in a way that will result in adverse outcomes for students (Roberts 
et al., 2003; Snijders et al., 2018, 2019, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020). Students’ 
trust in educational faculty and staff ’s benevolence is based on students’ perceptions of 
how faculty and staff respond to students’ questions, such as timely responses to email 
requests, and give feedback on assignments and grades (Snijders, Wijnia, Dekker, Rikers, 
& Loyens, 2020). 
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For educational practitioners, it is important to think of how they respond to students. 
For instance, when students confide their problems, it is essential to for them to feel 
that they can count on their educational faculty and staff. Based on commitment–trust 
theory (R. M. Morgan & Hunt, 1994), the factor of trust may lead to positive 'affect,' which 
is the affective relationship quality dimensions of commitment and satisfaction (Mohr & 
Speckman, 1994). 

Affect
Affect can be further divided into affective commitment, satisfaction, and affective 
conflict. Affective commitment compels students’ feelings of belonging or connection 
to their educational faculty and staff or their institution. In other words, it is the 
feeling of having a connection or being emotionally attached and genuinely enjoying 
the relationship students experience with their educational faculty/staff. In general, 
commitment indicates a relationship’s health and is, therefore, part of the relationship 
quality construct (Roberts et al., 2003). In higher education, where there are multiple and 
sequential interactions between students and their educational faculty/staff, affective 
commitment might develop over time (Castaldo, 20007). 

In general, satisfaction is the “summary measure that provides an evaluation of the 
ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�þŦŦ�ƟþƪƷ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪܺܣ�¦ŻĚĩƢƷƪ�ĩƷ�þŦ܌ڒڏڏڑ�܌ܒ�Ɵܒܤړږڐ�ܒ�àŎƷŉŎű�ƷŉŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢ܌�ǜĩ�ƢĩŁĩƢ�ƷŻ�
satisfaction where we mean relationship satisfaction: students’ perceptions of their degree 
of satisfaction with the quality of their relationship with their educational faculty/staff. In 
other words, we tried to capture the cumulative satisfaction students perceived regarding 
their relationship with their educational faculty/staff, represented by students’ cognitive 
and affective evaluation based on their personal experiences across their education. 

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� Ŏƪ� ĢĩƷĩƢůŎűĩĢ� ĚǢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎŻűƪ� ŻŁ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ� ǜŎƷŉ�
ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ĚþƪĩĢ�Żű� ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩĢ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷƪ܌� ƪƿěŉ�þƪ� ŎƢƢŎƷþƷŎŻű܌� ŁƢƿƪƷƢþƷŎŻű܌�ŻƢ�þűłĩƢܒ� SƷ�
can be considered as the tension students experience due to the incompatibility of actual 
þűĢ� ĢĩƪŎƢĩĢ� ƢĩƪƟŻűƪĩƪ� ŁƢŻů� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ� �܌űŎŠĢĩƢƪ®ܣ àŎŠűŎþ܌� ¦ŎţĩƢƪ�
�ޣ hŻǢĩűƪ܌� �ܒܤڏڑڏڑ FŻƢ� ŎűƪƷþűěĩ܌� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ǜŉŻ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� Ŏű� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�
(with teachers) attain–in contrast to students who have close, positive, and supportive 
ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪܫŦŻǜĩƢ� ŦĩǛĩŦƪ� ŻŁ� þěŉŎĩǛĩůĩűƷ� �fþƿŁůþűܮŎůů¦ܣ �ޣ ®þűĢŎŦŻƪ܌� �܌�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩܒܤڏڐڏڑ
ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ƢĩĢƿěƷŎŻű�ůŎłŉƷ�þŦƪŻ�Ěĩ�űĩěĩƪƪþƢǢ�ŁŻƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ěŻűƷĩǡƷ�þűĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪ�
between students and their higher education institution. 

Based on prior research on teacher–student relationships and the association between 
relationship quality and school outcomes (e.g., Culver, 2015), we assume that relationship 
quality positively affects student engagement and loyalty (e.g., Bonet & Walters, 2016; 
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Bowden, 2011; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Taylor & Parsons, 2011; Schaufeli et al., 2002; 
Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005).

Student Engagement
Recent studies conducted in elementary or secondary school (e.g., Engels et al., 2016; 
Lee, 2012; Hennig Manzuoli et al., 2019; Nicholson & Putwain, 2019) considered student 
engagement to be a multidimensional construct consisting of emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004). However, in higher education, Schaufeli 
and Bakker (2003) provided an alternative interpretation and application of student 
engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2002). They defined engagement in terms of “a positive, 
fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication and 
þĚƪŻƢƟƷŎŻűܺ� �ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ �ޣ �þţţĩƢ܌� �܌ڒڏڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤړ ܹßŎłŻƢ� Ŏƪ� ěŉþƢþěƷĩƢŎǬĩĢ� ĚǢ� ŉŎłŉ� ŦĩǛĩŦƪ� ŻŁ�
energy and mental resilience while working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s 
ǜŻƢţ܌� þűĢ� ƟĩƢƪŎƪƷĩűěĩ� ĩǛĩű� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� Łþěĩ� ŻŁ� ĢŎŁŁŎěƿŦƷŎĩƪܺ� �ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎ®ܣ �ޣ �þţţĩƢ܌� �܌ڒڏڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤړ
Dedication refers to “being strongly involved in one’s work and experiencing a sense of 
ƪŎłűŎŁŎěþűěĩ܌�ĩűƷŉƿƪŎþƪů܌�ŎűƪƟŎƢþƷŎŻű܌�ƟƢŎĢĩ܌�þűĢ�ěŉþŦŦĩűłĩܺܣ�®ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎޣ���þţţĩƢ܌ڒڏڏڑ�܌�Ɵܒ�
4/5). 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 
ǜŻƢţܺܣ�®ěŉþƿŁĩŦŎޣ���þţţĩƢ܌ڒڏڏڑ�܌�Ɵܒܤڔ�ܒ�

Student Loyalty
Student loyalty refers to the extent to which students feel connected to the institution  
and how this is expressed in their attitudes and behaviors (Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; 
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). In higher education, attitude may refer to students’ 
(positive) feelings related to their faculty/staff and university. Student loyalty behavior 
is expressed in, for example, (positive) recommendations from students about their 
educational faculty/staff and university, active participation in extracurricular activities 
or loyalty intentions, and behavior during or after their period of enrollment. Higher 
education institutions benefit from loyal and successful students (Helgesen & Nesset, 
2007). Therefore, in the international literature on student behavior, student loyalty 
is increasingly considered a critical measure of those institutions (Rojas-Méndez et al., 
2009). 

Present Study

In the present study, we applied a cross-lagged panel analysis to longitudinal data from 
two time points. The data were based on students’ questionnaire responses on relationship 
quality (Roberts et al., 2003; Snijders et al., 2018), student engagement (Schaufeli & 
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Bakker, 2003), and student loyalty (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). The purpose was twofold: 
1) to examine the ordering of the relations between the relationship quality factors of 
trust at Time 1 and affect at Time 2, and 2) to explore the strength of the relations between 
relationship quality, student engagement, and loyalty (see Figures 6.1 and 6.2). This study 
has practical implications for educational psychologists and practitioners who want to 
understand the relational ties between students and their institution.

Figure 6.1
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ŰżģĪŧ�ÿŲÿŧǣǭĪģܔ�ÿŧŧ�ƠżƫƫŏěŧĪ�ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�ěĪƸǝĪĪŲ�¼ڍ�ÿŲģ�¼ڎ�ǝĪƣĪ�ĪǢÿŰŏŲĪģ܉�ŏŲĜŧǀģŏŲŃ�ĜżƣƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�ÿŲģ�ƣĪƫŏģǀÿŧƫܔ�ŊżǝĪǜĪƣ܉�
łżƣ� ƣĪÿƫżŲƫ�żł�ĜŧÿƣŏƸǣ܉� ƸŊĪǣ�ǝĪƣĪ�ŲżƸ�ÿŧŧ� ƫŊżǝŲ�ŏŲ�ƸŊĪ�ŰżģĪŧݰ�¥¦��¦ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣݰ�¼�®�܉�®ÿƸŏƫłÿĜƸŏżŲ܉�� �rrݰ��
�ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ� żŰŰŏƸŰĪŲƸ܉�� �tݰ���ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ� żŲǵŧŏĜƸܔ���ݰ���ěƫżƣƠƸŏżŲݰ�/'�܉�'ĪģŏĜÿƸŏżŲ܉�ßSݰ��ßŏŃżƣ�� �t�ǝÿƫ�ŏŲŏƸŏÿŧŧǣ�ǀƫĪģ�
ŏŲ�ƸŊĪ�ǿƣƫƸ�ÿŲÿŧǣƫŏƫ�ÿŲģ�ĪǢĜŧǀģĪģ�łƣżŰ�ƸŊĪ�ĜżŲƫĪĜǀƸŏǜĪ�ÿŲÿŧǣƫĪƫ�ģǀĪ�Ƹż�ŰĪÿƫǀƣĪŰĪŲƸ�ŏŲǜÿƣŏÿŲĜĪ�ŏƫƫǀĪƫ�
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Figure 6.2 
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Note.�¼ŊĪ�ŰżģĪŧ�ƣĪǵŧĪĜƸƫ�ƸŊĪ�ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�ěĪƸǝĪĪŲ�ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�ƢǀÿŧŏƸǣ�ƸƣǀƫƸܕÿǳłĪĜƸ�ģŏŰĪŲƫŏżŲƫܡڍ¼ܠ��ÿŲģ�ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�ƢǀÿŧŏƸǣ�
ÿǳłĪĜƸܕƸƣǀƫƸ�ģŏŰĪŲƫŏżŲƫ܉ܡڎ¼ܠ��ÿŲģ�ƸŊĪ�ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�ěĪƸǝĪĪŲ�ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�ƢǀÿŧŏƸǣ�ģŏŰĪŲƫŏżŲƫܡڍ¼ܠ��ÿŲģ�ƫƸǀģĪŲƸ�ĪŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ�
�ŧÿŃŃĪģ�ƠÿƸŊƫ�ƸŊÿŲ�ƸŊĪܫżŧŏģ�ŧŏŲĪƫ�ƣĪƠƣĪƫĪŲƸ�ƫƸƣżŲŃĪƣ�Ĝƣżƫƫ®�ܡڎ�NǣƠżƸŊĪƫŏƫܠ�ܡڎ¼ܠ�ܡh®ܠ��ģŏŰĪŲƫŏżŲƫ�ÿŲģ�ƫƸǀģĪŲƸ�ŧżǣÿŧƸǣܡ/®ܠ
ģÿƫŊĪģ� ŧŏŲĪ� ƠÿƸŊƫ� ¼ŊĪ� ŰżģĪŧ� ŏƫ� ÿ� ƫŏŰƠŧŏǿĜÿƸŏżŲ� żł� ƸŊĪ� ƸżƸÿŧ� ŰżģĪŧ� ÿŲÿŧǣǭĪģܔ� ÿŧŧ� ƠżƫƫŏěŧĪ� ƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ� ěĪƸǝĪĪŲ� 
��ƸŊĪǣ�ǝĪƣĪ�ŲżƸ�ÿŧŧ�ƫŊżǝŲ�ŏŲ܉�łżƣ�ƣĪÿƫżŲƫ�żł�ĜŧÿƣŏƸǣ܉�ŊżǝĪǜĪƣܔ�ŏŲĜŧǀģŏŲŃ�ĜżƣƣĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫ�ÿŲģ�ƣĪƫŏģǀÿŧƫ܉�ǝĪƣĪ�ĪǢÿŰŏŲĪģڎ¼��ÿŲģڍ¼
ƸŊĪ� ŰżģĪŧ� ®�¼� �ݰ ®ÿƸŏƫłÿĜƸŏżŲ܉� � �rr� �ݰ �ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ�  żŰŰŏƸŰĪŲƸ܉� � �t� �ݰ �ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ�  żŲǵŧŏĜƸܔ� ��� �ݰ �ěƫżƣƠƸŏżŲ܉� 
��t�ǝÿƫ ���ßŏŃżƣݰ��ßS܉ĪģŏĜÿƸŏżŲ'�ݰ�/' ŏŲŏƸŏÿŧŧǣ�ǀƫĪģ�ŏŲ�ƸŊĪ�ǿƣƫƸ�ÿŲÿŧǣƫŏƫ�ÿŲģ�ĪǢĜŧǀģĪģ�łƣżŰ�ƸŊĪ�ĜżŲƫĪĜǀƸŏǜĪ�ÿŲÿŧǣƫĪƫ� 
due to measurement invariance issues. 
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The first research question that guided this study was: Does trust provide the basis for the 
relationship quality construct in higher education, that is, does trust influence affect over 
time? The second was: Does relationship quality at the start of the year predict student 
engagement and loyalty in the second semester?

Based on prior research (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Snijders et al., 2019, Snijders, 
Wijnia, Dekker, Rikers, & Loyens, 2020) and (interpersonal) trust literature (e.g., 
Castaldo, 2007; Lewicki et al., 2006), we assumed that over time, students’ trust would 
result in (higher) satisfaction and affective commitment and less affective conflict (see 
Figure 6.1). Furthermore, we assumed that relationship quality aspects might positively 
influence students’ engagement to study and their loyalty intentions when students 
perceive high-quality relationships with their educational faculty and staff. In sum, 
this study’s purpose was first to examine the strength and directionality of the relations 
between the five relationship quality dimensions. Second, how the relationship quality 
dimensions are associated with student engagement and student loyalty over time was 
further investigated (see Figure 6.2). 

In conformity with multiverse analysis (Steegen et al., 2016), we evaluated two types of 
cross-lagged panel models (CLPM): 1) on a higher level (i.e., latent relationship quality 
factors and a latent factor for engagement; see Figure 6.1), and 2) on a fine-grained level 
(i.e., the manifest constructs, see Figure 6.2). The following hypotheses were tested in 
these models:

H1:  The relationship quality dimensions of trust in benevolence and honesty (Trust) 
at Time 1 have stronger relations with the relationship quality dimensions of 
affective commitment, satisfaction, and affective conflict (Affect) at Time 2 than 
the reciprocal lagged relations (i.e., the relations between Affect at Time 1 and Trust 
at Time 2).

H2:  Relationship quality (i.e., trust in benevolence, trust in honesty, affective 
commitment, satisfaction, and affective conflict) at Time 1 has a stronger relation 
with student engagement and student loyalty at Time 2 than the reciprocal lagged 
relations (i.e., the relations between student engagement and student loyalty at 
Time 1 and relationship quality dimensions at Time 2).
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Method 

Participants and Procedure
Participants were higher education students who were enrolled in a variety of programs 
in the field of economics, social work, and technology (T1: N = 1031, rage= 22.73 years,  
SD = 6.39; T2: N = 876, rage = 22.42 years, SD = 5.59). The total sample consisted of 1649 
students’ responses collected at three universities of applied sciences located in the 
southwest part of the Netherlands (Institution 1 = 1203; Institution 2 = 291; Institution  
3 = 155). In two consecutive years, the same survey was sent out to enrolled students twice 
per academic year, during the first (in the fall) and second (in the spring) semesters. 
Descriptive statistics regarding participants’ gender and study year are included in 
Appendix F (see Supplemental materials, Table S6.1). 

Completing the online survey took approximately fifteen minutes. Students were given 
a two-month period to respond. A reminder was sent after a two- to four-week period. 
From the total sample (N = 1649), 271 students filled out the questionnaire four times (both 
times in each academic year). When students participated in both academic years, we 
only included the data from one academic year, based on the number of measures filled 
out. For example, if only one measurement was filled out in year 1, but two in year 2, the 
responses for year 2 were selected. 

At each administration, participants were told that there were no (in)correct answers 
to the items, as long as the answers reflected their personal opinions. Participants were 
asked for informed consent, and only participants who gave their permission to use their 
responses for research were included in this study and were treated anonymously. The 
institutions provided ethical approval for the organization of the study.

Measures
A survey instrument using existing scales was distributed to measure relationship quality, 
student engagement, and student loyalty. All survey items are included in Appendix F (for 
construct definitions, items, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients see Table S6.2, Appendix F, 
Supplemental materials).

Relationship Quality
An existing relationship quality scale was used to measure relationship quality (Snijders 
et al., 2018, adapted from Roberts et al., 2003). Five relationship quality dimensions 
were used to measure the relationship quality construct in higher education by using a 
15-item questionnaire. Students had to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale how much they 
agreed with the provided statements, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 
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In the current study, the Cronbach alpha coefficients reported for trust in benevolence 
(.88, .85), trust in honesty (.83, .80), satisfaction (.94, .93), affective commitment (.87, 
.83), and affective conflict (.90, .89) showed good internal consistencies at Times 1 and 2, 
respectively. 

Student Engagement
Student engagement was measured with nine items from the Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale-Student version (UWES-S-short version; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Items were rated 
on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (almost never/a few times a year or less) to 7 (always/every 
day). Student engagement was divided into the subdimensions of absorption, dedication, 
and vigor. In the current study, cronbach’s alphas also showed good internal consistencies 
(absorption .79, .79; dedication .85, .82, and vigor .80, .82) at Times 1 and 2, respectively. 

Student Loyalty
Student loyalty was measured by an existing scale using five items from Hennig-Thurau 
et al. (2001). On a 7-point Likert scale, items had to be rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
7 (strongly agree). In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas showed good reliability: .86 at 
Time 1 and .87 at Time 2. 

Additional Questions 
An open-ended question was included to allow students to express their thoughts about 
the questionnaire. Students were also asked some general questions related to their age, 
gender, ethnicity, study year, and educational program/major.

Analyses
First, we tested whether the missing data in our sample were missing completely at 
ƢþűĢŻů� ƿƪŎűł� hŎƷƷŦĩܼƪ� r �¦� ƷĩƪƷ� �ƪĩĩܣ hŎƷƷŦĩ܌� �ܒܤڗڗژڐ �þƪĩĢ� Żű� ƷŉŎƪ� ƷĩƪƷ܌� Ӱ2(10) = 10.326,  
p = .412, we concluded that the missing values pattern did not depend on the data values; 
that is, the complete-cases data were a random subset. Therefore, we used complete-cases 
data. 

Second, the data were investigated by evaluating two cross-lagged panel models (CLPM). 
Since we had only two time points, using a random intercept cross-lagged panel model 
analysis was impossible (Hamaker et al., 2015). In Model 1, we considered relationship 
quality as a higher-order construct consisting of two latent factors. Furthermore, a latent 
factor for engagement was included, for which the sum scores of vigor, dedication, and 
absorption were used as indicators. Finally, student loyalty was incorporated as a manifest 
variable. Both hypotheses were tested in this model. To evaluate Hypothesis 1, we examined 
the strength of the relations between the relationship quality dimensions. We investigated 
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the the ordering of the paths between trust at Time 1 and the "resulting" affective 
relationship quality dimensions of commitment, conflict, and satisfaction at Time 2. 
The primary latent factor is trust, for which trust in honesty and trust in benevolence are 
used as indicators. The second latent factor is affect, which consists of the relationship 
quality dimensions of satisfaction, affective commitment, and (lack of) affective conflict. 
To test Hypothesis 2, we investigated whether the paths from trust and affect (Time 1) to 
engagement and loyalty (Time 2) were stronger than from engagement and loyalty (Time 1) 
to trust and affect (Time 2).

rŻĢĩŦ� �ڑ ŎűěŦƿĢĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ȀǛĩ� ůþűŎŁĩƪƷ� ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ܌� Ʒŉĩ� ƷŉƢĩĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�
engagement manifest constructs, and student loyalty. To evaluate Hypothesis 1, we 
tested whether the combined paths from trust in honesty and benevolence (Time 1) to 
þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ܌� þűĢ� ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű� �Ŏůĩ¼ܣ �ܤڑ ǜĩƢĩ� ƪƷƢŻűłĩƢ� Ʒŉþű� Ʒŉĩ�
ěŻůĚŎűĩĢ� ƟþƷŉƪ� ŁƢŻů� Ʒŉĩ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűƪƷƢƿěƷƪ� �Ŏůĩ¼ܣ �ܤڐ ƷŻ� ƷƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű� ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ� þűĢ� ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩ� 
(Time 2). To examine Hypothesis 2, we examined whether the sequence in which the combined 
paths from the relationship quality constructs (Time 1) go to engagement and loyalty (Time 2) 
was more likely than the other way around, in which engagement and loyalty (Time 1) lead to 
the relationship quality constructs (Time 2). 

ȃŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ�þűþŦǢƪŎƪ�ǜþƪ�ěŻűĢƿěƷĩĢ�ƿƪŎűł�Ʒŉĩ�ŦþǛþþű�Ɵþěţþłĩ�ŁŻƢ�ƪƷƢƿěƷƿƢþŦ�ĩơƿþƷŎŻű�ůŻĢĩŦŎűł�
Ŏű�¦ܣ�¦� ŻƢĩ�¼ĩþů܌ܤڑڐڏڑ�܌�Ŏű�ŦŎűĩ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƟƢĩǛŎŻƿƪ�ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ȀĩŦĢ�ŻŁ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ƟƪǢěŉŻŦŻłǢ�
that examined cross-lagged relations (e.g., Burns et al., 2020; Košir & Tement, 2014; Morinaj 
�ޣ NþƪěŉĩƢ܌� �ܗژڐڏڑ tŎěŉŻŦƪŻű� �ޣ £ƿƷǜþŎű܌� �ܗژڐڏڑ ®ÿűěŉĩǬܮ�ŦǛþƢĩǬ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �ܒܤژڐڏڑ ȃĩ� ¦� ěŻĢĩ�
for the CLPM analyses, including the two types of evaluation of the hypotheses using the 
GORICA function, and supplemental materials, can be downloaded from https://github.com/
rebeccakuiper/GORICA_in_CLPM

ȃĩ� ƪƟĩěŎȀěþŦŦǢ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎǬĩĢ� ŻƢĢĩƢŎűłƪ� ŻŁ� ěƢŻƪƪܮŦþłłĩĢ� ƟþƢþůĩƷĩƢƪ� ěþűűŻƷ� Ěĩ� ƷĩƪƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�
straightforwardly hypothesis testing. However, they can easily be evaluated with (order-
constrained) model selection. We used GORICA weights (Altinisik et al., 2018; Kuiper, 2020; 
Kuiper et al., 2011), an Akaike Information Criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1978) type of criterion, 
which can evaluate order-restricted, theory-based hypotheses as in the current study. 
We evaluated each of our hypotheses against its complement, representing all possible 
ŻƢĢĩƢŎűłƪܣ�Ŏܒĩ܌ܒ�þŦŦ�ŻƷŉĩƢ�ƟŻƪƪŎĚŦĩ�ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪĩƪܗ�ßþűĚƢþĚþűƷ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤڏڑڏڑ�܌ܒ�ȃĩ�ƢĩƪƿŦƷŎűł�G�¦S ��
weights quantify the support for the hypotheses and their complements (cf. Akaike, 1978; 
Burnham & Anderson, 2002; Wagenmakers & Farrell, 2004). To calculate these GORICA 
weights, we used the goric function (Vanbrabant & Kuiper, 2020) of the restriktor R package 
(Vanbrabant & Rosseel, 2020).
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Results

Descriptive Statistics
In Table 6.1, sample size, means, and standard deviations of the constructs at Time 1 and 
Time 2 are shown. 

