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Summary. The paper consists of two parts and focuses on brand community commitment
in higher education, its dimensions and relationship with students’ loyalty. The first part
presents the literature review on brand community and commitment. In the second part
of the paper, results of quantitative study are presented and discussed. The study objec-
tives include the verification of three-dimensional brand community commitment model
in higher education (consisting of affective, continuance and normative components) and
the relationship between its dimensions and the student loyalty towards a university.

Introduction

Higher education represents a sector of professional services, where relationships
between the provider and the consumer are of particular importance. Building
brand communities around universities is one of the activities that may allow
higher education institutions to achieve the competitive advantage and organiza-
tional goals (e.g. loyalty, donations, image).

The aim of this paper is to present brand communities in general and then in
the context of higher education, as well as to analyze brand community commit-
ment and its relationship with the student loyalty towards the university. First, the
literature review is presented, then the results of a quantitative study (survey) are
discussed. The results of the study prove the three-dimensional construct of brand
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community commitment in higher education and explore correlations of its di-
mensions with students’ loyalty. In the final part of the paper conclusions and
practical implications are briefly discussed.

Brand communities in higher education

Enduring consumer groups practicing common consumption behavior have been
in the spotlight of research interests for over four decades. They have been labeled
as ,,consumption communities” (Boorstin, 1973), ,,subcultures of consumption”
(Schouten, McAlexander, 1995), ,,neo-tribes” (Cova, 1997), ,.life-mode commu-
nities” (Firat, Dholakia, 1998), ,.cultures of consumption” (Kozinets, 2001),
,brand communities” (Muniz, O’Guinn, 2001; McAlexander, Schouten, Koenig,
2002), and ,,brand cults” (Belk, Tumbat, 2005).

The most commonly used definition of brand community states that it is
,»a specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set
of social relationships among admirers of a brand” (Muniz, O’Guinn, 2001,
p. 412). Although various other definitions exist, the literature review reveals that
they all share at least three core components: consciousness of a kind, presence
of shared rituals and traditions and a sense of moral responsibility. In contrast to
other types of consumer groups, brand communities are not marginal subcultures
and they tend to embrace the surrounding culture rather than reject it. Brand com-
munities are characterized by relative stability and rather high level of commit-
ment of their participants. Theoretically, they may form around any brand, but it
is more likely that they form around brands that have a rich history, strong image
and fierce competitors (Muniz, O’Guinn, 2001). Since brand communities are
versatile and dynamic phenomena, they can differ on several dimensions, includ-
ing social context, temporality, geographic concentration and basis of identifica-
tion of their members (McAlexander, Schouten, Koenig, 2002).

Brand communities exist in various contexts — there is no doubt that such
communities of committed and involved consumers are also present in the higher
education sector. McAlexander, Koenig and Schouten (2006) presented and
tested a model reflecting various relationships existing within university brand
communities. They also emphasized the importance of brand community integra-
tion and suggested that the biggest value results from looking at these relation-
ships collectively, not separately. The relationships (McAlexander, Schouten,
Koenig, 2002) include:

a) the customer-product relationship (product understood as education or
study major);

b) the consumer-brand relationship (students’ attitudes and attachment to
the university brand);

c) the customer-institution relationship (relations existing between students
and university representatives such as lecturers, administrative staff);
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d) the customer-customer relationship (relations and interactions among
students themselves).

Empirical research on brand communities in higher education is not limited
to the verification of the above model. Other studies focused on relationship of
the brand community integration with loyalty-related behaviors among students
and alumni (such as future donations, purchase of university logo merchandise,
positive recommendation) (McAlexander, Koenig, Schouten, 2006; McAlexander,
Koenig, 2010; Martin, Moriuchi, Smith, Moeder, Nichols, 2015; Dziewanowska,
2016).

Commitment in brand communities and its consequences

Commitment is defined as ,,a force that binds an individual to a course of action
of relevance to one or more targets” (Meyer, Herscovitch, 2001, p. 301), thus
community commitment is understood as the psychological bond existing be-
tween the community and its members (Zhang, Zhou, Su, Zhou, 2013). This con-
struct is of multidimensional nature and it consists of affective, continuance and
normative dimensions (Allen, Meyer, 1990) reflecting bonds based on the indi-
vidual’s:

— affect (emotional ties, attachment to, identification with and involve-
ment in the community),

— need (perceived sunk costs and the member’s belief that their involve-
ment in the community provides them with benefits not available else-
where),

— perceived obligation to remain in the community and support other
members.