CLPM with Latent Factors for Trust and Affect
Before we evaluated the hypotheses, we first checked for measurement invariance to  
examine whether the same constructs were measured over both time points (i.e., that 
the constructs have the same meaning across measurement occasions, see Putnick & 
Bornstein, 2016). To that end, a model without constraints was compared with a model 
where the factor loadings were constrained (i.e., weak measurement invariance) using 
Ʒŉĩ�Ӱ2 difference test (see Table 6.2). First, we evaluated both hypotheses in a model where 
the latent relationship quality constructs for trust and affect were included (i.e., Model 
�ܒܤþڐ �ĩěþƿƪĩ� Ʒŉĩ� Ӱ2 difference test was statistically significant, we could not assume 
weak measurement invariance, although it has been argued that the criteria for testing 
measurement invariance may be too strict (Muthén & Asparaouhov, 2013). Based on the 
comparisons of standardized factor loadings at Time 1 and Time 2, affective conflict 
measures differed over time (see also Appendix F, Supplemental materials). 

Table 6.1
Sample Size (n), Means, and Standard Deviations (SD) of Constructs

Time 1
N a = 1031

Time 2
N = 876

n rĩþű b SD n rĩþű SD

Relationship Quality dimensions 

Trust in Benevolence 1024 15.62 3.76 864 14.97 3.76

Trust in Honesty 1024 15.79 3.24 864 15.09 3.27

Satisfaction 1024 14.70 3.85 864 14.33 3.92

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� 1024 14.96 4.07 864 14.41 3.94

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ŻűǴŦŎěƷ� 998 14.37 4.34 864 15.06 4.14

Student Engagement dimensions 

Absorption 998 12.96 3.78 798 12.41 3.81

Dedication 998 16.00 3.57 798 15.51 3.47

Vigor 998 12.86 3.62 798 12.32 3.59

Student Loyalty 998 26.01 6.41 798 25.36 6.63

Note. a ThĪ�ŲǀŰěĪƣ�żł�ƫƸǀģĪŲƸƫ�ǝŊż�ƫƸÿƣƸĪģ�ƸŊĪ�ƫǀƣǜĪǣܔ�ŊżǝĪǜĪƣ܉�ƫżŰĪƸŏŰĪƫ܉�ƫƸǀģĪŲƸƫ�ģŏģ�ŲżƸ�ǿŧŧ�żǀƸ�ƸŊĪ�ƢǀĪƫƸŏżŲŲÿŏƣĪ�
completely. Therefore, the total numbers might not add up. b The mean is based on the sum scores of items (Relationship 
ƢǀÿŧŏƸǣ�ģŏŰĪŲƫŏżŲƫܔڍڎܫڏ�܈�®ƸǀģĪŲƸ�ĪŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ�ģŏŰĪŲƫŏżŲƫܔڍڎܫڏ�܈�®ƸǀģĪŲƸ�ŧżǣÿŧƸǣܡڑڏܫڑ�
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Table 6.2
Measurement Invariance

rŻĢĩŦڐ�þܣ�ǜŎƷŉ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܤ Ӱ2 df p 6Ӱ2

Unconstrained model 885.53 114 -

Weak factorial invariance (i.e., factor loadings constrained) 865.45 109 .001

rŻĢĩŦڐ�Ěܣ�ǜŎƷŉŻƿƷ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܤ

Unconstrained model 715.87 78 -

Weak factorial invariance (i.e., factor loadings constrained) 721.02 82 .272

Strong factorial invariance (i.e., factor loadings and intercepts constrained) 725.49 84 .107

Therefore, we tested a new model in which affective conflict was excluded (i.e., Model 
1b). When affective conflict was removed from the analyses, we could assume strong 
ůĩþƪƿƢĩůĩűƷ� ŎűǛþƢŎþűěĩ�ƪŎűěĩ� Ʒŉĩ�Ӱ2 difference test was not statistically significant (see 
Table 6.2), indicating that the same constructs were measured over time. 

In Model 1b, both hypotheses were evaluated. Results indicated that order-restricted 
Hypothesis 1 had 1.7 times more support than its complement. This means that there is 
support for the hypothesis that the relation between trust at Time 1 and affect at Time 2 
is stronger than the reverse ordering. Furthermore, order-restricted Hypothesis 2 had 1.4 
times more support than its complement. In other words, there is some support that the 
relation between relationship quality at Time 1 with student engagement and loyalty at 
Time 2 is stronger than the reverse ordering. 

CLPM with Manifest Variables
Subsequently, we tested a model in which we examined all five dimensions of relationship 
quality and the three dimensions of engagement and student loyalty separately. All 
variables were included as manifest variables. Because our previous analyses indicated 
that we could not assume measurement (i.e., factorial) invariance for affective conflict 
over time, we estimated a model with affective conflict (i.e., Model 2a) and without 
affective conflict (i.e., Model 2b). Results for Model 2a revealed that, as hypothesized, the 
results showed that order-restricted Hypothesis 1 had 4.1 times more support than its 
complement. This result indicates that cross-lagged relations from trust in benevolence 
and trust in honesty at Time 1 to affective commitment, affective conflict, and satisfaction 
at Time 2 are more likely than the reverse ordering. Furthermore, cross-lagged relations 
from relationship quality at Time 1 to student engagement and student loyalty at Time 2 
also supported our hypotheses. The results showed that order-restricted Hypothesis 2 had 
148.3 times more support than its complement. 
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Evaluation of the model without affective conflict (Model 2b), albeit the results were less 
strong, still confirmed the hypotheses, that is, order-restricted Hypothesis 1 had 2.6 times 
more support than its complement; order-restricted Hypothesis 2 had 14.0 times more 
support than its complement.

Discussion

Within the present study, we were interested in the theoretical underpinnings for the 
strength (directionality) of the relations between the relationship quality factors of trust 
and affect and of the associations between relationship quality, student engagement, and 
loyalty. This study used a relational approach by applying a newly developed relationship 
quality scale for higher education The focus was on students’ perceptions of the quality 
of their relationships with all contact persons from their educational institution (e.g., 
teachers, professors, mentors, exam committee, librarians, and other faculty/staff 
members). Students’ perceptions were examined to illuminate the associations of 
relationship quality dimensions in higher education over time, and with its outcomes 
(i.e., engagement with studies and loyalty intentions).

Relationship Quality Over Time
The relationship quality factors of trust and affect were tested at a higher level (i.e., 
latent factors for trust and affect) and a more fine-grained level (i.e., all relationship 
quality constructs separately). Both types of analyses confirmed that trust seems to be a 
precursor for affect; trust in benevolence and honesty at Time 1 have a stronger relation 
with affective commitment, satisfaction, and affective conflict at Time 2 than the reverse 
ordering. Our study’s findings indicate that educational practitioners should focus on the 
way students perceive trust in faculty/staff. The current research adds value to the body of 
knowledge on interpersonal relationships in education. 

A psychological approach to trust development (Lewicki et al., 2006) mentioned the 
existence of a trust-distrust continuum. Our study’s findings indicate that educational 
practitioners should focus on the way students perceive trust in faculty/staff and their 
higher education institution and that they should take regard of the relational phase 
students are in (i.e., relationship intensity, see Castaldo, 2007). 

When evaluating a second model leaving out affective conflict, the findings indicated 
that the path from trust to affect (i.e., satisfaction and affective commitment) is stronger 
than the reverse. Within this study, students responded differently over time to how they 
interpreted affective conflict, as evidenced by the test of factorial invariance, perhaps 
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due to the multiple encounters within a student’s experience. First-year students may 
understand the meaning of conflict differently from the conflict they later experience 
within that year (e.g., from unclear feedback on assignments or slow responsiveness 
to questions versus from negative binding study advice). Similarly, seniors also might 
interpret the meaning of conflict differently at the beginning of the year than near the end 
of the year, (e.g., from adequate guidance versus from feedback on graduation research). 
For students, the consequences of affective conflict seem to be bigger near the end of the 
year (e.g., difficulties surrounding internships, graduation research, negative binding 
study advice). Hence, our findings indicate that the meaning of affective conflict may 
change over time. 

Relationship Quality, Student Engagement, and Loyalty
ȃĩ� ƪĩěŻűĢ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪŎƪ� ŁŻěƿƪĩĢ� Żű� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƷƢĩűłƷŉ� ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪ� ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ܌�
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ܌� þűĢ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ� �ƿƢ� ƢĩƪƿŦƷƪ� ěŻűȀƢůĩĢ� N܌ڑ� ǜŉŎěŉ� ŎůƟŦŎĩĢ� ƷŉþƷ�
relationship quality at Time 1 had a stronger association with student engagement and 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ�þƷ�¼Ŏůĩڑ��Ʒŉþű�Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩǛĩƢƪĩ�ŻƢĢĩƢŎűłܒ�ȃŎƪ�ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ�ěŻűƷƢŎĚƿƷĩ�ƷŻ�Ʒŉĩ�
theoretical implications of student relationships in higher education (e.g., Hagenaur & 
Volet, 2014), which covering a broad array of positive student outcomes such as motivational 
ŻƿƷěŻůĩƪܣ�GĩŉŦĚþěŉ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤڑڐڏڑ�܌ܒ�ȃĩ�ƟƢĩƪĩűƷ�ƪƷƿĢǢܼƪ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ�þĢĢ�ƷŻ�ƷŉþƷ�ĚŻĢǢ�ŻŁ�ţűŻǜŦĩĢłĩ܌�
indicating that relationship quality is essential for student engagement and loyalty. Hence, 
building positive relationships with students through relationship quality might positively 
ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ŎűǛŻŦǛĩůĩűƷܒ�FŻŦŦŻǜŎűł� þƪƷþŦĢŻܼƪܤږڏڏڑܣ��ŎĢĩþƪ�ŻŁ�Ɵŉþƪĩƪ�ŻŁ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
building, this study implies that relationship quality might eventually lead to loyalty during 
Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�þűĢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁܒ�ȃĩƪĩ�ȀűĢŎűłƪ�þƢĩ�Ŏű�ŦŎűĩ�ǜŎƷŉ�ƟƢĩǛŎŻƿƪ�
ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� �ƷƿĢĩűƷ®�ܒܤڐڏڏڑ�܌ܒȃƿƢþƿ�ĩƷ�þŦܮ�NĩűűŎł܌ܒłܒĩܣ ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� Ŏƪ�ĩƪƪĩűƷŎþŦ� ŁŻƢ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�
institutions in several ways, for instance, positive word-of-mouth such as students’ 
recommendations to others (Farrow & Yuan, 2011).

Limitations and Future Directions
Although this study adds value to the existing literature in higher education, several 
limitations need to be mentioned. First, the data were based on self-reported student 
responses. Although surveys are an acceptable way to collect data on students’ perceptions 
and attitudes, including responses from other actors, teachers or mentors might help get 
þ�ůŻƢĩ� ŻĚŠĩěƷŎǛĩ� ǛŎĩǜ� �܌ܒłܒĩܣ 'ĩůĩƷƢŎŻƿ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �܌�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩܒܤڔڐڏڑ ŎƷ� ǜŻƿŦĢ� Ěĩ� ŎűƷĩƢĩƪƷŎűł� ƷŻ�
replicate the study and also include teachers’ perceptions and compare them with students’ 
perceptions (see, for example, Koomen & Jellesma, 2015, who investigated both students’ 
and teachers’ perspectives in an elementary school setting). 
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Second, the sample used was based on students from three Dutch higher education 
institutions. Students were relatively evenly distributed concerning age, gender, and 
ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűƷ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƟƢŻłƢþůƪ� ŻŁ� ƪƷƿĢǢܒ�NŻǜĩǛĩƢ܌�ǜĩ� ƢĩěŻůůĩűĢ� ŎűǛĩƪƷŎłþƷŎűł� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�
from several institutions from other countries so that the intercultural interpretations of 
the constructs under study can be further examined (e.g., the relevance of intercultural 
competency through social exchange theory in a higher education setting; Pillay & James, 
2015). 

Next, the relationship quality construct was measured with the same items per relationship 
quality dimension per measurement point; however, weak measurement invariance could 
űŻƷ� Ěĩ� þƪƪƿůĩĢ� ŁŻƢ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ� ȃŎƪ� ůĩþűƪ� ƷŉþƷ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ĩǛþŦƿþƷĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ŎƷĩůƪ�Ŏű�þ�ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűƷ�ǜþǢ�ŻǛĩƢ�ƷŎůĩܒ���ƟŻƪƪŎĚŦĩ�ĩǡƟŦþűþƷŎŻű�ůŎłŉƷ�Ěĩ�ƷŉþƷ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�Ŏű�
the second semester have had more positive or negative experiences and can better interpret 
ǜŉþƷ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ�ůĩþűƪ� ŁŻƢ� Ʒŉĩů� �܌ܒĩܒŎܣ ŎƢƢŎƷþƷŎŻűƪ܌� ŁƢƿƪƷƢþƷŎŻű܌� þűĢ�þűłĩƢܒܤ�£ŻƪƪŎĚŦǢ܌� Ʒŉĩ�ůŻƢĩ�
negative emotions (i.e., high levels of anxiety) students perceive in the relationships they 
ŉþǛĩ�ǜŎƷŉ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁ܌� Ʒŉĩ� Ŧĩƪƪ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ƷƢƿƪƷ� Ŏű� ŁþěƿŦƷǢ� þűĢ� ƪƷþǲŁƪܼ�
integrity, reliability, and helpfulness (see also control–value theory; Artino & Pekrun, 2014). 
FƿƷƿƢĩ� ǜŻƢţ� ůþǢ� ŁŻěƿƪ� Żű� ŉŻǜ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟƪ� ŻǛĩƢ� ƷŎůĩ܌� ŁŻƢ� ĩǡþůƟŦĩ܌� ǜŉþƷ� ĢĩȀűŎűł�
ůŻůĩűƷƪ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ� ŎűĢŎěþƷĩ� þƪ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷƪ� þűĢ� ǜŉǢ� ƷŉĩǢ� þƢĩ� ěƢŎƷŎěþŦ� ŎűěŎĢĩűƷƪ� Ŏű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�
þěþĢĩůŎě� ŦŎǛĩƪ� �܌űŎŠĢĩƢƪ®ܣ àŎŠűŎþ܌� 'ĩţţĩƢ܌� ¦ŎţĩƢƪ܌� �ޣ hŻǢĩűƪ܌� �ܒܤڏڑڏڑ  ŻűǴŦŎěƷ� ǜŎƷŉŎű� þ�
student–teacher relationship might be due to the perception of reciprocal discontentment, 
disapproval, and unpredictability (Marengo et al., 2018). 

Finally, collecting data from multiple time points over a closer interval could be used to apply 
a random-intercept cross-lagged panel analysis (Hamaker et al., 2015; e.g., Košir & Tement, 
2014). Please also note that the relationships that were found only apply to the time intervals 
used in this study. When using a shorter time interval, the associations between variables 
would probably have been stronger, which is interesting to examine in future research. 
Furthermore, when investigating the development of loyalty, it would also be important to 
look over time periods such as from year to year and from student to alumn.

Conclusion

ȃŎƪ� ƪƷƿĢǢ� ǜþƪ� þ� ȀƢƪƷ� þƷƷĩůƟƷ� ƷŻ� ĩǡƟŦŻƢĩ� Ʒŉĩ� ŻƢĢĩƢŎűł� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
ĢŎůĩűƪŎŻűƪ�ŻŁ�ƷƢƿƪƷܣ�Ŏܒĩ܌ܒ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ�þűĢ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűěĩܤ�þűĢ�þǲŁĩěƷܣ�Ŏܒĩ܌ܒ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�
ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌� ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű� þűĢ܌� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒܤ� ®ĩěŻűĢ܌� ǜĩ� ŎűǛĩƪƷŎłþƷĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ� ŻƢĢĩƢŎűł�
between relationship quality, student engagement, and student loyalty. To that end, we used 
data from two time points. 
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ȃŎƪ�ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ�þĢĢƪ�ƷŻ�Ʒŉĩ�ĩǡŎƪƷŎűł�ĚŻĢǢ�ŻŁ�ţűŻǜŦĩĢłĩ�ƷŉþƷ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�ƷƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ŻŁ�
ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�Ŏƪ�ĩƪƪĩűƷŎþŦ�ŁŻƢ�Ʒŉĩ�ĢĩǛĩŦŻƟůĩűƷ�
ŻŁ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ�þűĢ�ƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻű܌�þűĢ�þǛŻŎĢþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒ�®ĩěŻűĢ܌�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
ŁþěƷŻƢƪ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎǛĩŦǢ� ŎűǴŦƿĩűěĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ�ǜŎƷŉ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� þűĢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܒ�
ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�ǜĩ�ƢĩěŻůůĩűĢ�ƷŉþƷ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ŎűƪƷŎƷƿƷŎŻűƪ�þƟƟŦǢ�þ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűþŦ�þƟƟƢŻþěŉ�
that considers students’ relationship quality evaluations in more depth. We examined 
Ʒŉĩ� ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪĩƪ� ĚǢ� ĩǛþŦƿþƷŎűł� ƪŎůƿŦƷþűĩŻƿƪ� ěŻůƟþƢŎƪŻűƪ� ĚĩƷǜĩĩű� ĩƪƷŎůþƷĩƪܒ� ȃĩ�
ȀűĢŎűłƪ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷĩĢ�ŻƿƢ�ŉǢƟŻƷŉĩƪĩƪܗ�ŉŻǜĩǛĩƢ܌�ŁƿƢƷŉĩƢ�ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ�Ŏƪ�űĩĩĢĩĢ�ƷŻ�ƷŉĩŻƢĩƷŎěþŦŦǢ�
ěþƟƷƿƢĩ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢŻŦĩ�ŻŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ� Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ůŻƢĩ�ȀƢůŦǢܒ�rŻƢĩŻǛĩƢ܌�ǜĩ�
recommend investigating further the consequences for students’ involvement and 
ƢĩěŎƟƢŻěþŦ�ĩǲŁĩěƷƪ�ƿƪŎűł�ƪŉŻƢƷܮƷĩƢů�ŦŻűłŎƷƿĢŎűþŦ�ĢþƷþܒ�
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ȃĩ� ěŉþűłĩƪ� ƷŉþƷ� ŉþǛĩ� Ʒþţĩű� ƟŦþěĩ� Ŏű� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ŦþƪƷ� ĢĩěþĢĩ܌� ƪƿěŉ� þƪ� ŻƿƷƟƿƷܮ
based funding, global competition, and the marketization of higher education, call for a 
re-focus on the establishment of bonds between students and their educational institution. 
Previous studies have emphasized that teacher–student relationships should be a focal point 
in the educational process (e.g., Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2005). Still, research in educational 
psychology is mostly limited to student–teacher relationships. Students have multiple and 
ŻűłŻŎűł�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷŎŻűƪ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůþűǢ�ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűƷ�ƟĩŻƟŦĩ�ŁƢŻů�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ܌�ěŻűƷƢŎĚƿƷŎűł�ƷŻ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�
educational experience. Besides their teachers, students also have contact with other faculty 
ŻƢ� ƪƷþǲŁ�ǜŻƢţŎűł�þƷ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ܌� ŁŻƢ� ŎűƪƷþűěĩ܌� Ʒŉĩ� ƪƷƿĢǢ�ěŻƿűƪĩŦŻƢƪ�ŻƢ�þĢǛŎƪŻƢƪ� ŁŻƢ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�
program of study, student psychologists, members of an exam board, janitors, librarians, and 
receptionists. 

Furthermore, educational researchers investigating student relationships have mainly 
focused on primary or secondary education (e.g., Roorda et al., 2011, 2017). Although 
ƷŉĩŎƢ� ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉ� ȀűĢŎűłƪ� þƢĩ� ŎůƟŻƢƷþűƷ� ŁŻƢ� łþŎűŎűł� ŎűƪŎłŉƷ� ŎűƷŻ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƟƢŻěĩƪƪĩƪ܌� Ʒŉĩ�
instruments used in these studies are not always applicable in all educational settings. More 
ƪƟĩěŎȀěþŦŦǢ܌� ŉŎłŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű� ĢŎǲŁĩƢƪ� ŁƢŻů� ŻƷŉĩƢ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ěŻűƷĩǡƷƪ� ƢĩłþƢĢŎűł� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪܼ�
involvement and participation (Leenknecht et al., 2020). In primary and secondary education, 
the student–teacher relationship exists between a child and an adult; in higher education, 
Ʒŉĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟƪ�þƢĩ�ŁŻƢůĩĢ�ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�þĢƿŦƷƪܣ�NþłĩűþƿĩƢޣ��ßŻŦĩƷܒܤړڐڏڑ�܌�ȃĩ�þƷƷĩűƷŎŻű�ƟþŎĢ�ƷŻ�
student–faculty relationships in primary and secondary education (e.g., Roorda et al., 2011, 
2017) did not answer the question of how to establish and maintain positive relationships 
ĚĩƷǜĩĩű�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�þűĢ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűܒ

Building and maintaining (long-lasting) relationships with stakeholders are the cornerstones 
of relationship management. Underlining previous research on the use of relationship and 
services management in higher education (Ng & Forbes, 2009), these ideas are now more 
ŻǼƷĩű�þƟƟŦŎĩĢ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ěŻűƷĩǡƷܣ�ĩܒłܒ¼�܌ܒ�GŎĚĚƪޣ��fŉþƢŻƿŁܗڏڑڏڑ�܌�æŻƿƪþŁ�ĩƷ�þŦ܌ܒ�
2020). In these studies, education is treated as a service. Drawing from social exchange 
theory (e.g., Homans, 1961), educational service in higher education is based on the 
exchange between students and their educational institution. When a service consists of 
high-involvement interactions (Bloemer & De Ruyter, 1999) as educational service in higher 
education does, it is important to focus on how higher education students, as the primary 
ƪƷþţĩŉŻŦĢĩƢƪ� �ƿűěĩ�ܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �܌ܤږڐڏڑ ƟĩƢěĩŎǛĩ� Ʒŉĩ� ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻűþŦ� ƪĩƢǛŎěĩܒ� ȃĩ� ŻƿƷěŻůĩƪ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ�
educational learning process depend on how students perceive the educational exchange. 
ȃĩ� łþƟ� ůŻĢĩŦ� ĚǢ� £þƢþƪƿƢþůþű� ĩƷ� þŦܒ� �ܤڐژژڐܣ Ŏƪ� ŻǼƷĩű� ƿƪĩĢ� ƷŻ� ŎűǛĩƪƷŎłþƷĩ� ƟŻƪƪŎĚŦĩ� ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�
gaps between stakeholders’ expectations and perceptions, and the gap with organizations 
Ŏű�ƪĩƢǛŎěĩƪ�ƢĩƪĩþƢěŉܣ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤژڏڏڑ�܌ܒ�ȃĩ�ȀƢƪƷ�ƪƷĩƟƪ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩܕ�łþƟ�þűþŦǢƪŎƪܕ� Ŏƪ�ƷŻ�þƪţ�Ʒŉĩ�
ůþŎű�ƪƷþţĩŉŻŦĢĩƢƪ�ŁŻƢ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ơƿþŦŎƷǢ�ĩǡƟĩěƷþƷŎŻűƪ�þűĢ�ƟĩƢěĩƟƷŎŻűƪܒ�ȃĩƢĩŁŻƢĩ܌�Ʒŉĩ�ěƿƪƷŻůĩƢƪܘ
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ƢĩěŎƟŎĩűƷƪ� ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƪĩƢǛŎěĩ܌� Ŏű� ƷŉŎƪ� ěþƪĩ܌� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ܌� ƟŦþǢ� þ� ěĩűƷƢþŦ� ƢŻŦĩܒ�ȃĩƪĩ� ŎĢĩþƪ� ŁŻƢůĩĢ� Ʒŉĩ�
starting point for our research. 

In this thesis, we examined how students perceive the quality of their relationships with 
their educational faculty/staff, that is, relationship quality. As indicated by Osobajo 
and Moore (2017), definitions of relationship quality vary, which is mainly caused by 
the specific context under study. Osobajo and Moore provided a general description of 
relationship quality: “how healthy a relationship is based on the evaluation or assessment 
ŻŁ� Ʒŉĩ� ƟþƢƷŎĩƪ� ǜŎƷŉŎű� ƷŉþƷ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟܺ� ��ƪŻĚþŠŻܣ �܌�rŻŻƢĩޣ �܌ږڐڏڑ Ɵܒ� �ܒܤړ ¼ŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ�
quality instrument used in this thesis was a new approach in the educational literature 
measuring the quality of relationships between students and their educational faculty 
and staff. The construct was taken to consist of five relationship quality dimensions 
based on relationship management research (Roberts et al., 2003). We adapted the 
instrument to fit the context of higher education. It included trust in benevolence, which 
refers to the extent to which students believe faculty/staff are concerned about their 
welfare, have intentions and motives beneficial to them, and avoid acting in a way that 
will result in negative outcomes for students. We also included trust in honesty, which 
represents the trust students have in a university’s credibility as represented by faculty/
staff, and affective commitment, which refers to students’ willingness to belong or be 
connected to their university (i.e., their faculty/staff). Satisfaction was also included, 
referring to cumulative student satisfaction with the overall quality of the student–
faculty relationships, representing students’ cognitive and affective evaluations based on 
their personal experiences across all educational service encounters. Finally, we included 
affective conflict, which can be seen as a negative indicator of relationship quality (Roberts 
et al., 2003). The affective conflict that students perceive, evident in such reactions as 
irritation, frustration, and anger, will lower the levels of perceived relationship quality.

To create an in-depth understanding of how students perceived the overall quality of their 
relationships with their university, we asked students to respond to questions in which we 
referred to the quality of relationships with all educational faculty/staff, thus including 
all members of the educational faculty and staff. If positive, these relationships could 
be beneficial for higher education institutions in terms of students’ involvement, both 
during and after graduation.

Overview of the Main Findings 

In Study 1, described in Chapter 2, our research question was: What is relationship quality 
in higher education, and how can we measure it? The focus was on the measurement of 
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relationship quality in higher education using students’ survey responses. A deductive 
approach was taken, using a relationship quality instrument based on services and 
relationship management research (Roberts et al., 2003). The aim was to contribute 
to improved understanding of the concept of relationship quality in higher education. 
The relationship quality instrument focused on students’ perceptions of their overall 
relationships with educational faculty/staff. With this focus, we first explored the 
applicability of a relationship quality scale in higher education, using quantitative along 
with qualitative data. The relationship quality scale was used to determine whether 
the same underlying relationship quality components also held in the higher education 
context. 

Five relationship quality dimensions were examined from a student’s point of view 
regarding the quality of their relationship with their educational faculty and staff: 
students’ trust in honesty and benevolence, their overall satisfaction, their affective 
commitment, and affective conflict. An online survey was sent out to the enrolled 
students from one Dutch university of applied sciences. In addition, a small-scale focus 
group discussion was used to investigate the concept and dimensions of relationship 
quality further. A good fit for the five-dimensional model of relationship quality in higher 
education was confirmed. Moreover, along with the relationship quality scale, the focus 
group discussion with students provided practical examples of how students perceived 
relationship quality.

Study 2, described in Chapter 3, presented qualitative research to get a deeper 
understanding of higher education students’ dimensions of relationship quality. The study 
was based on 513 real-life descriptions of students’ perceptions. The aim was to examine 
relationship quality in higher education and provide insights for educational faculty/
staff who want to develop and focus their policy based on students’ relationship quality. 
Social exchange theory (SET) was used as an overarching framework (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 
1976). SET helps to clarify how social interactions result in relationships and why these 
relationships are (dis)continued. The framework can be applied in various environments 
between two parties (e.g., romantic/friendly relationships between partners, professional 
relationships between a recipient and a provider, or between an employee and employer). 
Related ideas from the services and relationship management field, combined with 
educational literature, were used for development of measurement instruments and 
analyses. The critical incident technique (CIT) is a frequently used approach in services 
management research to examine recipients’ perceptions of service more deeply. In Study 
2, we used CIT to gather qualitative data consisting of positive and negative experiences 
based on students’ online responses. Template analysis was applied to students’ self-
reported relational experiences with their educational faculty and staff. The five a priori 
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relationship quality dimensions used for the template corresponded with those in the 
first study: students’ trust in honesty and benevolence, overall satisfaction, affective 
commitment, and affective conflict (as a negative indicator of relationship quality). 

Although all students from the institution under study similar to our first study, were 
invited to take the online survey, mainly first-year students responded. More negative 
(n = 395) than positive (n = 294) incidents were described by students, supporting recent 
research (e.g., Clem et al., 2020). We expected students’ negative incidents would be 
reported as affective conflict. However, in this study students mainly referred to lack 
of trust in honesty and benevolence. For example, one student response addressed that 
ƷŉĩƢĩ�ǜþƪ�ܹűŻ�ěŻůůŻű�þƟƟƢŻþěŉܺ�þůŻűł�ƷĩþěŉĩƢƪܘŦĩěƷƿƢĩƢƪ� Ŏű�łƿŎĢþűěĩ�þűĢ�ƷŻ� ŁþěŎŦŎƷþƷĩ�
students. In general, having to wait for a response was perceived negatively. Interestingly, 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�Ŏű�ƷŉĩŎƢ�ŦþƪƷ�ǢĩþƢƪ�ĚĩŁŻƢĩ�łƢþĢƿþƷŎŻű�ŎűĢŎěþƷĩĢ�ܹƟƢŻůƟƷ�ŁĩĩĢĚþěţܺ�þűĢ�ܹƷŻ�Ěĩ�þĚŦĩ�
ƷŻ�ƢĩŦǢ�Żű�ŉŻűĩƪƷ�þűĢ�ĚĩűĩǛŻŦĩűƷܣ�ƢĩܤþěƷŎŻűƪܺ�þƪ�ŎůƟŻƢƷþűƷܒ�

In Study 3 (Chapter 4), we used cross-sectional data to predict relationship quality and 
relationship quality outcomes among enrolled students from a Dutch university of 
applied sciences, and in Study 4 (Chapter 5) among alumni from the same institution. 
The methodological choices for the analysis were based on services and relationship 
management research. Specifically, partial least squares-structural equation modeling 
(PLS-SEM) analysis was used for predicting and exploring the constructs under study 
(Studies 3 & 4, Chapters 4 and 5).

In Study 3 (Chapter 4), our research question was: What influence does relationship 
quality have on student engagement, and (in turn), on student loyalty? We investigated 
students’ perceptions of the quality of their relationships with their educational faculty/
staff and its associations with student engagement and student loyalty among enrolled 
students. The aim was to gain insights into whether relationship quality affected 
student engagement and loyalty. The hypothesized model investigating the associations 
between relationship quality, student engagement, and student loyalty 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. 

Similarly, in Study 4 (Chapter 5), we dealt with a similar research question, however, now 
focusing on alumni: What influence do alumni’s perceptions of their relationship quality 
have on their former engagement, and (in turn) on their current loyalty. The aim was to 
explore whether relationship quality dimensions (in)directly predict student engagement 
and (in turn) non-monetary alumni loyalty. 
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For enrolled students (Study 3, Chapter 4), statistically significant associations were found 
between trust in honesty and dedication, between affective conflict and absorption and 
vigor, and between affective commitment and all three student engagement dimensions. 
In contrast, for alumni (Study 4, Chapter 5), statistically significant associations were 
found between trust in honesty and absorption and vigor, between trust in benevolence 
and all three student engagement dimensions, between affective commitment and all 
three student engagement dimensions, and between satisfaction and vigor. In both 
models, a statistically significant association was found for affective commitment and 
loyalty. The variance in the model within our study explained respectively 53% and 55% in 
student/alumni loyalty, which also resembles recent studies’ findings on higher education 
student loyalty (e.g., Doña Toledo & Martínez, 2020).

Study 4 indicated that alumni perceptions of former relationship quality had a stronger 
positive (and statistically significant) association with their current loyalty than it had 
with their perceptions of their former student engagement. Former trust in benevolence 
and affective commitment as relationship quality dimensions were positively associated 
with former student engagement. Contrary to our hypotheses, trust in honesty had a 
negative association with absorption and vigor. No statistically significant associations 
were found between the relationship quality dimension of trust in honesty and dedication 
or alumni loyalty. 

To overcome the limitations of correlational research (e.g., the cross-sectional designs of 
Studies 3 and 4), Study 5, described in Chapter 6, used longitudinal data from two time 
points. Based on the literature on interpersonal relationships and services and relationship 
management research, the relationship quality construct of trust was examined. In 
combination with educational literature, services and relationship management research 
served as the basis for investigating the development of relationship quality dimensions 
and their influence on the sequence of relationship quality outcomes, which are student 
engagement and student loyalty (Study 5, Chapter 6). The research questions were: 1) How 
do relationship quality dimensions develop over time? and 2) Does relationship quality 
predict student engagement and loyalty? We focused on the directionality of relations 
between relationship quality dimensions and relations between relationship quality, 
student engagement, and loyalty, based on students’ responses from two time points. 

Study 5 (Chapter 6) was a first attempt to explore the ordering between relationship 
quality dimensions, and, between relationship quality, student engagement, and student 
loyalty. In line with the trust literature (e.g., Castaldo, 2007), confirmation was found 
that trust as a relationship quality dimension has a stronger relation with the affective 
relationship quality dimensions of commitment, satisfaction, and conflict than the 
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reverse ordering. Second, our hypothesis was confirmed that relationship quality had a 
stronger relation with student engagement and student loyalty than the reverse ordering. 

General Discussion

The main research questions set out in the Introduction were: What are students’ 
perceptions of relationship quality in higher education, and how does relationship 
quality influence students’ involvement in time? Within the studies presented in this 
thesis, we empirically examined relationship quality as a multidimensional construct. 
The instrument was based on an existing scale previously applied to consumer services 
by Roberts et al. (2003). Students, as primary recipients of the educational service, in 
conformity with services management research, were asked for their perceptions. To 
examine relationship quality, we used quantitative and qualitative data collection methods 
and analyses (Studies 1 and 2, described in Chapters 2 and 3). Second, relationship quality 
outcomes were investigated in terms of student engagement and student/alumni loyalty 
(Studies 3, 4, and 5, described in Chapters 4, 5, and 6).

The studies presented (see Figure 7.1) were based on SET as an overarching framework. 
Related services and relationship management ideas were used in combination with ideas 
from the educational literature. 

Relationship Quality
The framework for the formation of bonds in higher education (see Figure 1.1) was 
used as a starting point of this thesis. The thesis’ studies are in line with other recent 
studies (Dollinger & Lodge, 2020; Matthews et al., 2018) that have focused on fostering 
high quality student–faculty/staff relationships. The instrument that we developed to 
study relationship quality in higher education adds value to the conceptualization of 
relationship quality in higher education. To our knowledge, the studies presented in this 
thesis are the first to investigate relationship quality as a multidimensional construct and 
explore the prediction of relationship quality outcomes in higher education (i.e., student 
engagement and student loyalty). In this way, we contributed to the limited research 
that has so far been conducted on relationship quality in higher education (e.g., Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2001). In general, with our research findings, we also added value to the 
existing (educational and psychological) literature on interpersonal relationships and 
relationship management in higher education. 
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In Studies 1, 3, and 5 (Chapters 2, 4, and 6), the relationship quality instrument we used 
consisted of five dimensions: trust in benevolence, trust in honesty, satisfaction, affective 
commitment, and affective conflict. The results confirmed that relationship quality 
measurement can be done using the higher education relationship quality scale (HERQ 
scale). However, the findings of Studies 2 and 5 also showed that the five dimensions 
could be clustered into two main parts: trust and affect. Within educational practice, 
however, the relationship quality construct seems rather complicated. It depends on the 
relational phase a student might be in (i.e., first to fourth year, based on the frequency 
of experiences). Moreover, the analysis of students’ positive and negative relationship 
quality perceptions in Study 2 (Chapter 3) indicated that the distinctions between the 
dimensions are not always clear. Perhaps some other relational aspects (e.g., fairness, 
equity, responsiveness) 'albeit linked to the relationship quality dimensions'� might also 
play a role. Both quantitative and qualitative approaches, however, provided insights into 
the operationalization of relationship quality in higher education. 

In Study 1, we examined the five-factor structure of relationship quality, which was 
confirmed. Study 2 implied that less explicit expressions of affective commitment were 
mentioned. Therefore, based on the number of descriptions of trust in this study, and 
on other research (e.g., Schlesinger et al., 2017), we hypothesized that students’ trust 
in honesty and benevolence form the basis for relationship quality in higher education. 
In Study 5, we redefined the dimensions as trust (i.e., trust in honesty and trust in 
benevolence) and affect (affective commitment, satisfaction, and affective conflict). The 
dimensions of trust form the relationship quality construct’s core; trust in honesty and 
trust in benevolence predict the affective relationship quality dimensions of commitment, 
conflict, and satisfaction. All studies imply that the relationship quality instrument is 
applicable in a higher education setting. Therefore, the HERQ scale has practical value for 
educational practitioners to use in a survey, in addition to course evaluations and national 
surveys such as the Dutch national student survey, Nationale Studenten Enquete (NSE; 
Studiekeuze123, 2020). 

In all of the studies presented in this thesis, the relationship quality dimensions of 
trust in honesty and trust in benevolence were highly correlated. However, considering 
the relationship quality construct as multidimensional, this finding is not surprising. 
Moreover, some studies have not distinguished between trust in honesty and trust in 
benevolence (e.g., Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). In Study 5 (Chapter 6), we investigated 
relationship quality using trust and affect. However, the results indicated that relationship 
quality measurement on a more multidimensional level gave more support for predicting 
engagement and loyalty. Yet, we question whether students could clearly differentiate 
between trust in educational faculty and staff ’s honesty and their benevolence. 
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Based on the different statistically significant associations between the constructs under 
study that were seen in the models with enrolled students and alumni (Chapters 4 and 5), 
it seems that affective conflict might change over time. This idea was confirmed in the 
longitudinal sample (Study 4, described in Chapter 6). Weak measurement invariance 
for affective conflict was found, indicating that students might interpret affective 
conflict items differently during their academic years. This finding is not surprising 
when considering the challenges students face during their academic years; students 
might, in due time, develop a different attitude towards the kind of affective conflict they 
perceive during their studies. Students might come to feel different about irritations and 
frustrations that occur with their educational faculty and staff in their first and second 
years. For instance, students’ affective conflict might be due to a lack of learning when the 
feedback on assignments is unclear. In the second part of their studies, students focus on 
developing a professional attitude and graduation. Responsiveness to grades and feedback 
in the final year of study is essential in order to graduate on time (see Study 2, Chapter 
3). Within an academic year, students also might develop a different understanding of 
the affective conflict they perceive. For instance, students’ irritations and frustrations at 
the beginning of their year of study might be related to unclear communication or the 
feeling of being mistreated. This might be different from how students perceive conflict at 
the end of the year of study when faced with, for example, dropping-out (e.g., a negative 
study advice) or graduation issues such as advice on studies and final examination.

Effects of Relationship Quality on Students’ Involvement
Student Engagement
In services management literature, it is believed that, in general, quality leads to 
�܌�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷ�þűĢܤěŻűƪƿůĩƢܣ Ŏű�ƷƿƢű܌�ƷŻ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢ� ŎűƷĩűƷŎŻűƪ�þűĢ�ĚĩŉþǛŎŻƢ� �ƪĩĩ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷܣ
al., 1996). Similarly, in previous educational studies, student–faculty interactions and 
student–teacher relationships were positively associated with students’ involvement, 
such as their engagement. However, in this thesis, we examined relationship quality in 
a broader perspective, asking students about their perception of the quality of their 
relationships with all educational faculty and staff. Establishing a parallel with the related 
literature on engagement, we also measured student engagement multidimensionally 
(see Brodie et al., 2010 for a services management perspective; Veiga et al., 2014 for an 
educational, psychological perspective). 

The cross-sectional data in Studies 3 and 4, described in Chapters 4 and 5, were based on 
responses from enrolled students and alumni. Both studies confirmed that relationship 
quality is positively associated with students’ engagement in their studies. However, 
not all relationship quality dimensions had a statistically significant association with 
student engagement. In both models, a statistically significant positive association was 
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found for relationship quality and the student engagement dimension of dedication, and, 
dedication and student/alumni loyalty, explaining 53% and 55% of the variance in student/
alumni loyalty, respectively. 

The longitudinal data findings with two time points also revealed that relationship  
quality predicts student engagement (Study 5, described in Chapter 6). Both study designs 
(cross-sectional and longitudinal) demonstrated the relevance of relationship quality in  
higher education. Study 5 confirmed that the relation between relationship quality and 
student engagement is stronger than the reverse temporal ordering.

In the studies in this thesis, we positioned student engagement as an outcome and 
as a mediating variable in the relationship between relationship quality and student 
loyalty. However, the findings from these studies do not convincingly imply that student 
engagement is a mediating variable in the relationship between relationship quality and 
student loyalty. This finding is in line with the systematic review by Quin (2017), where he 
questioned the position of student engagement.

Only the student engagement dimension of dedication was strongly related to student/
alumni loyalty (see Studies 3 and 4, Chapters 4 and 5). These results are in line with the 
findings by Farr-Wharton and colleagues (2018). They showed that engagement fully 
mediates the relations between the relation between students and lecturers and intention 
to leave (i.e., in our studies, the opposite of intentions to stay/continue). However, 
they only used six items from the UWES-S (Schaufeli et al., 2002), and hence a valid 
comparison cannot be made.

Student Loyalty
With Study 4, we took a first step exploring alumni loyalty emphasizing the non-monetary 
aspect of alumni contributions. Although there is considerable research on student and 
alumni loyalty (Iskhakova et al., 2017), these studies have mainly been conducted in the 
US and have considered alumni financial giving, which is less common in Europe. The 
variance explained in student loyalty in Study 4 (Chapter 5) resembles recent findings on 
student loyalty in higher education (e.g., Doña Toledo & Martínez, 2020). In particular, 
relationship quality and affective commitment seem to affect student/alumni loyalty 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Iskhakova et al., 2016). The findings of Study 4 (Chapter 5) 
confirm that to establish alumni loyalty, one should focus on affective commitment.

Study 5 confirmed that the relation between relationship quality and student loyalty 
is stronger than the reverse temporal ordering. Satisfaction is mainly mentioned as a 
precursor of student loyalty (Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017). Our study’s findings add that 
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satisfaction, in terms of students’ relationship quality, might be caused by students’ trust 
in honesty and benevolence (see Study 5).

In parallel with the literature on student retention and involvement (e.g., Astin, 1999; 
Tinto, 1975), with the studies presented in this thesis, we underline that it is essential 
for higher education institutions to sustain and to build a long-lasting relationship with 
students. The thesis’s findings contribute to the existing literature on loyalty intentions 
in general, and student and alumni loyalty in higher education specifically, and have 
practical value. For instance, higher education institutions could initiate relationship 
management strategies based on the relationship quality dimensions using the HERQ 
scale. They should focus on different segments of their student/alumni population (e.g., 
enrolled students versus alumni, first-year experience versus students’ experiences from 
higher years). In line with recent findings (Pedro et al., 2020a, 2020b), as we indicated in 
Study 4 (Chapter 5), it would be interesting for higher education institutions to examine 
whether alumni still want to be involved with their alma mater; if so, in what way.

Implications
Our contribution lies in our theoretical underpinnings concerning students’ interpersonal 
relationships (Study 1, described in Chapter 2). Previous research focused mainly on the 
relationship between teachers and students (e.g., Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Pianta et al., 
2012). Within this study, all university personnel with whom students are in contact were 
considered. The results confirmed that students appreciate their relationships with their 
teachers/lecturers, which was supported in recent and previous research investigating 
teacher–student relationships (e.g., Clem et al., 2020; Garcia-Moya et al., 2020; Roorda 
et al., 2011, 2017). However, students also indicated that their relationships with other 
staff members matter, for instance, with mentors or career coaches. In conclusion, 
using an instrument such as the relationship quality scale for higher education (HERQ 
scale) provides insight into students’ perceptions of the quality of the relationship they 
have with their university, confirming prior assumptions that adopting a relationship 
management approach in higher education is fruitful (e.g., Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; 
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001).

The findings in both Studies 3 and 4 indicate that relationship quality is a predictor of 
student engagement and loyalty. The studies were built on SET ideas and previous 
research in services and relationship management, combined with educational literature 
(e.g., Koenig-Lewis et al., 2016; Snijders et al., 2018, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, Rikers, & 
Loyens, 2020; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001). The relevance for educational 
practitioners is that to maintain long-lasting relationships with former students, they 
should focus on establishing relational ties with students during their studies. 
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Study 4 also indicated that relationship quality dimensions are important predictors 
of student engagement and non-monetary alumni loyalty. So far, previous research has 
mainly focused on monetary alumni support. To shed new light, we focused on the non-
monetary aspect of alumni giving. The findings in Study 4 underlined those in a recent 
study by Pedro et al. (2020b), who indicated that most European universities still struggle 
with achieving a decent alumni culture. Therefore, with these findings, we add to the 
existing literature on alumni loyalty. 

For practice, Study 3’s findings emphasize that educational practitioners and policymakers 
may benefit from examining students’ perceptions and monitoring them regularly. 
Moreover, in Study 4, our conclusion is that to establish alumni loyalty, one should also 
focus on relationship quality dimensions, such as students’ affective commitment and 
trust in benevolence. 

The practical implication of Study 5 was that educational practitioners and policymakers 
could make use of the fact that students’ trust in the quality of the relationship they 
have with their educational faculty and staff can be established through satisfaction, 
commitment and avoidance of unnecessary conflict. 

For quality assurance, higher education institutions use instruments such as a national 
student survey (e.g., NSE; Studiekeuze123, 2020). However, the findings of the studies in 
this thesis reveal a better understanding of the relationships that shape the educational 
process, indicating more specifically what perceptions determine the quality of their 
relationship with their institution. This was done by explicitly asking students how 
they perceive the quality of their relationships with their educational faculty and staff 
using multiple items. All studies combined suggest that it is important to consider 
students’ relations with all staff and faculty instead of focusing only on teacher–student 
relationships. The proposed relationship quality constructs paved the way to a better 
understanding that all staff and faculty should be included. Therefore, this thesis’s 
findings are of importance for policymakers and teaching staff/educational practitioners 
in multiple ways.

At the individual level in higher education, professors’, teachers’, or mentors’ 
understanding of how students perceive the quality of their relationship might positively 
influence their attitude towards students and the guidance they offer. Therefore, their 
advice and guidance are essential in the way students’ perceive relationship quality. At the 
group level, alignment within the teaching team is necessary to define how they (teachers, 
professors, and mentors) want to guide students during the education service process to 
graduation and beyond. However, for further discussion, we question: To what extent do 
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teachers want to be benevolent? Does the faculty team agree upon the way they are and 
want to be sensitive to students’ needs? How can students approach teachers and faculty/
staff? Is it by email or WhatsApp, online, or any time in their office? Do all faculty and 
staff respond within the same timeframe, for instance, when a student asks a question 
and the policy is to respond within two days? How do faculty and staff communicate 
so that students feel they are being treated fairly? Do faculty and staff have guidelines 
concerning how and when to respond? Therefore, faculty and staff need to define their 
(communications) strategies for their guidance in order to establish and maintain 
relationships with their students. Faculty and staff must keep in mind that students 
with different cultural backgrounds might respond differently. Previous research has 
indicated that the culture within an institution concerning students’ cultural background 
ǜŎŦŦ�ŎűŁŦƿĩűěĩ�ܹƷŉĩ�ĢĩłƢĩĩ�ƷŻ�ǜŉŎěŉ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�ŁĩĩŦ�ěŻůŁŻƢƷþĚŦĩ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ŦĩþƢűŎűł�ĩűǛŎƢŻűůĩűƷܺ�
(Guo & Jamal, 2007, p. 29), which still holds today. A recent study by Schachner et al. (2019) 
found that a sense of belonging mediates the relationship between students’ cultural 
diversity and student outcomes.

Limitations
The studies presented in this thesis were subject to certain limitations. First, regarding 
the constructs used, student loyalty items measured behavioral intentions of student and 
alumni loyalty (e.g., recommendations, positive word-of-mouth, participation). Although 
students’ intentions are believed to result in behavioral, educational outcomes such as 
after graduation (Pedro et al., 2020a, 2020b), intentions do not automatically result in 
actual behavior (see Theory of Planned Behavior, Ajzen, 1991; Armitage & Christian, 2003). 

Second, alumni loyalty was measured by asking alumni how they wanted to be connected 
to their former institution (Study 4) by monetary and non-monetary contributions (e.g., 
the feedback alumni give, providing internships, and employment for graduates). Despite 
the importance of positive alumni relationships, one must understand why alumni 
contribute in either a monetary or a non-monetary way. If universities keep track of 
alumni contributions (e.g., who financially contributes, who is giving guest lectures, etc.), 
then research with multiple time points is possible to investigate intentions and actual 
alumni behavior. 

Third, within our studies, we approached enrolled and former students to participate; 
students who dropped out were not included in the research. However, the last forms an 
interesting group to further investigate because of their views on relationship quality. 

Last, the research designs in the studies presented were based on self-report surveys. 
However, to develop a broader understanding, data triangulation, such as analysis 
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of student evaluation data, could be useful to provide a more comprehensive view. 
Furthermore, students’ responses were voluntary, and their willingness to respond to 
the survey multiple times resulted in a smaller number of responses in the longitudinal 
study. Although we stress the importance of students’ willingness to participate in a 
survey freely, students’ commitment to taking the survey is necessary to collect sufficient 
longitudinal data. Therefore, for further research, we recommend engaging students in 
such a project in advance and pointing out the significance of their role as respondents. 

Directions for Future Research
Based on the findings and implications of this thesis, we suggest several directions for 
future research. First, as we described in the introduction of this thesis, according to the 
gap model by Parasuraman et al. (1991), service recipients’ perceptions should be examined 
to evaluate the quality of the service. In higher education, students are the primary 
recipients of the educational service. In this thesis’s studies, we only considered one side 
of the relationship (i.e., students’ perceptions). In service contexts in general (e.g., Cronin 
��ƪƷƿĢĩűƷƪ�þƢĩ�űŻƷ܌�þűĢ�Ŏű�ŉŎłŉĩƢ�ĩĢƿěþƷŎŻű�ƪƟĩěŎŁŎěþŦŦǢ܌ܤڕژژڐ�܌ܒ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ�ĩƷ�þŦܗړژژڐ�܌þǢŦŻƢ¼�ޣ
inclined to distinguish between expectations beforehand and post-perceptions (Dollinger 
& Lodge, 2020; Nadiri et al., 2009; Sultan & Wong, 2010). Hence, a performance-based 
approach was applied in the studies presented. Therefore, in this thesis, we explicitly 
focused on the students’ point of view, asking students for their perceptions only (Studies 
1-5). However, other parties are also involved in the relationship with students, and 
their responses should, therefore, be examined. In line with interpersonal relationship 
research, it is important to collect information from both parties within the relationship 
to assess the stability of that relationship (Duck, 1990). Thus, the next step also includes 
investigating the perceptions of other stakeholders in the service delivery process, for 
instance, teachers, professors, or mentors. Although we asked former students about their 
relationship with their alma mater, additional research may provide information about 
what expectations alumni might have in return for their contributions. 

Second, within this thesis we explored students’ perceptions of quality of the relationships 
they have or had with educational faculty and staff. To that end, the HERQ scale was used 
as a measurement instrument. Although all studies’ findings confirmed the applicability 
of the HERQ scale in the context of higher education, the research was limited to student 
responses from Dutch samples at three universities of applied sciences in the southwest 
part of the Netherlands. Further research should be conducted to compare different 
contexts, such as comparing similar institutions within and outside of the Netherlands 
and Europe, including institutions that have a well-established alumni policy. Therefore, 
replication is needed for further generalization of results.
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Next, in the samples used in this thesis, students were relatively evenly distributed 
among age, gender, and different educational programs. However, in line with SET, 
cultural norms and values may differ in higher education relationships (Pillay & James, 
2015) and influence their outcomes, for example, alumni loyalty (Iskhakova et al., 2020). 
Therefore, cross-cultural research on relationship quality would help by examining 
cultural differences in how relationship quality in higher education is perceived by 
(former) students from other cultures (García-Moya et al., 2020). As indicated, there may 
be a difference between countries in how alumni contributions and their involvement 
might be expressed (e.g., the United States versus Europe). To generalize the findings 
from these studies, we recommend investigating students from several institutions from 
other countries so that the cultural interpretations of the constructs under study can be 
compared and further examined.

In addition, numerous studies have investigated student loyalty in higher education 
(e.g., Brown & Mazzarol, 2009; Carvalho & de Oliveira Mota, 2010; Doña Toledo & 
Martínez, 2020; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Iskhakova et al., 
2016; Iskhakova et al., 2017; Newman & Petrosko, 2011; Perin et al., 2012; Rojas-Mendez 
et al., 2009; Thomas, 2011). However, in higher education research, the variables used to 
examine or predict student/alumni loyalty are multiple, for example, trust, satisfaction, 
commitment, service quality, and university image. A sound conceptual model, including 
all relevant variables, is needed to align how student/alumni loyalty in higher education 
can be investigated. When such a model is used when collecting data at several higher 
education institutions in different countries, cross-cultural differences can be further 
examined. Educational practitioners might learn from these insights on establishing 
fruitful and long-lasting relationships with all kinds of students.

Study 5 (Chapter 6) implied that trust forms the basis of the relationship quality construct 
in higher education, predicting the future affective relationship quality dimensions 
of commitment, conflict, and satisfaction. In a replication study, these findings could 
be further investigated. For instance by asking students for their cooperation in a 
longitudinal project whereby their responses are warranted by participating in giving 
response. In addition, an in-depth study on affective conflict (as a negative relationship 
quality dimension parallel to trust) might provide insight into how students’ perceptions 
of conflict change over time. 

Last, COVID-19 caused adjustments in the education process. Blended and hybrid learning 
currently dominate in students’ education. Therefore, a comparison between pre- and 
post-COVID-19 onset differences in students’ relationship quality would be interesting  
to examine. 
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Conclusion

The focus of this thesis was on the formation of bonds between students and their 
higher education institution. It aimed to investigate the influence the quality of those 
relationships can have on students’ involvement. Distinct from previous research in 
the educational literature, the studies presented in this thesis take a novel approach 
using social exchange theory (SET) as an overarching framework to examine social 
interactions and relationships in higher education. Used in parallel with SET, theoretical 
underpinnings from the services and relationship management literature, combined with 
educational literature, formed the basis for the studies and the exploration of the relations 
between relationship quality, student engagement, and student/alumni loyalty. 

The studies in this thesis were a first attempt to examine students’ perceptions of the 
quality of their relationships with their educational faculty and staff, that is, relationship 
quality. The research resulted in a practical instrument found applicable in higher 
education for capturing students’ perceptions of the quality of the relationships they 
have (or had) with educational faculty and staff: the HERQ scale. Quality assurance 
in higher education is an important way for policymakers to serve and successfully 
build relationships with students and other stakeholders, such as work field relations. 
Management support is needed, such as in strategic and process decisions on measuring 
and monitoring students’ experiences. By applying the HERQ scale used in our studies, 
the measurement of relationship quality in higher education can be improved to better 
understand the relational aspects of students’ educational service experience. Moreover, 
it would likely become much easier to react adequately to the indications of students' 
positive and negative perceptions if the scale is used to monitor students’ evaluations 
regularly . 

The underlying studies confirm that to build and maintain a positive relationship with 
students, investigating relationship quality is necessary in order to understand students’ 
relational needs. When relationship quality is perceived positively by students, they will 
become more engaged in their studies, and in turn, will become (more) loyal. Although 
differences in the prediction of relationship dimensions among enrolled and former 
students were found, overall, relationship quality acts as a predictor of future student 
engagement and loyalty.

Applying a relationship approach could thus be beneficial for higher education 
institutions. To improve the formation of bonds with students, higher education policy-
makers and educational practitioners should strategically focus on relational aspects of 
their students’ educational service experience. As proposed, alumni should be actively 
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involved in establishing an alumni culture where long-term relationships exist, in 
order to sustain those relationships (Pedro et al., 2020a, 2020b; Schlesinger et al., 
2017). In such a way, students, alumni, and higher education institutions could 
benefit from the educational experience they all create together. 
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De veranderingen die de afgelopen tien jaar in het hoger onderwijs hebben 
plaatsgevonden, zoals de op hoeveelheid afgegeven diploma’s gebaseerde financiering, 
de wereldwijde concurrentie onder universiteiten en de vercommercialisering van het 
hoger onderwijs, vragen om een heroriëntatie op het tot stand brengen van de relaties 
tussen studenten en hun onderwijsinstelling. Eerdere studies benadrukken dat de relatie 
tussen docenten en studenten een centraal punt in het onderwijsproces moet zijn (zie 
bijvoorbeeld Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2005). Onderzoek in de onderwijspsychologie 
beperkt zich vooral tot leerling-leerkrachtrelaties. Studenten in het hoger onderwijs 
hebben echter verschillende en zich herhalende interacties met verscheidene 
personeelsleden van hun universiteit of hogeschool. Naast de docenten hebben studenten 
ook contact met bijvoorbeeld studieadviseurs of -begeleiders, studentenpsychologen, 
leden van een examencommissie, conciërges, bibliothecarissen, ICT-helpdeks en 
receptionisten. Deze interacties tezamen dragen bij aan de beleving van het onderwijs 
dat studenten genieten.

Onderwijsonderzoekers die de relaties met studenten onderzochten zijn vooral gericht op 
het basis- of voortgezet onderwijs (zie bijvoorbeeld Roorda et al., 2011, 2017). Hoewel deze 
onderzoeksresultaten belangrijk zijn om inzicht te verkrijgen in onderwijsprocessen, 
zijn de instrumenten die deze studies gebruiken niet altijd in alle onderwijssituaties 
toepasbaar. Het hoger onderwijs verschilt vooral van andere onderwijscontexten waar 
het gaat om betrokkenheid en participatie van studenten (Leenknecht et al., 2020). In 
het basis- en voortgezet onderwijs is de relatie die tussen een kind en een volwassene; 
in het hoger onderwijs gaat het om de relaties tussen volwassenen (Hagenauer & Volet, 
2014). Het onderzoek van student-docentrelaties in het basis- en voortgezet onderwijs 
(zie bijvoorbeeld Roorda et al., 2011, 2017) geeft echter geen antwoord op de vraag hoe 
een positieve relatie tussen studenten en hun onderwijsfaculteit/personeel in het hoger 
onderwijs tot stand gebracht en onderhouden wordt.

Het opbouwen en onderhouden van (duurzame) relaties met belanghebbenden  
(stakeholders of actoren) zijn de fundamenten van service (diensten)- en relatiemanage-
ment. Resultaten uit eerder onderzoek waarbij services- en relatiemanagement in het  
hoger onderwijs is onderzocht (Ng & Forbes, 2009) onderstrepen dat deze ideeën van 
toepassing zijn en dat deze inmiddels steeds vaker worden onderzocht in de context 
van het hoger onderwijs (zie bijvoorbeeld Gibbs & Kharouf, 2020; Yousaf et al., 2020). 
Deze studies behandelen het onderwijs als een dienst, gebaseerd op de sociale-
uitwisselingstheorie (social exchange theory; SET; zie Homans, 1961). De "onderwijsdienst" 
in het hoger onderwijs bestaat uit sociale interacties tussen studenten en hun 
onderwijsinstelling. Vooral wanneer er sprake is van een dienst met een hoge mate van 
betrokkenheid (Bloemer & Ruyter, 1999), zoals in het hoger onderwijs, is het belangrijk 
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om de aandacht te richten op de manier waarop studenten als primaire stakeholders 
(Bunce et al., 2017) de onderwijsdienst ervaren. De uitkomsten van het onderwijsproces 
zijn afhankelijk van de manier waarop studenten de onderwijsuitwisseling ervaren. Het 
kwaliteitsmodel van Parasuraman et al. (1991) wordt vaak gebruikt in dienstenonderzoek 
om mogelijke hiaten (gaps) tussen stakeholders en organisaties in dienstenonderzoek 
te onderzoeken. De eerste stap in de "gapanalyse" is het bevragen van de belangrijkste 
stakeholders naar hun perceptie. De klanten/ontvangers van de dienst, in dit geval 
studenten, spelen hierin een centrale rol. De ideeën gebaseerd op SET vormden het 
uitgangspunt voor ons onderzoek. 

In dit proefschrift hebben we onderzocht hoe studenten de kwaliteit van de relaties 
ůĩƷ� ŉƿű� ŻƟŦĩŎĢŎűł� ĩƢǛþƢĩű܌� ŻŁƷĩǜĩŦ� ǜþƷ� Ŏƪ� Ģĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷܒ� ðŻþŦƪ� �ƪŻĚþŠŻ� ĩű�rŻŻƢĩ�
(2017) aangeven, variëren de definities van relatiekwaliteit, wat vooral wordt veroorzaakt 
door de specifieke context die wordt bestudeerd. Osobajo en Moore geven een algemene 
beschrijving van relatiekwaliteit waarin ze verwijzen naar de gezondheid van een relatie 
door te kijken naar de ervaring van de partijen in die relatie (zie Osobajo & Moore, 2017). 
Het relatiekwaliteitsinstrument dat in dit proefschrift wordt toegepast is een nieuwe 
benadering in de onderwijsliteratuur om de kwaliteit van de relaties tussen studenten 
en hun onderwijsfaculteit en medewerkers te meten. Het instrument bestaat uit vijf 
relatiekwaliteitsdimensies gebaseerd op relatiemanagementonderzoek (Roberts et al., 
2003). We hebben het instrument qua bewoording aangepast aan de context van het hoger 
onderwijs. De volgende dimensies zijn hierin opgenomen: vertrouwen in welwillendheid 
(trust in benevolence), wat verwijst naar de mate waarin studenten denken dat de faculteit/
personeelsleden zich bekommeren om hun welzijn, dat ze bedoelingen en motieven 
hebben die studenten ten goede komen en dat ze niet handelen op een manier die 
negatieve gevolgen voor hen heeft. We hebben ook vertrouwen in eerlijkheid (trust in honesty)  
opgenomen, wat het vertrouwen vertegenwoordigt dat studenten hebben in de 
geloofwaardigheid van een universiteit/hogeronderwijsinstelling die wordt vertegen-
woordigd door de faculteit/het personeel. Affectieve betrokkenheid (affective commitment) 
verwijst naar het gevoel van studenten om bij hun universiteit (dat wil zeggen hun faculteit/
personeel) te willen horen of ermee verbonden willen zijn. Tevredenheid (satisfaction) 
werd ook opgenomen en bestaat uit de cumulatieve tevredenheid van de student met 
de algemene kwaliteit van de relatie met de opleiding. Tot slot is affectief conflict (affective 
conflict) opgenomen, dat kan worden gezien als de negatieve indicator voor de kwaliteit 
van de relatie, als tegenpool van vertrouwen (Roberts et al., 2003). Het affectief conflict 
dat studenten ervaren zal de mate van hun gepercipieerde relatiekwaliteit verlagen,  
door het gevoel van irritatie, frustratie en boosheid.
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Om een diepgaand inzicht te krijgen in hoe studenten de algehele kwaliteit van hun 
relatie met hun universiteit of hogeschool zien, hebben we de studenten gevraagd te 
reageren op vragen waarin we verwezen naar de kwaliteit van de relaties met alle leden 
van de onderwijsfaculteit en het personeel. Als deze relaties positief zijn, zijn ze gunstig 
voor hoger onderwijsinstellingen in termen van studentbetrokkenheid1, zowel tijdens als 
na het afstuderen.

Overzicht van de Belangrijkste Bevindingen

De studie in Hoofdstuk 2, ging in op de onderzoeksvraag: Wat is relatiekwaliteit in het  
hoger onderwijs en hoe kunnen we die meten? De focus lag op het meten van relatiekwaliteit 
aan de hand van een enquête. Een deductieve benadering werd gebruikt door het toepassen  
van een instrument voor relatiekwaliteit op basis van services- en relatiemanagement-
onderzoek (Roberts et al., 2003). Het doel was om bij te dragen aan een beter begrip 
van relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs. Het relatiekwaliteitsinstrument richtte 
zich op de perceptie van studenten van de algemene relaties met de onderwijsfaculteit of  
het personeel. Met deze focus hebben we eerst de toepasbaarheid van een 
relatiekwaliteitsschaal onderzocht aan de hand van kwantitatieve data, aangevuld met 
kwalitatieve gegevens. De relatiekwaliteitsschaal is gebruikt om te bepalen of dezelfde 
onderliggende relatiekwaliteitsdimensies ook gelden in de context van het hoger onderwijs. 

De vijf eerdergenoemde relatiekwaliteitsdimensies onderzocht vanuit het oogpunt van 
de studenten met betrekking tot de kwaliteit van de relatie met de onderwijsfaculteit 
en haar medewerkers bestaan uit: het vertrouwen van de studenten in eerlijkheid en 
welwillend-heid (trust in honesty & trust in benevolence), hun algemene tevredenheid 
ten aanzien van de kwaliteit van de relatie (satisfaction), hun affectief commitment met 
onderwijspersoneel (affective commitment), en hun affectief conflict (affective conflict). 
Een online-enquête werd verstuurd naar de ingeschreven studenten van één hogeschool. 
Daarnaast is een kleinschalige focusgroepdiscussie gehouden om de dimensies van 
relatiekwaliteit verder te onderzoeken. Er werd bevestigd dat er een goede fit is voor het 
vijfdimensionale model van relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs. Bovendien leverde 
de focusgroepdiscussie met studenten naast de kwantitatieve gegevens ook praktische 
voorbeelden op van hoe studenten relatiekwaliteit ervaren. 

Chapter 8 - Samenvatting en discussie

1� �®ƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŎűǛŻŦǛĩůĩűƷ� ĚĩƪƷþþƷ� ƿŎƷ� ܹƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܺ� ĩű� ܹƪƷƿĢĩűƷ� ŦŻǢþŦƷǢܺ� ĩű� ǜŻƢĢƷ� łĩǬŎĩű� þŦƪ�

ĚĩƷƢŻţţĩűŉĩŎĢ�Ǜþű�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�ĚŎŠ�ŉƿű�ŻűĢĩƢǜŎŠƪŎűƪƷĩŦŦŎűł�þŦƪ�łĩŉĩĩŦܒ��űĢĩƢ�ܹƪƷƿĢĩűƷ�ĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܺ�

ǜŻƢĢƷ� Ģĩ� ĚĩƷƢŻţţĩűŉĩŎĢ� Ǜþű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű� ĚŎŠ� ŉĩƷ� ƪƷƿĢĩƢĩű� łĩǬŎĩűܒ� ðŻǜĩŦ� ܹŎűǛŻŦǛĩůĩűƷܺ� þŦƪ�

ܹĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܺ�ǬŎŠű�Ŏű�ŉĩƷ�tĩĢĩƢŦþűĢƪ�ǛĩƢƷþþŦĢ�þŦƪ�ܹƪƷƿĢĩűƷĚĩƷƢŻţţĩűŉĩŎĢܺܒ
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In Hoofdstuk 3, presenteert de tweede studie kwalitatief onderzoek met als doel om een  
dieper inzicht te krijgen in de relatiekwaliteitsdimensies van studenten in het hoger  
onderwijs. Het onderzoek was gebaseerd op 513 real-life beschrijvingen van student-
percepties. Het doel was om de relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs te onderzoeken en 
ŎűǬŎěŉƷĩű� Ʒĩ� ǛĩƢƪěŉþǲŁĩű� Ŏű� Ģĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűĩŦĩ� ĩƢǛþƢŎűłĩű� Ǜþű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű� ůĩƷ� ŉƿű� ŻƟŦĩŎĢŎűłܒ�
SET werd gebruikt als een overkoepelend kader (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976). Uitgangspunt 
van SET is om duidelijk te maken hoe sociale interacties tot relaties leiden en waarom 
deze relaties (des)continueren. Het raamwerk kan worden toegepast in verschillende 
omgevingen tussen twee partijen, bijvoorbeeld romantische of vriendschapsrelaties tussen 
partners, professionele relaties tussen een consument of klant en een bedrijf of organisatie 
of een werknemer en werkgever. Gerelateerde ideeën uit de dienstverlening (klantgericht 
denken) en relatiebeheer, in combinatie met de onderwijsliteratuur, zijn toegepast voor  
de meetinstrumenten en analyses in ons onderzoek. De kritische incidentmethode  
( ƢŎƷŎěþŦ� SűěŎĢĩűƷ� ¼ĩěŉűŎơƿĩ; CIT) is een veelgebruikte benadering in serviceonderzoek  
om de perceptie van de ontvanger van de dienst verder uit te diepen. In de tweede studie 
hebben we CIT gebruikt om kwalitatieve gegevens te verzamelen uit onlinereacties  
van studenten die bestaan uit positieve en negatieve ervaringen. Templateanalyse werd 
toegepast op de zelf-gerapporteerde relationele ervaringen van studenten met hun 
onderwijsfaculteit en medewerkers. De vijf a priori relatiekwaliteitsdimensies die we voor  
de template gebruikten waren dezelfde als die van de eerste studie: het vertrouwen in 
ĩĩƢŦŎŠţŉĩŎĢ� ĩű� ǜĩŦǜŎŦŦĩűĢŉĩŎĢ܌� Ģĩ� þŦłĩůĩűĩ� ƷĩǛƢĩĢĩűŉĩŎĢ܌� þǲŁĩěƷŎĩǛĩ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� Ǜþű�
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�ĩű�þǲŁĩěƷŎĩŁ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܣ�þŦƪ�űĩłþƷŎĩǛĩ�ŎűĢŎěþƷŻƢ�ǛŻŻƢ�Ģĩ�ţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷ�Ǜþű�Ģĩ�ƢĩŦþƷŎĩܒܤ�

Hoewel alle studenten werden uitgenodigd om de online-enquête in te vullen, hebben 
vooral eerstejaarsstudenten gereageerd. De studenten beschreven meer negatieve  
(n = 395) dan positieve (n = 294) incidenten. Dit gegeven komt overeen met recent 
onderzoek (zie bijvoorbeeld Clem et al., 2020). We hadden verwacht dat de negatieve 
incidenten van studenten affectief conflict zouden bevatten. In dit onderzoek werd 
echter vooral gewezen op een gebrek aan vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en welwillendheid. 
Eén van de kritiekpunten van de studenten luidde bijvoorbeeld: “docenten hebben geen 
łĩůĩĩűƪěŉþƟƟĩŦŎŠţĩ�þþűƟþţ�Żů�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�Ʒĩ�ĚĩłĩŦĩŎĢĩű�ĩű�Ʒĩ�ŁþěŎŦŎƷĩƢĩűܺܒ�Sű�ŉĩƷ�þŦłĩůĩĩű�
werd het wachten op een reactie als negatief ervaren. Interessant is dat studenten in hun 
ŦþþƷƪƷĩ� ŠþƢĩű� ǛŻŻƢ� ŉƿű� þŁƪƷƿĢĩƢĩű� ŠƿŎƪƷ� ܹƪűĩŦŦĩ� ŁĩĩĢĚþěţܺ� ĩű� ܹŉĩƷ� ţƿűűĩű� ǛĩƢƷƢŻƿǜĩű� ŻƟ�
ĩĩƢŦŎŠţĩ�ĩű�ǜĩŦǜŎŦŦĩűĢĩܣ�ƢĩܤþěƷŎĩƪܺ�þŦƪ�ĚĩŦþűłƢŎŠţ�ĩű�þŦƪ�ƟŻƪŎƷŎĩǛĩ�ĩƢǛþƢŎűł�þþűłþǛĩűܒ�

In de derde studie beschreven in Hoofdstuk 4, gebruikten we cross-sectionele gegevens 
om relatiekwaliteit onder ingeschreven studenten te voorspellen. In de daaropvolgende 
studie beschreven in Hoofdstuk 5 hebben we het onderzoek herhaald, maar nu onder 
alumni. De methodologische keuzes voor de analyse werden gemaakt in overeenstemming 
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met services en relatiemanagementonderzoek, zoals de toepassing van partial least 
squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) voor de analyse in het voorspellen en 
verkennen van de onderzochte variabelen (Hoofdstukken 4 & 5). Er werd uitgegaan van  
de vijf relatiekwaliteitsdimensies vertrouwen in eerlijkheid, vertrouwen in welwillendheid, 
tevredenheid, affectief commitment en affectief conflict. Studentbetrokkenheid 
(engagement) werd onderzocht aan de hand van drie dimensies: absorptie (absorption), 
toewijding (dedication) en vitaliteit (vigor).

In Hoofdstuk 4 was de onderzoeksvraag: Welke invloed heeft relatiekwaliteit op 
studentbetrokkenheid (engagement), en (op zijn beurt) op studentloyaliteit? We 
onderzochten de relatiekwaliteitspercepties van studenten met hun onderwijsfaculteit 
en haar personeel en de associaties met studentbetrokkenheid en loyaliteit onder 
ingeschreven studenten. Het doel was om inzicht te krijgen de voorspellende waarde van 
de door studenten positief ervaren relaties en hoe deze leiden tot positief geëngageerde 
en loyale studenten. Het model verklaarde 31% van de variantie in absorptie, 45% in 
toewijding, 37% in vitaliteit en 55% in studentloyaliteit. 

In Hoofdstuk 5 hebben we een soortgelijke onderzoeksvraag behandeld, echter nu gericht 
op voormalig-studenten (alumni): Welke invloed heeft de perceptie van relatiekwaliteit 
bij oud-studenten op hun vroegere betrokkenheid bij hun studeren (engagement), 
en (op zijn beurt) op hun huidige loyaliteit? Het doel was om te onderzoeken of 
relatiekwaliteitsdimensies (in)direct studentbetrokkenheid en (op hun beurt) 
alumniloyaliteit voorspellen. Hierbij veronderstelden we dat relatiekwaliteit een 
positief verband zou hebben met studentbetrokkenheid en met studentloyaliteit, en, 
studentbetrokkenheid met studentloyaliteit. De hypothesen van deze studies werden 
gedeeltelijk ondersteund, maar de resultaten verschilden tussen het onderzoek onder 
huidige studenten en het onderzoek onder alumni. 

Statistisch significante verschillen werden gevonden tussen de associaties van de 
relatiekwaliteitsdimensies en studentbetrokkenheidsdimensies (absorptie, toewijding 
en vitaliteit). Voor ingeschreven studenten werden statistisch significante associaties 
gevonden voor: vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en toewijding; affectief conflict en absorptie 
en vitaliteit; affectief commitment en alle drie de dimensies van studentbetrokkenheid 
(absorptie, toewijding en vitaliteit). Voor alumni daarentegen werden statistisch 
significante associaties gevonden voor: vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en toewijding en 
vitaliteit, vertrouwen in welwillendheid en affectief commitment voor alle drie de 
dimensies van studentenbetrokkenheid, en tevredenheid en vitaliteit. In beide modellen 
werd een statistisch significante associatie gevonden voor de relatiekwaliteitsdimensie 
van affectief commitment en loyaliteit. Voor studentloyaliteit werd 53% van de variantie 
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8

verklaard. Voor alumniloyaliteit werd 55% van de variantie verklaard. De verklaarde 
varianties in loyaliteit komen overeen met recente bevindingen over loyaliteit in het hoger 
onderwijs (zie bijvoorbeeld Doña Toledo & Martínez, 2020). 

Studie 4 (Hoofdstuk 5) gaf aan dat de alumnipercepties van relatiekwaliteit een sterker 
positief (en statistisch significant) verband hadden met hun huidige loyaliteit dan met 
hun perceptie van hun vroegere studentbetrokkenheid. Vertrouwen in welwillendheid 
en affectief commitment als relatiekwaliteitsdimensies werden positief geassocieerd 
met studentbetrokkenheid. In tegenstelling tot onze hypotheses had het vertrouwen in 
eerlijkheid een negatieve associatie met de studentbetrokkenheidsdimensies absorptie 
en vitaliteit. Er werden geen statistisch significante positieve associaties gevonden 
tussen de relatiekwaliteitsdimensie van vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en toewijding 
(studentbetrokkenheiddimensie) of alumniloyaliteit. 

Om de beperkingen van correlationeel onderzoek te overbruggen, zoals in de studies 
beschreven in Hoofdstukken 4 en 5, werd in Studie 4 (Hoofdstuk 6), gebruikgemaakt van 
longitudinale gegevens uit twee tijdsmomenten waarmee voorspellingen konden worden 
gedaan in de tijd. Op basis van de literatuur over interpersoonlijke relaties en onderzoek 
in services en relatiemanagement werd "vertrouwen" (trust) als aspect van relatiekwaliteit 
nader onderzocht. In combinatie met de onderwijsliteratuur en onderzoek van services en 
relatiemanagement werden de volgordelijkheid van de relatiekwaliteitsdimensies en de 
sterkte van de relatiekwaliteitsuitkomsten onderzocht, namelijk studentbetrokkenheid  
en studentloyaliteit (Studie 5, Hoofdstuk 6). De onderzoeksvragen waren: 1) Hoe  
ŻűƷǜŎţţĩŦĩű� Ģĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷƪĢŎůĩűƪŎĩƪ� ǬŎěŉ� Ŏű� Ģĩ� ŦŻŻƟ� Ǜþű� Ģĩ� ƷŎŠĢܓ� ĩű� �ܤڑ ðŻƢłƷ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩܮ
kwaliteit voor een voorspelling van studentbetrokkenheid (engagement) en student- 
loyaliteit? We hebben ons gefocust op de richting van de relaties tussen relatiekwaliteits-
dimensies en de relaties tussen relatiekwaliteit, studentbetrokkenheid (engagement) 
en loyaliteit op basis van een steekproef van studentresponses gebaseerd op twee 
tijdsmomenten. 

Studie 5 (Hoofdstuk 6) was een eerste poging om de volgorde van de relaties 
tussen relatiekwaliteitsdimensies en de sterkte van relaties tussen relatiekwaliteit, 
studentbetrokkenheid en studentloyaliteit te onderzoeken. In lijn met de literatuur 
over vertrouwen (zie bijvoorbeeld Castaldo, 2007) werd bevestigd dat vertrouwen als 
relatiekwaliteitsdimensie een sterker verband heeft met de affectieve relatiekwaliteits- 
dimensies commitment, tevredenheid en conflict dan omgekeerd. Ten tweede werd  
onze hypothese bevestigd dat relatiekwaliteit een sterkere relatie heeft met student-
betrokkenheid en studentloyaliteit dan omgekeerd. 
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Algemene Discussie

De belangrijkste onderzoeksvragen in de inleiding waren: Wat is het beeld dat 
studenten hebben van relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs en hoe beïnvloedt 
relatiekwaliteit studentbetrokkenheid en loyaliteit? Binnen de gepresenteerde 
studies van dit proefschrift hebben we empirisch onderzoek verricht naar 
relatiekwaliteit als een multidimensionaal construct. Het instrument is gebaseerd 
op een bestaande schaal die eerder door Roberts et al. (2003) werd toegepast op 
consumentendiensten. Studenten, als primaire ontvangers van de onderwijsdienst, 
werd gevraagd naar hun perceptie van de onderwijsdienst. Om dit te onderzoeken 
is gebruikgemaakt van kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve dataverzamelingsmethoden en 
-analyses (Studies 1 & 2, beschreven in de Hoofdstukken 2 & 3). Vervolgens werden 
de uitkomsten van relatiekwaliteit onderzocht in termen van studentbetrokkenheid 
(engagement) en studentloyaliteit (Studies 3, 4, & 5, beschreven in de Hoofdstukken 
4, 5, & 6).

De gepresenteerde studies (zie Figuur 8.1) waren gebaseerd op SET als overkoepelend 
kader. Daarnaast werd er gebruikgemaakt van aanverwante ideeën uit de service- en 
relatiemanagement literatuur in combinatie met onderwijsliteratuur.

Relatiekwaliteit
Dit proefschrift heeft als uitgangspunt het aangaan van langetermijn (duurzame) 
relaties in het hoger onderwijs. Onze studies sluiten aan bij andere, recente studies 
(zie bijvoorbeeld Dollinger & Lodge, 2020; Matthews et al., 2018) die zich richten op 
het onderzoek naar het bevorderen van klantbetrokkenheid en klantgericht denken. 
Het instrument dat we hebben ontwikkeld om de relatiekwaliteit in het hoger 
onderwijs te bestuderen (HERQ-schaal) voegt waarde toe aan de operationalisering 
van het relatiekwaliteitsconcept in het hoger onderwijs. Voor zover wij weten zijn 
de studies die in dit proefschrift worden gepresenteerd de eerste die relatiekwaliteit 
als een multidimensionaal construct hebben bestudeerd en de voorspelling van de 
resultaten van relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs (d.w.z. studentbetrokkenheid 
en loyaliteit) hebben onderzocht. Hiermee dragen we bij aan het tot nu toe nog 
beperkte inzicht in relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs (zie bijvoorbeeld Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2001). We dragen met deze onderzoeksresultaten nieuwe ideeën aan 
in de bestaande (onderwijs en psychologie) literatuur over interpersoonlijke relaties 
en relatiebeheer in het hoger onderwijs. 

Chapter 8 - Samenvatting en discussie



157

8

Fi
gu

ur
 8

.1 
�
ǜĪ
ƣǭ
ŏĜ
ŊƸ
�ǜÿ

Ų�
ģĪ
��
ŏšģ

ƣÿ
ŃĪ
Ų�
ǜÿ
Ų�
ŊĪ
Ƹ�¦
Īŧ
ÿƸ
ŏĪ
Ťǝ

ÿŧ
ŏƸĪ
ŏƸż

Ųģ
Īƣ
ǭż
ĪŤ
�ŏŲ
�Ŋ
ĪƸ
�N
żŃ
Īƣ
��
Ųģ

Īƣ
ǝ
ŏšƫ
�

Be
vi

nd
in

ge
n 

st
ud

ie
s n

aa
r r

el
at

ie
kw

al
ite

it 
in

 h
et

 h
og

er
 o

nd
er

w
ijs

On
tw

ik
ke

lin
g R

el
at

ie
kw

al
ite

its
in

st
ru

m
en

t

St
ud

ie
 1

Be
ve

st
ig

in
g 

va
n 

vi
jf-

fa
ct

or
 st

ru
ct

uu
r (

kw
an

tit
at

ie
f)

St
ud

ie
 2

Be
ve

st
ig

in
g 

va
n 

de
 v

ijf
 re

la
tie

kw
al

ite
its

di
m

en
si

es
 (k

w
al

ita
tie

f):

- V
er

tr
ou

w
en

 in
 b

er
ei

dw
ill

ig
he

id
- V

er
tr

ou
w

en
 in

 e
er

lij
kh

ei
d

- T
ev

re
de

nh
ei

d
- A

ffe
ct

ie
f c

om
m

itm
en

t
- A

ffe
ct

ef
 co

nf
lic

t

- V
er

tr
ou

w
en

 is
 h

et
 m

ee
st

 g
en

oe
m

d 
in

 p
os

iti
ev

e 
en

 n
eg

at
ie

ve
 

   s
tu

de
nt

er
va

ri
ng

en

Re
la

tie
kw

al
ite

itu
itk

om
st

en

St
ud

ie
 5

Ve
rt

ro
uw

en
 is

 d
e 

ba
si

s v
oo

r r
el

at
ie

kw
al

ite
it

St
ud

ie
 5 

Re
la

tie
kw

al
ite

it 
be

ïn
vl

oe
dt

 st
ud

en
tb

et
ro

kk
en

he
id

 e
n 

lo
ya

lit
ei

t p
os

iti
ef

St
ud

ie
 3 

In
ge

sc
hr

ev
en

 st
ud

en
te

n
Si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

e 
pa

de
n 

in
 re

la
tie

kw
al

ite
it

- V
er

tr
ou

w
en

 in
 e

er
lij

kh
ei

d 
en

 to
ew

ijd
in

g
- A

ffe
ct

ie
f c

on
fli

ct
, a

bs
or

pt
ie

 e
n 

vi
ta

lit
ei

t
- A

ffe
ct

ie
f c

om
m

itm
en

t e
n 

st
ud

en
tb

et
ro

kk
en

he
id

St
ud

ie
 4

Al
um

ni
Si

gn
ifc

an
te

 p
ad

en
 in

 re
la

tie
kw

al
ite

it

- V
er

tr
ou

w
en

 in
 e

er
lij

kh
ei

d 
en

 a
bs

or
pt

ie
 e

n 
vi

ta
lit

ei
t

- V
er

tr
ou

w
en

 in
 b

er
ei

dw
ill

ig
he

id
 e

n 
af

fe
ct

ie
f c

om
m

itm
en

t e
n 

  s
tu

de
nt

be
tr

ok
ke

nh
ei

d
- T

ev
re

de
nh

ei
d 

en
 v

ita
lit

ei
t



158

Sű� ĢŎƷ� ƟƢŻĩŁƪěŉƢŎǼƷ� ƟþƪƷĩű� ǜĩ� ŉĩƷ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷƪŎűƪƷƢƿůĩűƷ� ƷŻĩ� ĚĩƪƷþþűĢĩ� ƿŎƷ� ǛŎŠŁ� 
dimensies: vertrouwen in welwillendheid (trust in benevolence), vertrouwen in 
ĩĩƢŦŎŠţŉĩŎĢ� �ƷƢƿƪƷܣ Ŏű� ŉŻűĩƪƷǢ܌ܤ� þǲŁĩěƷŎĩŁ� ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ� �þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩܣ ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ܌ܤ�
ƷĩǛƢĩĢĩűŉĩŎĢ� �ܤƪþƷŎƪŁþěƷŎŻűܣ ĩű� þǲŁĩěƷŎĩŁ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� �þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩܣ ěŻűǴŦŎěƷܒܤ� 'ĩ� ƢĩƪƿŦƷþƷĩű�
bevestigden dat het meten van relatiekwaliteit kan worden toegepast met behulp van de 
geïmplementeerde relatiekwaliteitsschaal (HERQ-schaal). De bevindingen beschreven 
in Hoofdstukken 3 en 6 toonden echter ook aan dat de vijf dimensies geclusterd kunnen 
ǜŻƢĢĩű� Ŏű� Ʒǜĩĩ� ŉŻŻŁĢŻűĢĩƢĢĩŦĩű܋� ǛĩƢƷƢŻƿǜĩű� �ܤƷƢƿƪƷܣ ĩű� þǲŁĩěƷŎĩ� �ܒܤþǲŁĩěƷܣ �Ŏűűĩű� Ģĩ�
onderwijspraktijk lijkt het voor studenten moeilijk om een onderscheid te maken tussen de 
relatiekwaliteitsdimensies. Tevens hangt het af van de relationele fase waarin een student 
zich bevindt (d.w.z., de frequentie van de ervaringen die studenten ondervinden tijdens 
hun studiejaren kan bepalend zijn voor de interpretatie van relatiekwaliteit; eerstejaars 
vs. hogerejaars studenten). Bovendien blijkt uit de analyse van de positieve en negatieve 
relatiekwaliteitspercepties van studenten in Hoofdstuk 3, dat het onderscheid tussen de vijf 
relatiekwaliteitsdimensies soms niet altijd duidelijk is. Misschien spelen ook enkele andere 
relationele aspecten (bijvoorbeeld billijkheid, gevoel van gelijkwaardigheid, interesse en 
ƢĩƪƟŻűƪŎǛŎƷĩŎƷܤ� ĩĩű� ƢŻŦ܌� ǬŎŠ� ŉĩƷ� Ŏű� ǛĩƢĚþűĢ� ůĩƷ� Ģĩ� ǛŎŠŁ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷƪĢŎůĩűƪŎĩƪܒ� ðŻǜĩŦ�
kwantitatieve als kwalitatieve benaderingen geven echter inzicht in de operationalisering 
van relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs. 

Hoofdstuk 2 bevestigde de vijfdimensionale structuur van relatiekwaliteit. Hoofdstuk 3 
daarentegen vermeldde slechts enkele expliciete uitingen van affectief commitment en 
affectief conflict als relatiekwaliteitsdimensies. Op basis van het aantal beschrijvingen 
voor vertrouwen in Hoofdstuk 3 en ander recent onderzoek (zie Schlesinger et al., 2017) 
hebben we de hypothese geformuleerd dat het vertrouwen van studenten in eerlijkheid 
en welwillendheid de basis vormt voor de relatiekwaliteit. In Hoofdstuk 6 hebben we 
de dimensies daarom samengevoegd tot twee componenten: 1) vertrouwen (d.w.z. 
vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en vertrouwen in welwillendheid) en 2) affectie (affectief 
commitment, tevredenheid en affectief conflict). De dimensies van vertrouwen vormen 
de kern van de relatiekwaliteitsconstructies; vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en vertrouwen 
in welwillendheid als voorspeller van de affectieve relatiekwaliteitsdimensies van 
commitment, conflict en tevredenheid. Beide studies impliceren dat het instrument 
voor relatiekwaliteit toepasbaar is in de context van het hoger onderwijs. Daarom heeft 
de HERQ-schaal praktische waarde voor de onderwijspraktijk bij het toepassen van het 
instrument bijvoorbeeld door middel van een enquête in aanvulling op cursusevaluaties 
en nationale enquêtes zoals de Nationale Studenten Enquête (NSE; Studiekeuze123, 2020). 
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In alle studies waren de relatiekwaliteitsdimensies van vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en 
welwillendheid sterk gecorreleerd. Echter, gezien het relatiekwaliteitsconcept als een 
multidimensionaal concept, is deze bevinding niet verrassend. Bovendien maken 
sommige studies geen onderscheid tussen vertrouwen in eerlijkheid en vertrouwen in 
welwillendheid (zie bijvoorbeeld Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). In Studie 5 (Hoofdstuk 6) 
hebben we de kwaliteit van de relatie onderzocht met behulp van twee componenten: 
vertrouwen (trust) en affectie (affect). De resultaten gaven echter aan dat de meting 
van de relatiekwaliteit op vijfdimensioneel niveau meer ondersteuning bood om 
studentbetrokkenheid (student engagement) en loyaliteit te voorspellen. Toch vragen 
we ons af of studenten een duidelijk verschil kunnen maken tussen vertrouwen in de 
eerlijkheid of vertrouwen in de welwillendheid van het onderwijspersoneel. 

Op basis van de statistisch significante associaties tussen de onderzochte variabelen 
zijn er verschillen in onderzoeksresultaten tussen ingeschreven studenten en alumni 
(Hoofdstukken 4 & 5). Het lijkt erop dat affectief conflict in de loop van de tijd aan 
verandering onderhevig is. Dit idee werd bevestigd in het onderzoek met twee 
tijdsmomenten (Studie 5, beschreven in Hoofdstuk 6). Er werd in het eerste model een 
zwakke meetinvariantie (measurement invariance; d.w.z. indien groepen respondenten 
worden vergeleken bijvoorbeeld op basis van schaalscores, dan is dat slechts mogelijk 
indien de schaalitems op dezelfde wijze worden geïnterpreteerd) voor affectief conflict 
gevonden, wat erop wijst dat studenten affectief conflict in de loop van hun studie anders 
zouden kunnen gaan interpreteren. 

Deze bevinding is niet verrassend als we kijken naar de uitdagingen waarmee studenten 
tijdens hun studiejaren worden geconfronteerd. Studenten zouden in de loop van 
hun studietijd een andere houding kunnen ontwikkelen ten opzichte van het soort 
conflict dat ze waarnemen tijdens hun studie. Studenten zouden zich in hun eerste en 
tweede jaar anders kunnen gaan voelen als het gaat om irritaties en frustraties die 
zich voordoen in de relatie met hun opleiding. Het affectief conflict van studenten kan 
bijvoorbeeld te wijten zijn aan een gebrek aan kennis wanneer zij feedback op opdrachten 
ontvangen die onduidelijk is. Wanneer studenten hogerejaars zijn richten zij zich verder 
op het ontwikkelen van een professionele houding en het afstuderen. Daarin is voor 
studenten de reactie van docenten op het geven van cijfers en feedback op opdrachten 
in het laatste studiejaar essentieel, en dat zij weten waar ze aan toe zijn om op tijd af te 
kunnen studeren (zie Studie 2, Hoofdstuk 3). Binnen een studiejaar kunnen studenten 
ŻŻţ� ĩĩű� þűĢĩƢ� ĚĩłƢŎƟ� ŻűƷǜŎţţĩŦĩű� Ǜþű�ŉĩƷ� þŁŁĩěƷŎĩǛĩ� ěŻűŁŦŎěƷ� ĢþƷ� Ǭĩ� ĩƢǛþƢĩűܒ�ðŻ� ţƿűűĩű�
de irritaties en frustraties van studenten aan het begin van hun studiejaar bestaan uit 
onduidelijke communicatie of het gevoel dat ze onjuist behandeld worden. Dit kan anders 
zijn dan de manier waarop studenten het conflict aan het einde van het studiejaar ervaren 
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als ze bijvoorbeeld te maken hebben met studieuitval (bijvoorbeeld door een negatief 
advies) of in het laatste jaar rondom studieadvies en hun afstuderen.

Effecten van Relatiekwaliteit

Studentbetrokkenheid
In de literatuur over services- en relatiemanagement wordt aangenomen dat kwaliteit 
in het algemeen leidt tot (consument)betrokkenheid (engagement) en daarmee tot 
ŦŻǢþŦŎƷĩŎƷƪŎűƷĩűƷŎĩƪ� ĩű� �łĩĢƢþłܮ �ǬŎĩ�ðĩŎƷŉþůŦܣ ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� ���Żţܒܤڕژژڐ Ŏű� ĩĩƢĢĩƢĩ� ŻűĢĩƢǜŎŠƪƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ�
worden de interacties tussen studenten en docenten en de relaties tussen studenten en 
docenten positief geassocieerd met de betrokkenheid van studenten bij hun afstuderen. 
Sű� ĢŎƷ� ƟƢŻĩŁƪěŉƢŎǼƷ� ŉĩĚĚĩű�ǜĩ� ĩěŉƷĩƢ� Ģĩ� ţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷ� Ǜþű� Ģĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩ� Ŏű� ĩĩű� ĚƢĩĢĩƢ� ƟĩƢƪƟĩěƷŎĩŁ�
bekeken, waarbij we de studenten vroegen naar hun perceptie van de kwaliteit van de 
relaties met alle betrokken medewerkers van de onderwijsfaculteit. Door een parallel 
te trekken met verwante literatuur over betrokkenheid (engagement), hebben we ook 
studentbetrokkenheid multidimensionaal gemeten (zie bijvoorbeeld Brodie et al., 2010 
vanuit een dienstenmanagement perspectief; Veiga et al., 2014 vanuit een onderwijskundig, 
psychologisch perspectief). 

De cross-sectionele gegevens in Hoofdstukken 4 en 5, zijn gebaseerd op de reactie van 
huidige en oud-studenten (alumni). Beide studies bevestigen dat relatiekwaliteit positief 
wordt geassocieerd met studentbetrokkenheid (engagement). Echter, niet alle dimensies 
Ǜþű�ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷ�ŉþĢĢĩű�ĩĩű�ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎƪěŉ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷ�ǛĩƢĚþűĢ�ůĩƷ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĚĩƷƢŻţţĩűŉĩŎĢܒ�
Sű�ĚĩŎĢĩ�ůŻĢĩŦŦĩű�ǜĩƢĢ�ĩĩű�ƪƷþƷŎƪƷŎƪěŉ�ƪŎłűŎȀěþűƷĩ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷŎĩ�łĩǛŻűĢĩű�ǛŻŻƢ�ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷ�
met de studentbetrokkenheidsdimensie toewijding, en toewijding en loyaliteit. Een hoge 
variantie in de loyaliteit van studenten en alumni werd verklaard door, respectievelijk 53 
en 55 procent. Uit de longitudinale bevindingen met twee tijdsmomenten bleek ook dat 
relatiekwaliteit studentbetrokkenheid voorspelt (zie Hoofdstuk 6), waarbij werd bevestigd 
dat de relatie tussen relatiekwaliteit en studentbetrokkenheid (engagement) sterker is 
dan andersom. De studies tonen de relevantie van relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs 
daarvan aan. 

Sű� ĢŎƷ� ƟƢŻĩŁƪěŉƢŎǼƷ� ŉĩĚĚĩű� ǜĩ� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĚĩƷƢŻţţĩűŉĩŎĢ� �ܤĩűłþłĩůĩűƷܣ łĩƟŻƪŎƷŎŻűĩĩƢĢ� þŦƪ�
uitkomst en als mediator in de relatie tussen relatiekwaliteit en studentloyaliteit. De 
bevindingen van deze studies impliceren echter niet overtuigend dat studentbetrokkenheid 
een mediërende variabele is in de relatie tussen relatiekwaliteit en studentloyaliteit. Deze 
constatering is in lijn met bevindingen van de systematische literatuurstudie door Quin 
(2017), waarbij de positie van studentbetrokkenheid bediscussieerd wordt.
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In de studies van dit proefschrift, was alleen toewijding (dedication) als student-
betrokkenheidsdimensie sterk gerelateerd aan student en alumniloyaliteit (zie 
Hoofdstukken 4 & 5). Hierbij zijn we uitgegaan van de UWES-S verkorte variant 
met 9 items. Deze resultaten komen overeen met de bevindingen van Farr-Wharton 
ĩű� ěŻŦŦĩłþܖƪ� �ܒܤڗڐڏڑܣ ðŎŠ� ƷŻŻűĢĩű� þþű� ĢþƷ� ܹƷŻĩǜŎŠĢŎűłܺ� Ģĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎĩƪ� Ʒƿƪƪĩű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�
en docenten en de intentie om hun studie te beëindigen medieert (d.w.z., in onze 
studies, het tegenovergestelde van intenties om de studie te blijven/voort te zetten). 
Echter, ze gebruikten slechts zes items uit de UWES-S verkorte schaal waarmee 
studentbetrokkenheid (engagement) werd gemeten (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Daarom kan er 
geen volledig geldige vergelijking worden gemaakt met de bevindingen uit onze studies.

Studentloyaliteit
Hoewel er veel onderzoek is gedaan naar student/alumniloyaliteit (Iskhakova et al., 
2017), worden deze studies voornamelijk uitgevoerd in de Verenigde Staten. Daarin 
wordt studentloyaliteit veelal beschouwd als de financiële bijdrage of donaties van 
alumni. Dit is echter minder gebruikelijk in Europa. Met de bevindingen van Studie 4 
in Hoofdstuk 5 hebben we alumniloyalteit onderzocht waarbij de nadruk werd gelegd op 
het niet-financiële aspect. De verklaarde variantie die in Hoofdstuk 5 wordt uitgelegd in 
studentloyaliteit lijkt op recente bevindingen over studentloyaliteit in het hoger onderwijs 
(bijvoorbeeld Doña Toledo & Martínez, 2020). Met name relatiekwaliteit en toewijding 
lijken invloed te hebben op de loyaliteit van studenten/alumni (Hennig-Thurau et al., 
2001; Iskhakova et al., 2016). De bevindingen zoals in Hoofdstuk 5, bevestigen dat men 
zich moet richten op affectief commitment om alumniloyaliteit te bewerkstelligen.

Hoofdstuk 6 bevestigde dat de relatie tussen relatiekwaliteit en studentloyaliteit sterker is 
dan omgekeerd. Tevredenheid wordt vooral genoemd als voorspeller van studentloyaliteit 
(Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017). Onze bevindingen voegen hieraan toe dat tevredenheid, in 
termen van de relatiekwaliteit gepercipieerd door studenten, mogelijk wordt veroorzaakt 
door het vertrouwen van studenten in de eerlijkheid en welwillendheid dat zij hebben in 
docenten en medewerkers van hun opleiding.

Parallel aan de onderwijskundige literatuur over studentbetrokkenheid (zie bijvoorbeeld 
Astin, 1999; Tinto, 1975) is het voor hoger onderwijsinstellingen essentieel om een 
langdurige relatie met studenten te onderhouden en op te bouwen. Daarom dragen de 
bevindingen van dit proefschrift bij aan de bestaande literatuur en praktische waarde 
van het bevorderen van klantloyaliteit in het algemeen, en student/alumniloyaliteit in 
ŉĩƷ� ĚŎŠǬŻűĢĩƢܒ� ðŻ� ǬŻƿĢĩű� ŻűĢĩƢǜŎŠƪŎűƪƷĩŦŦŎűłĩű� ĚŎŠǛŻŻƢĚĩĩŦĢ� ƪƷƢþƷĩłŎĩĵű� Ʒĩű� þþűǬŎĩű�
van hun studenten kunnen initiëren op basis van de relatiekwaliteitsdimensies (HERQ-
ƪěŉþþŦܒܤ� ðĩ� ǬŻƿĢĩű� ǬŎěŉ� ĢþþƢĚŎŠ� ůŻĩƷĩű� ƢŎěŉƷĩű� ŻƟ� ǛĩƢƪěŉŎŦŦĩűĢĩ� ƪĩłůĩűƷĩű� Ǜþű� ŉƿű�
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studentenpopulatie (bijvoorbeeld ingeschreven studenten versus alumni, ervaringen 
van eerstejaars studenten versus ervaringen van studenten uit hogere jaren). In lijn 
met recente bevindingen (Pedro et al., 2020a, 2020b), zoals we in Hoofdstuk 5 hebben 
aangegeven, zou het voor onderwijsinstellingen interessant zijn om te onderzoeken of 
alumni nog steeds betrokken willen zijn bij hun voormalig onderwijsinstituut, en zo ja, op 
welke manier.

Implicaties
De bijdrage van dit proefschrift ligt in de theoretische onderbouwing voor het aangaan 
van interpersoonlijke relaties met studenten zoals beschreven in Hoofdstuk 2. In eerder 
onderzoek lag de focus nog vooral op de relatie tussen docenten en studenten (zie 
bijvoorbeeld Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Pianta et al., 2012). Binnen dit proefschrift is 
gekeken naar de relatie van studenten met alle medewerkers van de opleiding waarmee 
zij in contact (kunnen) komen bij hun opleiding. De resultaten bevestigen dat studenten 
aangeven de relaties met hun docenten te waarderen, hetgeen wordt ondersteund in 
recent onderzoek naar de relaties tussen docenten en studenten (bijvoorbeeld Clem et al., 
2020; Moya et al., 2020; Roorda et al., 2011, 2017). Studenten geven echter ook aan dat de 
relaties met andere medewerkers, bijvoorbeeld met mentoren of studieloopbaancoaches, 
van belang zijn. Tot slot geeft het gebruik van een instrument als de relatiekwaliteitsschaal 
in het hoger onderwijs (HERQ-schaal) inzicht in de perceptie van studenten van de 
relatiekwaliteit die zij ervaren met hun universiteit/hoger onderwijsinstelling. Deze 
bevindingen sluiten aan bij eerder onderzoek dat aangeeft dat de toepassing van 
een relatiemanagementbenadering in het hoger onderwijs vruchtbaar kan zijn (zie 
bijvoorbeeld Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001).

ðŻǜĩŦ�Ŏű�NŻŻŁĢƪƷƿţړ��þŦƪڔ��łĩǛĩű�Ģĩ�ĚĩǛŎűĢŎűłĩű�Ǜþű�®ƷƿĢŎĩƪڒ��ĩűړ��þþű�ĢþƷ�ƢĩŦþƷŎĩţǜþŦŎƷĩŎƷ�
een voorspeller is voor studentbetrokkenheid (engagement) en student/alumniloyaliteit. 
De studies bouwen voort op ideeën van SET en eerder onderzoek op het gebied 
van dienstverlening en relatiebeheer in combinatie met de onderwijsliteratuur (zie 
bijvoorbeeld Koenig-Lewis et al., 2016; Snijders et al., 2018, Snijders, Wijnia, Rikers, 
& Loyens, 2020; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001). De relevantie voor de 
onderwijspraktijk is dat, om langdurige relaties met (oud-)studenten te initiëren, zij zich 
moeten richten op het leggen van de relationele banden met studenten tijdens hun studie. 

In Hoofdstuk 5 werd ook aangegeven dat de relatiekwaliteitsdimensies belangrijke 
voorspellers zijn voor niet-financiële alumniloyaliteit. Tot nu toe heeft eerder onderzoek 
zich vooral gericht op de loyaliteit van alumni in de vorm van financiële bijdragen. Om een 
nieuw licht te werpen, hebben we ons gericht op het niet-financiële aspect van bijdragen 
van alumni. De bevindingen zoals beschreven in Hoofdstuk 5, ondersteunen een recente 
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studie van Pedro et al. (2020b), die aangeven dat de meeste Europese universiteiten nog 
steeds worstelen met een degelijk ingerichte alumnicultuur. Met deze bevindingen voegen 
we dan ook waarde toe aan de bestaande literatuur over alumniloyaliteit. 

Voor de onderwijspraktijk benadrukken de bevindingen beschreven in Hoofdstuk 4, dat 
onderwijskundigen en beleidsmakers er baat bij kunnen hebben om de percepties van 
studenten te onderzoeken en regelmatig te monitoren. Bovendien is onze conclusie n.a.v. 
Hoofdstuk 5 dat om loyale alumni te bewerkstelligen, de opleiding en het instituut zich 
ook moet richten op de relatiekwaliteitsdimensies, zoals het affectieve commitment en 
het vertrouwen dat studenten hebben in de welwillendheid van (docenten en medewerkers 
van) hun (voormalige) opleiding. 

De praktische implicatie is dat docententeams, onderwijskundigen en beleidsmakers 
gebruik kunnen maken van deze bevindingen. Met name de manier waarop het 
vertrouwen van studenten in de kwaliteit van de relatie die zij hebben met hun opleiding 
kan worden opgebouwd zoals door tevredenheid en betrokkenheid, en het vermijden van 
onnodige conflicten. 

Voor kwaliteitsborging maken hoger onderwijsinstellingen onder meer gebruik van 
kwaliteitsmeetinstrumenten zoals de nationale studentenenquête (NSE; Studiekeuze123, 
2020). De bevindingen van de onderliggende studies laten echter een andere interpretatie 
zien van de relaties die het onderwijsproces vormgeven. Via de HERQ-schaal wordt 
specifieker aangegeven welke percepties studenten hebben ten aanzien van de kwaliteit 
van hun relatie met hun instituut. Dit gebeurt door studenten expliciet te vragen hoe 
zij de kwaliteit van hun relatie met de opleiding ervaren aan de hand van meerdere 
items. Alle studies van dit proefschrift tezamen, suggereren dat het belangrijk is om 
de relatie van studenten met alle contactpersonen van de opleiding in ogenschouw 
te nemen, in plaats van alleen te richten op de relatie tussen docent en student. De 
vijf relatiekwaliteitsdimensies geven hierbij een beter beeld. De bevindingen van dit 
proefschrift zijn daarom op meerdere manieren van belang voor beleidsmakers en 
onderwijspersoneel/onderwijsgevenden.

Op het individuele niveau van het hoger onderwijs kunnen professoren, leerkrachten 
of mentoren het begrip van de kwaliteit van de relatie met de studenten positief 
beïnvloeden. Hun advies en begeleiding is essentieel en hierin zouden de 
kwaliteitsdimensies van de relatie in overweging moeten worden genomen. Op 
groepsniveau is afstemming binnen het onderwijsteam noodzakelijk om te bepalen 
hoe zij (docenten, professoren en mentoren) studenten willen begeleiden in het 
onderwijsproces tot aan het afstuderen en daarna. Voor verdere discussie stellen 
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we echter vragen. In hoeverre willen docenten welwillend zijn? Is het faculteitsteam 
het eens over de manier waarop het in wil spelen en voorzien in de behoeften 
van de studenten? Hoe kunnen studenten docenten en ander onderwijspersoneel 
benaderen, via e-mail of WhatsApp, online of op elk gewenst moment op kantoor?  
Reageren docenten en onderwijspersoneel binnen dezelfde tijd; bijvoorbeeld wanneer 
een student een vraag stelt en het beleid is om binnen twee dagen te reageren? Hoe 
communiceren de faculteit en het (onderwijs)personeel op zo'n manier dat studenten het 
gevoel hebben dat ze eerlijk worden behandeld? Hebben de faculteit en het (onderwijs)
personeel richtlijnen over hoe en wanneer te reageren? Ons advies is dat de faculteit en 
het (onderwijs)personeel hun (communicatie)strategieën definiëren ten aanzien van 
de begeleiding om relaties met hun studenten op te bouwen en te onderhouden. Hierbij  
zullen de faculteit en het onderwijspersoneel rekening ermee moeten houden dat  
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű� ůĩƷ� ĢŎǛĩƢƪĩ� ěƿŦƷƿƢĩŦĩ� þěŉƷĩƢłƢŻűĢĩű� ǛĩƢƪěŉŎŦŦĩűĢ� ţƿűűĩű� ƢĩþłĩƢĩűܒ� ðŻ� łþŁ�
eerder onderzoek aan dat de cultuur binnen een instelling met betrekking tot de culturele 
achtergrond van studenten van invloed kan zijn op het gevoel van studenten in hoeverre 
zij zich comfortabel voelen in de omgeving waarin het onderwijs wordt verzorgd (zie 
Guo & Jamal, 2007). Een recente studie van Schachner et al. (2019) gaf aan dat een gevoel 
van saamhorigheid de relatie tussen de culturele diversiteit en de studentenresultaten 
bevordert. 

Limitaties
'ĩ� łĩƟƢĩƪĩűƷĩĩƢĢĩ� ƪƷƿĢŎĩƪ� Ǜþű� ĢŎƷ� ƟƢŻĩŁƪěŉƢŎǼƷ� ǜþƢĩű� þþű� ĚĩƟþþŦĢĩ� ĚĩƟĩƢţŎűłĩű� 
onderhevig. Ten eerste, met betrekking tot de gebruikte constructen, maten de items van 
studentloyaliteit de gedragsintenties van de student- en alumniloyaliteit (bijvoorbeeld in 
de vorm van aanbevelingen doen, positieve mond-tot-mondreclame, deelname). Hoewel 
intenties van studenten worden verondersteld te resulteren in gedragsmatige, onderwijs/
leeruitkomsten (Pedro et al., 2020a, 2020b), resulteren intenties niet automatisch in 
daadwerkelijk gedrag (zie theorie van gepland gedrag, Ajzen, 1991; Armitage & Christian, 
2003). 

Ten tweede werd de loyaliteit van alumni gemeten door te vragen hoe zij met hun 
voormalige instituut (Studie 4) verbonden zouden zijn door financiële en niet-financiële 
bijdragen (bijvoorbeeld de feedback die alumni geven, het aanbieden van stages en 
de tewerkstelling van afgestudeerden). Positieve alumnirelaties zijn van belang voor 
hoger onderwijsinstellingen. Echter om deze te begrijpen moet men weten waarom 
alumni ofwel op een financiële dan wel op een niet-financiële manier willen bijdragen. 
Als universiteiten en hoger onderwijsinstellingen een trackrecord hebben (bijvoorbeeld 
wie financieel bijdraagt, wie gastcolleges geeft), dan is onderzoek tussen verschillende 
tijdspunten mogelijk om intenties en feitelijk gedrag te onderzoeken. 
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Ten derde, in dit onderzoek zijn ingeschreven studenten en alumni benaderd voor 
deelname aan de onderzoeken. Studenten die zijn uitgevallen zijn niet meegenomen in 
dit onderzoek. Omwille van hun standpunten ten aanzien van relatiekwaliteit vormen zij 
een interessante groep om nader te onderzoeken. 

Ten slotte zijn de onderzoeksontwerpen in de gepresenteerde onderzoeken gebaseerd op 
zelfrapportage (van studenten). Om een breder idee te ontwikkelen, kan datatriangulatie 
nuttig zijn om een vollediger beeld te geven, zoals de analyse van de evaluatiegegevens 
van de studenten. Bovendien waren de antwoorden van de studenten vrijwillig, en hun 
bereidheid om meerdere malen op de enquête te reageren resulteerde in een kleiner 
aantal antwoorden in het longitudinale onderzoek. Hoewel we het belang benadrukken 
van de bereidheid van studenten om vrijwillig deel te nemen aan de enquêtes, is de inzet 
van studenten om de enquête in te vullen noodzakelijk om voldoende longitudinale 
gegevens te verzamelen. Voor verder onderzoek raden we daarom aan om studenten 
vooraf te betrekken bij een dergelijk project en te wijzen op het belang van hun rol als 
respondenten. 

Richtlijnen Voor Vervolgonderzoek
Op basis van de bevindingen en implicaties van dit proefschrift suggereren we 
verschillende opties voor vervolgonderzoek. Ten eerste, zoals we in de inleiding van dit 
proefschrift hebben beschreven, moet volgens het kwaliteitsmodel van Parasuraman et al. 
(1991) eerst de perceptie van de afnemers (stakeholders) van de diensten worden onderzocht 
om de kwaliteit van de dienstverlening te evalueren. In het hoger onderwijs zijn studenten 
de primaire stakeholders van de onderwijsdienst. In de studies van dit proefschrift 
hebben we daarom slechts één kant van de relatie (namelijk de perceptie van de studenten) 
in ogenschouw genomen. In dienstverleningscontexten in het algemeen (Cronin & Taylor, 
�ܗړژژڐ ðĩŎƷŉþůŦ� ĩƷ� þŦ܌ܒ� �܌ܤڕژژڐ ĩű� Ŏű� ŉĩƷ� ŉŻłĩƢ� ŻűĢĩƢǜŎŠƪ� Ŏű� ŉĩƷ� ĚŎŠǬŻűĢĩƢ܌� ǬŎŠű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�
niet geneigd om onderscheid te maken tussen verwachtingen vooraf en post-percepties 
(Dollinger & Lodge, 2020; Nadiri et al., 2009; Sultan & Wong, 2010). Daarom is in de 
gepresenteerde studies een benadering toegepast die gebaseerd is op alleen de ervaringen 
met de geleverde dienst (performance-based). In dit proefschrift hebben we ons expliciet 
gericht op het standpunt van de studenten, waarbij we de studenten alleen vragen naar 
hun percepties (Studies 1-5). Er zijn echter ook andere partijen betrokken bij de relatie 
met de studenten, en hun antwoorden moeten daarom worden onderzocht. In lijn met de 
literatuur en onderzoek naar interpersoonlijke relaties is het belangrijk om informatie te 
verzamelen van verschillende partijen binnen de relatie om de stabiliteit van diens relatie 
te beoordelen (Duck, 1990). De volgende stap omvat daarom dus ook om de perceptie van 
andere belanghebbenden in het dienstverleningsproces, bijvoorbeeld leraren, professoren 
of mentoren mee te nemen in vervolgonderzoek. Verder, ondanks dat we oud-studenten 
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hebben bevraagd over de relatiekwalteit met hun voormalig onderwijsinstituut zou 
vervolgonderzoek een beter beeld kunnen geven over de verwachtingen van alumni ten 
aanzien van wat zij terugverwachten voor hun bijdrage.

Ten tweede hebben we binnen dit proefschrift de kwaliteit van de perceptie van studenten 
van de relatie die ze hebben of hadden met de onderwijsfaculteit en het personeel 
onderzocht. Daartoe is de HERQ-schaal als meetinstrument gebruikt. Hoewel de 
bevindingen van alle studies de toepasbaarheid van de HERQ-schaal in het kader van 
het hoger onderwijs bevestigen, is het onderzoek beperkt gebleven tot de reacties van 
ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű� ƿŎƷ� tĩĢĩƢŦþűĢƪĩ� ƪƷĩĩţƟƢŻĩǛĩű� Ǜþű� ĢƢŎĩ� ŉŻłĩƪěŉŻŦĩű� Ŏű� ðƿŎĢǜĩƪƷܮtĩĢĩƢŦþűĢܒ�
Verder onderzoek moet worden gedaan om verschillende contexten te vergelijken, zoals 
het vergelijken van vergelijkbare instellingen binnen en buiten Nederland en Europa, en 
onder instituten waarbij een alumnibeleid al langere tijd is ingevuld. Daarom is replicatie 
nodig voor een verdere toepasbaarheid van de resultaten.

Vervolgens werden de studenten in de onderhavige onderzoeken relatief gelijkmatig 
verdeeld over leeftijd, geslacht en verschillende onderwijsprogramma's. Echter, 
gerelateerd aan SET, kunnen culturele normen en waarden verschillen (Pillay & James, 
2015) en de uitkomsten ervan beïnvloeden, zoals alumni loyaliteit (Iskhakova et al., 2020). 
Daarom zou intercultureel onderzoek naar relatiekwaliteit helpen bij het onderzoeken 
van culturele verschillen in de manier waarop relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs 
ǜŻƢĢƷ�ĩƢǛþƢĩű�ĢŻŻƢܣ�ŻƿĢܤܮƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�ƿŎƷ�þűĢĩƢĩ�ěƿŦƷƿƢĩűܣ�GþƢěŐþܮrŻǢþ�ĩƷ�þŦܒܤڏڑڏڑ�܌ܒ�ðŻþŦƪ�
aangegeven kan er tussen landen een verschil bestaan in de wijze waarop de bijdragen van 
alumni en hun betrokkenheid tot uitdrukking komen (bijvoorbeeld de Verenigde Staten 
versus Europa). Om de bevindingen van het onderzoek te veralgemeniseren raden wij aan 
om studenten van verschillende instellingen uit andere landen te onderzoeken, zodat de 
culturele interpretaties van de onderzochte variabelen beter kunnen worden vergeleken.

Daarnaast hebben vandaag de dag tal van studies de loyaliteit van studenten in het 
hoger onderwijs onderzocht. Echter, in deze onderzoeken zijn er variabelen die worden 
gebruikt om de loyaliteit van studenten/alumni te onderzoeken of te voorspellen, zoals; 
vertrouwen, tevredenheid, betrokkenheid, kwaliteit van de dienstverlening en het imago 
van de universiteit. Een degelijk conceptueel model, met inbegrip van de relevantie van 
alle variabelen, is nodig om de loyaliteit van studenten/alumni in het hoger onderwijs op 
één lijn te brengen. Interculturele verschillen kunnen nader worden onderzocht indien 
een model bestaat uit gegevens van verschillende onderwijsinstellingen in verschillende 
landen. De onderwijspraktijk kan van deze inzichten leren om vruchtbare en langdurige 
relaties met studenten van allerlei culturen op te bouwen.

Chapter 8 - Samenvatting en discussie
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De semi-longitudinale studie impliceerde dat vertrouwen de basis vormt van relatie-
kwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs en dat deze de affectieve relatiekwaliteitsdimensies 
van betrokkenheid, conflict en tevredenheid voorspelt. In een replicatiestudie zouden 
de bevindingen verder onderzocht kunnen worden; zoals in een onderzoek waarin 
verschillende studentcohorten gevraagd worden om hun betrokkenheid in een longitu-
dinaal project. Daarnaast kan een diepgaand onderzoek naar affectief conflict (als een 
negatieve relationele kwaliteitsdimensie tegenovergesteld aan vertrouwen) inzicht geven 
in hoe studenten hun perceptie van conflicten verandert in de loop van de tijd. 

Ten slotte zorgde COVID-19 voor aanpassingen in het onderwijsproces. Blended en 
hybride leren domineren momenteel het onderwijs van studenten. Daarom zou een 
vergelijking tussen pre- en post-COVID-19 verschillen in de relatiekwaliteit van studenten 
interessant zijn om te onderzoeken.

Conclusie

De focus van dit proefschrift ligt op de binding tussen studenten en hun onderwijs-
instelling. Het doel was te onderzoeken welke invloed relatiekwaliteit heeft op 
studentbetrokkenheid (student involvement; bij het studieproces (engagement) en bij de 
loyaliteit aan de opleiding of het instituut). In tegenstelling tot de eerdere onderzoeken 
in de onderwijsliteratuur wordt in dit proefschrift de sociale uitwisselingstheorie als 
overkoepelend kader gebruikt om sociale interacties en relaties in het hoger onderwijs 
te onderzoeken. Parallel aan sociale uitwisselingstheorie vormden de theoretische 
onderbouwing van de service- en relatiemanagementliteratuur, in combinatie met 
de onderwijsliteratuur, de basis voor de gepresenteerde studies om de relaties tussen 
relatiekwaliteit, studentbetrokkenheid en student/alumniloyaliteit te onderzoeken. 

De onderzoeken van dit proefschrift waren een eerste poging waarin onderzocht werd  
hoe studenten aankijken tegen de kwaliteit van de relatie met hun opleiding. Het 
onderzoek resulteerde in een praktisch toepasbaar instrument in het hoger onderwijs  
om de perceptie van studenten van de kwaliteit van de relatie die zij hebben (of hadden)  
met de onderwijsfaculteit en het personeel vast te leggen: de HERQ-schaal. Kwaliteits-
borging in hoger onderwijs is een belangrijke manier voor beleidsmakers om relaties 
met studenten en andere belanghebbenden, zoals relaties in het werkveld, te dienen en 
succesvol op te bouwen. Ondersteuning van het management is nodig, bijvoorbeeld bij 
strategische en procesbeslissingen over het meten en monitoren van de ervaringen van 
studenten. Door de HERQ-schaal die in onze studies wordt gebruikt toe te passen, kan de 
meting van de relatiekwaliteit in het hoger onderwijs worden verbeterd om de relationele 
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aspecten van de onderwijservaring van studenten beter te begrijpen. Bovendien is 
het op die manier veel gemakkelijker om adequaat te reageren op de indicaties van 
de positieve en negatieve percepties van studenten. 

De studies bevestigen dat om een positieve relatie met studenten op te bouwen  
en te onderhouden, het onderzoeken van de kwaliteit van de relatie noodzakelijk is 
om daarmee de relationele behoeften van studenten te begrijpen. Wanneer relatie-
kwaliteit positief wordt ervaren door (oud-)studenten, zullen zij meer betrokken 
raken bij de studie en op hun beurt (meer) loyaal worden. Hoewel er verschillen zijn 
gevonden tussen de voorspelling van relatiekwaliteitsdimensies tussen huidige en 
oud-studenten, fungeert relatiekwaliteit over het algemeen als een voorspeller van 
toekomstige studentbetrokkenheid (bij het studieproces) en loyaliteit.

Het toepassen van een relatiebenadering kan dus gunstig zijn voor hoger 
onderwijsinstellingen. Om binding met studenten te verbeteren, moeten de 
beleidsmakers en de onderwijspraktijk zich strategisch richten op de relationele 
þƪƟĩěƷĩű� ůĩƷ� ŉƿű� ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩűܒ� ðŻþŦƪ� ǛŻŻƢłĩƪƷĩŦĢ܌� ǬŻƿĢĩű� þŦƿůűŎ� þěƷŎĩŁ� ĚĩƷƢŻţţĩű�
moeten zijn bij het creëren van een alumnicultuur die op langdurige relaties is 
gebaseerd (Pedro et al., 2020a, 2020b; Schlesinger et al., 2016). Op deze manier 
zouden studenten, alumni, werkveld en hoger onderwijsinstellingen profiteren van 
het onderwijs dat zij tezamen creëren.

Chapter 8 - Samenvatting en discussie
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Appendices  - A, B

Appendix A

Focus Group Questions (Chapter 2)

Overview 2.1
Focus Group Questions

1.   Please give an example of your experience with the quality of the relationship you have 
with your faculty/staff.

2.   If you were asked to describe aspects of relationship quality, in your opinion, what 
following aspects do you recognize?

a) ¼ƢƿƪƷ�Ŏű�Ʒŉĩ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ƟĩŻƟŦĩܼƪ�ŉŻűĩƪƷǢܣ�ƷĩþěŉŎűł�þűĢ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷŎűł�ŁƢŻűƷ�ŻǲȀěĩ�ƪƷþǲŁܤ�ƪƿěŉ�þƪ�
sincerity, integrity, or reliability.

b) Trust in the university people’s benevolence such as willingness to help, concern, and 
accountability.

c) ȃĩ� ĢĩłƢĩĩ� ƷŻ� ǜŉŎěŉ� ǢŻƿ� þƢĩ� ƪþƷŎƪȀĩĢ� ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ǢŻƿ� ŉþǛĩ� ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ� ƟĩŻƟŦĩ�
ŁƢŻů� ǢŻƿƢ� ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢܒ� FŻƢ� ĩǡþůƟŦĩ܌� ŉŻǜ� ŉþƟƟǢ܌� ěŻűƷĩűƷ܌� ŻƢ� ƪþƷŎƪȀĩĢ� ǢŻƿ� þƢĩ� ǜŎƷŉ� ƷŉĩŎƢ�
performance.

d) ȃĩ�ĩǡƷĩűƷ�ƷŻ�ǜŉŎěŉ�ǢŻƿ�ŁĩĩŦ�ěŻůůŎƷƷĩĢ�ƷŻ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟĩŻƟŦĩ�ŁƢŻů�ǢŻƿƢ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢܒ�FŻƢ�ŎűƪƷþűěĩ܌�Ʒŉĩ�
ǜþǢ�ǢŻƿ�ŁĩĩŦ�þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩŦǢ�þƷƷþěŉĩĢ�ŻƢ�þƪƪŻěŎþƷĩĢܒ

e) ȃĩ� ĢĩłƢĩĩ� ŻŁ� þǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ� ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ� ǢŻƿ� ĩǡƟĩƢŎĩűěĩ� Ŏű� Ʒŉĩ� ƢĩŦþƷŎŻűƪŉŎƟ� ǢŻƿ� ŉþǛĩ� ǜŎƷŉ� Ʒŉĩ�
university people. For example, the degree to which you are angry, irritated, or frustrated 
about your relationship with those people.

3.  How important is the relationship you experience with the people from your university, 
in general, in relation to your study achievements and/or to life itself? Please explain 
why.

4.   Would you like to add or further explain something you have heard or (have not) said 
about the topics we discussed.
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Appendix D

(In) direct effects after bootstrapping procedure (Chapter 4)

Table 4.1
żżƸƫƸƣÿƠƠŏŲŃ�£ƣżĜĪģǀƣĪ��ŏƣĪĜƸ�/ǳłĪĜƸƫ��ǽƸĪƣ'�ܡSŲܠ

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: RQ_ACOMM -> SE_AB .475 8.621 .000

H1c: RQ_ACOMM -> SE_DE .480 9.247 .000

H1c: RQ_ACOMM -> SE_VI .465 9.631 .000

H1d: RQ_ACON -> SE_AB -.102 2.076 .036

H1d: RQ_ACON -> SE_DE -.080 1.883 .060

H1d: RQ_ACON -> SE_VI -.258 5.524 .000

H1e: RQ_SAT -> SE_AB -.019 .298 .765

H1e: RQ_SAT -> SE_DE .092 1.527 .127

H1e: RQ_SAT -> SE_VI .051 .822 .411

H2 a: SE_AB-> SL -.107 1.936 .053

H2 b: SE_DE-> SL .683 13.728 .000

H2 c: SE_VI-> SL .192 3.294 .001

H3 a: RQT_B -> SL .016 .273 .785

H3 b: RQT_H -> SL .224 3.985 .000

H3 c: RQ_ACOMM -> SL .328 9.052 .000

H3 d: RQ_ACON -> SL -.130 3.518 .000

H3 e: RQ_SAT -> SL .221 4.069 .000

H4 a: RQT_B -> SE_AB -> SL -.011 1.057 .290

H4 a: RQT_B -> SE_DE -> SL -.013 .255 .799

H4 a: RQT_B -> SE_VI -> SL -.003 .205 .838

H4 b: RQT_H -> SE_AB -> SL .004 .447 .655

H4 b: RQT_H -> SE_DE -> SL .102 2.087 .037

H4 b: RQT_H -> SE_VI -> SL -.008 .604 .546
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Relation Sample Mean (M) a t Statistics  
(O/STDEV)

p Values

H4 c: RQ_ACOMM -> SE_AB -> SL -.051 1.841 .066

H4 c: RQ_ACOMM -> SE_DE -> SL .328 7.324 .000

H4 c: RQ_ACOMM -> SE_VI -> SL .089 3.003 .003

H4 d: RQ_ACON -> SE_AB -> SL .011 1.334 .182

H4 d: RQ_ACON -> SE_DE -> SL -.54 1.870 .062

H4 d: RQ_ACON -> SE_VI -> SL -.050 2.813 .005

H4 e: RQ_SAT -> SE_AB -> SL .002 .257 .797

H4 e: RQ_SAT -> SE_DE -> SL .063 1.504 .133

H4 e: RQ_SAT -> SE_VI -> SL .010 .769 .442

Note. ¦¥ܗ� �rrݰ��¦ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣ��ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ� żŰŰŏƸŰĪŲƸܗ¥¦�ܔ� �tݰ��¦ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣ��ǳłĪĜƸŏǜĪ� żŲǵŧŏĜƸܔ�
�ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ¦�ݰ�Nܗ¼¥¦�ܔĪŲĪǜżŧĪŲĜĪ��ĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣ�¼ƣǀƫƸ�ŏŲ¦�ݰ��ܗ¼¥¦�ܔĪŧÿƸŏżŲƫŊŏƠ�¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣ�®ÿƸŏƫłÿĜƸŏżŲ¦�ݰ¼�®ܗ¥¦
¥ǀÿŧŏƸǣ�¼ƣǀƫƸ�ŏŲ�NżŲĪƫƸǣܗ/®�ܔ��ݰ��®ƸǀģĪŲƸ�/ŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ��ěƫżƣƠƸŏżŲݰ�/'ܗ/®�ܔ�®ƸǀģĪŲƸ�/ŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ�'ĪģŏĜÿƸŏżŲܔ� 
�ÿŰƠŧĪ�ŰĪÿŲ�ǜÿŧǀĪƫ®��ÿƸǀģĪŲƸ�hżǣÿŧƸǣ®�ݰ��ÿŲģ�®h܉ƸǀģĪŲƸ�/ŲŃÿŃĪŰĪŲƸ�ßŏŃżƣ®�ݰ�ßSܗ/® ƣĪƠƣĪƫĪŲƸ� ƸŊĪ�ěżżƸƫƸƣÿƠ�
estimates on average. 
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Appendix E

Sample Characteristics (Chapter 5)

Table S5.1
 Sample Characteristics (N = 152)

Characteristics Sample frequency

Graduation Year

2016
2015
2014
2013
2012
2011
2010
2009
before 2009

13
16
26
29
29

6
6
3

24

Paid job
Yes
No

Job satisfaction in relation to studies
Very bad 
Bad 
Neutral 
Good 
Very good 

Alumni membership
Yes 
No 

140
12

8
12
32
68
32

55
97

àŎŦŦŎűłűĩƪƪ�ƷŻ�ȀűþűěŎþŦŦǢ�ƪƿƟƟŻƢƷ
Yes 
No

1
151
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Appendix F

Supplemental Materials (Chapter 6)

Table S6.1
Gender and Year of Study 

Time 1
N a = 1032

Time 2
N = 879

Gender 69% (females) 65% (females)

Year 1 306 234

Year 2 202 164

Year 3 221 170

Year 4 228 263

Year 5+ 75 48

Note. a. tǀŰěĪƣ�żł�ƫƸǀģĪŲƸƫ�ǝŊż�ƫƸÿƣƸĪģ�ƸŊĪ�ƫǀƣǜĪǣ

Appendices - F



201

A

Table S6.2
®ǀƣǜĪǣ�®ĜÿŧĪƫ�ÿŲģ� ƣżŲěÿĜŊܹƫ�_

Scales Response ranges and Items Cronbach’s α

Time 1 Time 2

N a = 1032 N  = 879

Relationship Quality1 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)

Trust 

Trust in Benevolence rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏƪ�ěŻűěĩƢűĩĢ�þĚŻƿƷ�ůǢ�ǜĩŦŁþƢĩ
àŉĩű�S�ěŻűȀĢĩ�ůǢ�ƟƢŻĚŦĩůƪ�ƷŻ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ܌�S�ţűŻǜ�ƷŉĩǢ�ǜŎŦŦ�
respond with understanding
S�ěþű�ěŻƿűƷ�Żű�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ěŻűƪŎĢĩƢŎűł�ŉŻǜ�ƷŉĩŎƢ�þěƷŎŻűƪ�
þǲŁĩěƷ�ůĩ

.88 .85

Trust in Honesty rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏƪ�ŉŻűĩƪƷ�þĚŻƿƷ�ůǢ�ƟƢŻĚŦĩůƪ
rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�ŉþƪ�ŉŎłŉ�ŎűƷĩłƢŎƷǢ
rǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ŏƪ�ƷƢƿƪƷǜŻƢƷŉǢ

.83 .80

�ǱŁĩěƷ

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻůůŎƷůĩűƷ S�ŁĩĩŦ�ĩůŻƷŎŻűþŦŦǢ�þƷƷþěŉĩĢ�ƷŻ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ
S�ěŻűƷŎűƿĩ�ƷŻ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�S�ŦŎţĩ�ĚĩŎűł�
associated with them
S�ěŻűƷŎűƿĩ�ƷŻ�ŎűƷĩƢþěƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�Ěĩěþƿƪĩ�S�łĩűƿŎűĩŦǢ�
enjoy my relationship with them

.87 .83

�ǲŁĩěƷŎǛĩ�ěŻűǴŦŎěƷ S�þů�þűłƢǢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ
S�þů�ŁƢƿƪƷƢþƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ
S�þů�þűűŻǢĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ�

.90 .89

Satisfaction S�þů�ĢĩŦŎłŉƷĩĢ�ǜŎƷŉ�Ʒŉĩ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ�ŻŁ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ
S�þů�ŉþƟƟǢ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ
S�þů�ěŻűƷĩűƷ�ǜŎƷŉ�ůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܘƪƷþǲŁ ܼƪ�ƟĩƢŁŻƢůþűěĩ

.95 .93

Student Engagement2 1 (almost never/a few times a year or less) to 7 (always/every day)

Absorption ¼Ŏůĩƪ�ǴŦŎĩƪ�ǜŉĩű�S�þů�ƪƷƿĢǢŎűł
When I am studying, I forget everything else around me
I am immersed when I’m studying

.79 .79

Dedication S�ȀűĢ�Ʒŉĩ�ƪƷƿĢǢŎűł�ƷŉþƷ�S�ĢŻ�ŁƿŦŦ�ŻŁ�ůĩþűŎűł�þűĢ�ƟƿƢƟŻƪĩ
My studying inspires me
I am proud of the studying that I do

.85 .82

Vigor At univeristy, I feel bursting with energy
At university, I feel strong and vigorous
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to school

.80   .82
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Scales Response ranges and Items Cronbach’s α

Time 1 Time 2

N a = 1032 N  = 879

Student Loyalty3 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) .86 .87

I’d recommend my course of studies to someone else
I’d recommend my university to someone else
Sܼů�ǛĩƢǢ�ŎűƷĩƢĩƪƷĩĢ�Ŏű�ţĩĩƟŎűł�Ŏű�ƷŻƿěŉ�ǜŎƷŉ�ܹůǢ�ŁþěƿŦƷǢܺ
If I were faced with the same choice again, I’d still choose the 
same course of studies
If I were faced with the same choice again, I’d still choose the 
same university

1���ģÿƠƸĪģ�from Roberts et al. (2003), applied in higher education ěǣ�®ŲŏšģĪƣƫ�ĪƸ�ÿŧܔڕڍڌڎ�ܔڔڍڌڎܠ��®ŲŏšģĪƣƫ܉�àŏšŲŏÿ܉�¦ŏŤĪƣƫޠ�܉�

Loyens, 2020). 
2���ģÿƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�Ãà/®܉®ܫ�ƫŊżƣƸ�ǜĪƣƫŏżŲ�ěǣ�®ĜŊÿǀłĪŧŏ�ÿŲģ��ÿŤŤĪƣܡڏڌڌڎܠ�
3���ģÿƠƸĪģ�łƣżŰ�NĪŲŲŏŃܫ¼Ŋǀƣÿǀ�ĪƸ�ÿŧܡڍڌڌڎܠ�

Table S6.3
Fit Indices for Model 1b

Model Ӷ2 df p RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Model 1b 

 ŻűȀłƿƢþŦ�SűǛþƢŎþűěĩ 715.87 78 < .001

Weak factorial invariance 721.02 82

Strong factorial invariance 725.49 84 .07 .05 .94 .92

 ŉŎܮƪơƿþƢĩ�ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűěĩ�ƷĩƪƷ�
ěŻűȀłƿƢþŦ�Ǜƪܒ�ǜĩþţ

5.15 4 .272

 ŉŎܮƪơƿþƢĩ�ĢŎǲŁĩƢĩűěĩ�ƷĩƪƷ�ǜĩþţ�
vs. strong

4.47 2 .107

Note. ¦r®/�� �ݰ ƣżżƸ� ŰĪÿŲ� ƫƢǀÿƣĪ� Īƣƣżƣ� żł� ÿƠƠƣżǢŏŰÿƸŏżŲܔ� ®¦r¦� �ݰ ƫƸÿŲģÿƣģŏǭĪģ� ƣżżƸ� ŰĪÿŲ� ƫƢǀÿƣĪ� ƣĪƫŏģǀÿŧܔ� 
 FSݰ��ĜżŰƠÿƣÿƸŏǜĪ�ǿƸ�ŏŲģĪǢܔ�¼hSݰ��¼ǀĜŤĪƣܫhĪǝŏƫ�ŏŲģĪǢ
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“The only thing constant in the world is change

¼ŉþƷܼƪ�ǜŉǢ�ƷŻĢþǢ�S�Ʒþţĩ�ŦŎŁĩ�þƪ�ŎƷ�ěŻůĩƪܺ

India Arie

Van basisschoolleerling met een, overigens niet opgevolgd, Cito-advies voor de mavo, 
een heao-diploma op eenentwintigjarige leeftijd tot aan een succesvol afgeronde 
masteropleiding managementwetenschappen bij de Open Universiteit naast een 
fulltimebaan en de daardoor ontstane passie voor het doen van onderzoek en stimulans 
voor mijn promotiereis, is een lang verhaal. Langer dan de woorden die ik hier kwijt kan. 

Het was een hele klus. Allereerst de aanvraag voor de NWO Promotiebeurs voor Leraren, 
waarbij in eerste instantie prof. dr. Hans van Trijp en dr. Harm Biemans van Wageningen 
University hebben geholpen en later mijn huidige promotoren van het Roosevelt Center for 
/ǡěĩŦŦĩűěĩ܌�ÃűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷĩŎƷ�ÃƷƢĩěŉƷܒ��Ŏűűĩű�ůŎŠű�Ěþþű�ĚŎŠ�Nð�ÃűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ŻŁ��ƟƟŦŎĩĢ�®ěŎĩűěĩƪ�
was het aanpoten om het promotieonderzoek uit te zetten, de data te verzamelen, 
artikelen te schrijven, te publiceren, ze naast de andere werkzaamheden uit te voeren en 
vervolgens ook nog een mens te zijn in je eigen familiaire omgeving. Om recht te doen 
aan de onderzoeken, successen, ups & downs en de samenwerking met en medeleven van 
promotoren en collega-promovendi, collega’s, studenten, familie, vrienden en bekenden, 
die tijdens dit promotietraject deze bijzondere beleving deelden en daarmee hebben 
bijgedragen aan de uitkomsten die gebundeld zijn in dit proefschrift, wil ik stilstaan bij 
en dank betuigen aan een aantal mensen.

'þűţ�þþű�Ģĩ�ƪƷƿĢĩűƷĩű�Ǜþű�Nð�ÃűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ŻŁ��ƟƟŦŎĩĢ�®ěŎĩűěĩƪ܌�FŻűƷǢƪ܌�N�t܌�ĩű�N®�ðƿǢĢܒ�
ðŻűĢĩƢ�ŉƿű�ƢĩþěƷŎĩ�ŻƟ�ŻűĢĩƢ�ůĩĩƢ�Ģĩ�ǛƢþłĩűŦŎŠƪƷĩű�ĢŎĩ�Ŏţ�Ǭĩ�ǛŻŻƢŦĩłĢĩܣ�ůĩĩƢĢĩƢĩ�ţĩƢĩűܤ�
en de medewerking van collega’s van deze hogescholen zou ik geen onderzoek heb kunnen 
uitvoeren. 

®ŻȀĩ܌� Żů� ƿǜ� ßŦþþůƪĩ� ŻŻƢƪƟƢŻűł� Ŏű� þěŉƷ� Ʒĩ� űĩůĩű܌� Ã܌� ƿ� ĚĩűƷ� ĩĩű� ĩĩƢƪƷĩ� ĚŎŠǬŻűĢĩƢĩ�
begeleider geweest in dit promotietraject. We hebben gelachen en gehuild en wat voor mij 
ŉĩĩŦ�ȀŠű�ǜþƪ܌�Ŏƪ�ĢþƷ�Ŏţ�þŦƷŎŠĢ܌�þŦƪ�ĩƢ�ĩěŉƷ�ŉŻłĩ�ůþþƢ�ŻŻţ�ܻŦþłĩܼ�űŻŻĢ�ǜþƪ܌�ĩĩű�þƟƟŠĩ�ţŻű�ƪƷƿƢĩű�
of belletje kon doen, zelfs ’s avonds, in het weekend of tijdens vakanties. Dank daarvoor. 

“Iedereen kan schilderen met Ravensburger, maar een promotieonderzoek is toch wel  
ǜþƷ� þűĢĩƢƪܺܒ�¦ĩůǢ܌� ƷǜĩĩĢĩ�ĚŎŠǬŻűĢĩƢĩ�ĚĩłĩŦĩŎĢĩƢ܌�ĚŻǛĩűƪƷþþűĢĩ� Ŏƪ� ƪŦĩěŉƷƪ�ĪĪű�Ǜþű�Ģĩ�ǛĩŦĩ�
‘foute’ voorbeelden die je weleens in het heetst van de discussies erin gooide en die me keer 
ŻƟ�ţĩĩƢ�ƷŻƷ�ǛƢĩƪĩŦŎŠţ�Ŧþěŉĩű�ŉĩĩǼƷ�łĩĚƢþěŉƷ܌�ŠƿŎƪƷ�þŦƪ�ŉĩƷ�űŎĩƷ�łŎűł�ǬŻþŦƪ�Ŏţ�ǜŎŦĢĩ�ŻŁ�ƷĩłĩűƪŦþł�
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ŉþĢܒ�'ŎƷ�ǜþƢĩű�Ģĩ�ǜþƢĩ�ŻƟţŎţţĩƢƪ�hŎƪĩƷƷĩ܌�ĢĩƢĢĩ�ĚŎŠǬŻűĢĩƢĩ�ĚĩłĩŦĩŎĢĩƢ܌�Ģþűţ�Šĩ�ǜĩŦ�ǛŻŻƢ�Ģĩ�
privé-statistieklessen en niet te vergeten de ‘indoctrinatie’ van APA. Het was een genoegen 
om met je samen te werken en ik hoop dat we dat zeker nog lang kunnen voortzetten, waar 
je ook werkzaam bent. Waar dat ook moge zijn; ze hebben goud in handen met jou als 
onderzoeker.

Jaap en Martijn, mijn collega-promovendi. Tussen de verhuisdozen startten we in De Burg 
in Middelburg. Al gauw verliet ik de kamer, waar wij in eerste instantie met ons drieën 
zaten samen met de zwammen aan de muur. Het ging niet ten koste van de samenwerking, 
integendeel. Dat was goed merkbaar bij de JURE- en EARLI-conferentie in 2017. Ingegeven 
door indrukken uit het Finse landschap hebben we discussies gevoerd op verschillende 
niveaus, denk aan de functie van de wc-slang, draaiende plateaus uitkijktoren en bespreking 
Ǜþű�ŉĩƷ�SƷþŦŎþþűƪĩ�űþłĩƢĩěŉƷ�Ǜþű�ŉĩƷ�ƢĩƪƷþƿƢþűƷŠĩ�Ŏű�¼þůƟĩƢĩ�ĩű�ƪƟĩěŎȀĩţ�ǛŻŻƢ�rþƢƷŎŠű܌�ŉĩƷ�
�ĢþűƪŠĩܮ¼'® Ŏű� /łůŻűĢ� þþű� ðĩĩܒ� ßþű� Ģĩ� �ƟþƢƷŎŠܮ// ¦ ǛŻĩłĢĩű� ŦþƷĩƢ� fĩŦŦǢ� ĩű� £þƷƢŎěţ� ǬŎěŉ�
erbij, die ook voor een gezellige noot in De Burg zorgden. Jullie hadden vooral altijd ruimte 
voor een evaluatiemoment, van het bespreken van een nieuwe eettent in Middelburg, tot een 
ƢĩǴŦĩěƷŎĩ�ŻƟ�ŉĩƷ�ŻűĢĩƢǬŻĩţ�ĩű�þŦŦĩƪ�ĢþþƢƷƿƪƪĩűŎűܒ

Rebecca Kuiper, dank voor je medewerking in de statistische analyses van de CLPA-studie. 
Het was voor mij in het begin echt Chinees, maar je bereidheid altijd even snel tussendoor 
Ʒĩ�ůþŎŦĩű�ŻƟ�ǜþƷ�ǛƢþłĩű�ĩű�Ģĩ�ƿŎƷłĩĚƢĩŎĢĩ�ĚĩƪƟƢĩţŎűł�ĢŎĩ�ǜĩ�ŉþĢĢĩű� Ŏű�ÃƷƢĩěŉƷ�ŉĩĩǼƷ�ůĩ�
ĩűŻƢů�łĩŉŻŦƟĩűܒ�¼Żěŉ�ĚŦŎŠǼƷ� ŉŎűĩĩƪ�ǜĩŦ�ŦþƪƷŎł�ŻǛĩƢŎłĩűƪܒ

'ĩþƢ� /ůŎŦǢ� FŻǡ܌� ǢŻƿ� þƢĩ� þ� ƷƢƿĩ� £ŉ'� ŦŎŁĩƪþǛĩƢܒ� ȃþűţ� ǢŻƿ� ƪŻ� ůƿěŉ� ŁŻƢ� Ʒŉĩ� ůþűǢ� ĩĢŎƷĩĢ�
ƪƿłłĩƪƷŎŻűƪ�ǢŻƿ�ůþĢĩ�þűĢ�ţĩĩűܣ�þűĢ�ƪŻůĩƷŎůĩƪ�ŁƿűűǢܤ�ƢĩůþƢţƪ

Verder wil ik natuurlijk de leden van de promotiecommissie bedanken voor de tijd, aandacht 
ĩű� ƟƢŻŁĩƪƪŎŻűĩŦĩ� ĚĩŻŻƢĢĩŦŎűł� Ǜþű� ůŎŠű� ƟƢŻĩŁƪěŉƢŎǼƷ� ĩű� ŉƿű� łĩǜþþƢĢĩĩƢĢĩ� ŻƟƟŻƪŎƷŎĩ܋� ĢƢܒ�
Harm Biemans, prof. dr. Wim Geijselaars, prof. dr. Bert van den Brink, prof. dr. Jan van 
Tartwijk en prof. dr. Marijk van der Wende en prof. dr. Michael Burke. 

Ik realiseer me dat ik een bevoorrecht mens ben doordat ik omringd ben door heel veel 
ŦŎĩǛĩ�ěŻŦŦĩłþܼƪ�Ǜþű�Nð�ÃűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷǢ�ŻŁ��ƟƟŦŎĩĢ�®ěŎĩűěĩƪܒ�Sű�ŉĩƷ�ĚŎŠǬŻűĢĩƢ�ǜŎŦ� Ŏţ�ĚĩĢþűţĩű�Ŏű�
willekeurige volgorde: Bert Schollema voor zijn reacties op en oprechte mening over de 
verschillende versies van het proefschrift, Peter van Dijk voor het ingaan op een spontane 
vraag om te reageren op de Nederlandse discussie van dit proefschrift en Bregje Weeda, 
thanks voor de Engelse vertalingen van studentenquotes. Paul Vader dank ik voor zijn zeer 
kritische blik en opbouwende feedback op de discussie en dankwoord. Het lijkt me meer  
dan noodzakelijk om dit na te spreken samen met Ronald, hond Jimmy, onder het genot  
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van een Coteaux Bourguignon. In het bijzonder bedank ik Hans Dekker, collega “arrogant 
ŁƢŻłܺ܌� ǛŻŻƢ� ǬŎŠű� ǬĩĩƢ� eigen wijze in het onderzoek van de kwalitatieve studie. Dank voor  
de stimulans die je hebt gegeven, onder meer door ons best paper award bij ICCMI  
(Athene, 2014) en de vele gesprekken over het doen van onderzoek zoals onderweg naar de 
PLS-SEM-training in Hamburg, maar ook de wording van een onderzoeker met een eigen 
mening. 

/Ǜĩűĩĩűƪ� Ģþűţ� Ŏţ� ůŎŠű� NðܮěŻŦŦĩłþܼƪ� ǛŻŻƢ� Ģĩ� ƟŻƪŎƷŎĩǛĩ� ĩű� ŻűĢĩƢƪƷĩƿűĢĩ� ĚĩƢŎěŉƷĩű� ĩű�
łĩƪƟƢĩţţĩű� ǬŻþŦƪ� Ǜþű� ůŎŠű� ěŻŦŦĩłþܼƪ� Ǜþű� Ģĩ� Nðܮ¼ŻĩƷƪěŻůůŎƪƪŎĩ܌� Ʒĩþů�  ŻůůĩƢěŎĵŦĩ�
Economie, Pabo/Lectoraat Onderwijsexcellentie, voormalig IBL-collega’s, oud-collega 
ǛĩƢƷƢŻƿǜĩűƪƟĩƢƪŻŻű� dþű� ðǜĩůĩƢ܌� ĩű� ĚĩůŻĩĢŎłĩűĢĩ� ǜŻŻƢĢĩű� ĩű� ƟŻƪƷĩƢƪ� ǬŻþŦƪ� ܹþŦůŻƪƷ�
ƟĩƢŁĩěƷ�Ŏƪ�ŠƿƪƷ�þƪ�łŻŻĢܺ܌�ǜþþƢǛŻŻƢ�Ģþűţ�rŎĩƪ�àŎƪţĩƢţĩܒ

'þűţ�þþű�þŦŦĩ�ěŻŦŦĩłþܼƪ�Ǜþű�Ģĩ�Nð�ĢŎĩ�Ŏţ�ŉŎĩƢ�űŎĩƷ�ůĩƷ�űþþů�ŉĩĚ�łĩűŻĩůĢ܌�ůþþƢ�ĢŎĩ�ŻƟ�ĩĩű�
of andere manier hebben bijgedragen aan dit proefschrift.

�Żţ� ĚƿŎƷĩű� Ģĩ� Nð� ŉĩĚ� Ŏţ� ŎűůŎĢĢĩŦƪ� ǛĩĩŦ� ěŻűƷþěƷĩű� ŻƟłĩĢþþű� ǛŎþ� Ģĩ� ŎűƷĩƢűþƷŎŻűþŦĩ�
congressen van AERA in Washington, San Antonio en New York tot BISTOPS in Parijs, 
waar ik mijn onderzoek heb gepresenteerd en wat resulteerde in nieuw onderzoek met 
collega’s in Frankrijk, Engeland en Amerika. Thank you very much Doug Bernstein and 
Doris Vasconcellos for your trust and friendship, and, introduction in this fabulous 
international world of research. 

Heel hartelijk bedank ik in het bijzonder Wim Hofman voor het speciaal voor dit 
proefschrift ontworpen kunstwerk dat gebruikt is voor de voorkant. Wim, je hebt dit 
onderzoek voortreffelijk gevangen met afbeeldingen die ingaan op “dat wat de ziel is van 
Ģĩ�ƿűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷĩŎƷ܌�ŻŁ�ĚĩŉŻŻƢƷ�Ʒĩ�ǬŎŠűܺ� ��ĢŎĩ܌�ÃűŎǛĩƢƪŎƷĩŎƷ�ÃƷƢĩěŉƷ܌�àŎů�fƢĩůĩƢܒ�ĢƢܒþŦĢƿƪ�ƟƢŻŁܣ
niet aanwezig kon zijn als opponent).

Via facebook, feestjes in de pre-COVID-19-periode en familiebezoek ben ik een ramp 
geweest in reacties of beter: het uitblijven daarvan. Lieve vrienden, relaties en bekenden, 
now you know of niet; ik kon niet anders omwille van de vorming van dit boekje dat er nu 
ligt. Gelukkig weet ik dat er mensen zijn zoals oud-buurtjes van de Branderijmolengang 
en goede vrienden met wie ik schaars contact heb gehouden, die geduld hebben en wel  
weten dat het etentje of die borrel er weer van komt. En ja, dan ga ik de keuken in voor een 
Griekse stiffado, Indiase schotel of Mediterraan probeersel. 

Om mij af te leiden hebben de bijpraatborrels en feestjes met verkleedpartij zoals die 
van Halloween en viering van mijn 40ste verjaardag met de meidenclub enorm geholpen. 
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�ĩĢþűţƷ� ®ƿƪþűűĩ܌� dƿĢŎƷŉ܌� SŦƪĩ� ĩű�fþƢŎű� hþƷĩű�ǜĩ� ǛŻŻƢþŦ� ĩĩű�ůŻűĢţþƟŠĩƪŁĩĩƪƷ� ŎűƟŦþűűĩű�
Żů�ĩŦţþþƢ�ƪűĩŦ�ǜĩĩƢ�Ʒĩ�ƷƢĩǲŁĩű�Żů�ĚŎŠ�Ʒĩ�ƟƢþƷĩűܒ

Sű� ƪƷþŦƟƢþþƷ܌� Ģþűţ� Šĩ�ǜĩŦ� ®ǢŦ܌� ǛŻŻƢ�ŉĩƷ� þþűŉŻƢĩű� Ǜþű�ůŎŠű�ƟƢŻůŻƷŎĩܺܮƪŉŎƷܺܒ��űǬĩ�ƟþþƢĢĩű�
hebben er niet om geleden; op hun manier leefden ze mee. 

Mijn moeder typeert mij en mijn karakter aan de hand van het oude speelgoed dat ze 
ŻƟ� ǬŻŦĢĩƢ�ŉĩĩǼƷ� łĩƪŻƢƷĩĩƢĢ�űþ�ŉĩƷ� ŻǛĩƢŦŎŠĢĩű� Ǜþű�ůŎŠű� ǛþĢĩƢܒ�NĩƷ� ǬŎŠű�ƿŎƷ� ĩŦţþþƢ� łĩŉþþŦĢĩ�
ĚþƢĚŎĩƪ� ĩű�ƟŻƟƟĩű܌�ǜŎĩƢ�ŉþþƢ� ĩű�łĩǬŎěŉƷ� ǛĩƢŁƢþþŎĢ� ǬŎŠű�ůĩƷ� ǛŎŦƷƪƷŎǼƷ� ĩű� ĩĩű�űŎĩƿǜ�ţþƟƪĩŦ܌�
veelal onherstelbaar geknipt in een slechte coupe. Auto’s, houten blokken en onderdelen 
van trofeeën van playbackoptredens die ik tijdens de lagere school als hobby erop nahield. 
“Het is overduidelijk dat Ingrid als kind al bezig was met het onderzoeken en analyseren 
Ǜþű� ŉŻĩ� ĢŎűłĩű� Ŏű� ĩŦţþþƢ� ǬŎƷƷĩűܺ܌ � þŦĢƿƪ�ůþůþܒ�NŻĩ� ƷĩƢƿł� Ʒĩ� łþþű� űþþƢ� ŉĩƷ� ŻƢŎłŎűĩĩŦ�ǜþƪ�
toen nog wel een probleem. Veel van de spullen waren gewoon kapot. Lieve mam, dank je 
wel voor je trouwe en vaste geloof in mij. 

Irene, lieve en fantastische zus, je bent altijd zo positief over mijn werk, zelfs als ik een 
idee over een conceptueel model op een whiteboard aan je liet zien dat vol met pijlen en 
onduidelijke aantekeningen zat, bleef je betrokken. Dank voor je oprechte steun. Kris 
en Tess, ik heb jullie als paranimfen gevraagd. Nu blijkt in deze periode een fysieke 
bijeenkomst onduidelijk of niet mogelijk. Niettemin, jullie zijn erbij fysiek, online of in 
łĩĢþěŉƷĩű�

Hans, je bent de meest makkelijke en moeilijkste man om mee samen te wonen. Je hebt 
me altijd gestimuleerd in verdere ontwikkeling. Dat heb je ook waargemaakt in je altijd 
aanwezige steun tijdens mijn promotietraject. Ik zegde op het laatste moment feestjes 
þŁ܌�ţŻű� ƷŻěŉ�űŎĩƷ�ůĩĩłþþű�ŻůĢþƷ� Ŏţ�ܹűŻł�ĩǛĩű�ǜþƷ�ůŻĩƪƷ�ĢŻĩű�ǛŻŻƢ�ůŎŠű�ŻűĢĩƢǬŻĩţܺ܌� ĩű�
was vervolgens ‘s avonds laat nog steeds bezig toen je me thuis aantrof. Hoe vaak heb ik je 
gevraagd om ‘even’ naar mijn stuk te kijken en vooral kritisch te zijn in je feedback? Volgens 
jou is en was het altijd goed. En dat was niet goed genoeg voor mij, het kon altijd beter. Dat 
perfectionistisch trekje was zelfs tot vervelends aan toe, tijdens vakanties, weekenden, of 
middenin de nacht, omdat ik dan nog even moest kijken of ik alles wel goed gesubmit had. 
Lieverd, wat heb je een ijzeren geduld met me gehad en me enorm gesteund. Maar ja, dat 
ŉŻŻƢƷ�ĚŎŠ�þƢƷŎţĩŦڕڑ��Ǜþű�ŻűǬĩ�SƷþŦŎþþűƪĩ�ŉƿǜĩŦŎŠţƪþţƷĩ�ĚŎŠ�ŉĩƷ�ƿŎƷƪƟƢĩţĩű�Ǜþű�ܹ®Ŏ܌�ŦŻ�ǛŻłŦŎŻܺܒ�

Ten slotte wil ik iemand noemen die er niet meer is, maar die ik ondanks het nood-
gedwongen afscheid van hem in 2016 toch als stimulans heb ervaren om dit project 
ƪƿěěĩƪǛŻŦ� þŁ� Ʒĩ� ƢŻűĢĩűܒ� Sű�ůŎŠű� ǛþĢĩƢƪ� ǜŻŻƢĢĩű܋� ܹdĩ� ĚĩűƷ� ĩĩű� ƷŻƟƟĩƢܒܺ�NŎŠ� ǜþƪ� ĩű� Ŏƪ� ĩƢ�
altijd, en is trots op mij. Dank je wel papa. 