Previous studies on the brand community commitment prove that it plays

a critical role in the relationship marketing (Morgan, Hunt, 1994) and has positive
impact on brand loyalty (Algesheimer, Dholakia, Herrmann, 2005; Jang, Olfman,
Ko, Koh, Kim, 2008) defined as inclination to positive word-of-mouth and repur-
chase intention.

Research methodology

The research problem in this study is twofold: first, the dimensions of brand com-
munity commitment in higher education are investigated, then the relationship
between brand commitment dimensions and students’ loyalty towards the univer-
sity are analyzed. Based on the literature review it is assumed that brand commu-
nity commitment consists of three dimensions: affective, continuance and norma-
tive (Allen, Meyer, 1990).
The following research hypotheses were proposed:
H1. Brand community commitment in higher education consists of three dimen-
sions: affective, normative and continuance.
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H2. There are differences in the level of student commitment among higher edu-
cation institutions.

H3. There are differences in the level of student commitment between males and
females.

H4. There is a positive correlation between dimensions of the brand community
commitment and students loyalty towards university.

The research method used in the study is a survey. The questionnaire con-
sisted of two parts: in the first part questions about brand community commitment
were asked (with a 5-point Likert scale anchored at 1 —,,strongly disagree” and 5
— ,strongly agree”), the second part consisted of questions about the sample char-
acteristics. The questionnaire was distributed in paper version among students
from four faculties at three Polish public universities and data was collected in
March—April 2016. The sample consisted of 536 respondents selected with quota
sampling technique so that they represented faculties of various profiles (human-
ities, social science, economic and technical). Detailed characteristics of the sam-
ple are presented in table 1.

Table 1
Sample characteristics

University V\Z)afri?fz ISJ(I;ljl;zzlsty Yfa ?:Xlns(fllg(;;l University of Warsaw
Faculty Economics Eng?rizgring Management A drl;l?lzs??aiion
Female 85 53 127 85

Male 33 51 51 50

Year 1 3 13 3 1

Year 2 35 66 95 82

Year 3 36 17 0 21

Year 4 44 5 73 14

Year 5 0 3 7 18

Total 118 104 178 136

Source: own research, N = 536.

Research results and analysis

The first hypothesis (H1) was tested with factor analysis performed with Varimax
rotation. As a result, three factors were identified explaining 77% of the total vari-
ation. The factors correspond with the dimensions of brand community commit-
ment proposed by Allen and Meyer (1990): affective, normative and continuance.

The statements used in the factor analysis were adapted from an existing
scale used by Zhang, Zhou, Su and Zhou (2013) for an examination of brand
community commitment in a computer-mediated environment. The statements
were modified so that they fitted the context of higher education.
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The next step was the verification of the reliability of the scales with the use
of Cronbach’s Alpha. For each scale the reliability coefficient is above 0.79
which is a satisfactory result confirming good reliability of the scales (Nunnally,
1978; Churchill, Peter, 1984). Further elimination of statements would not im-
prove the reliability of the scales. The results obtained allowed the confirmation
of the first hypothesis (H1).

Table 2
Dimensions of brand community commitment and their reliability

Factor Cronbach’s
affective | normative | continuance Alpha

0.878

I have a strong sense of belonging to my
faculty
I feel connected to my faculty 0.871
I have a real emotional attachment to my

0.864
faculty
[ am a part of the faculty community 0.840
I study at my faculty because I feel pres-
sure that I should do so
I come here out of sense of duty 0.872 0.822
I feel forced to continua studies at this fac-

0.804

ulty
If I stopped studying here, it would be dif-
ficult for me to find a better university
There are very few other universities
where I could find such useful content as 0.794 0.793
at my faculty
Studying here is too valuable for me to
stop

0.924

0.881

0.875

0.702

Source: own research, N = 536.

In order to verify the second hypothesis (H2), stating that there are differ-
ences in level of student commitment among higher education institutions, Krus-
kall-Wallis nonparametric test was used. The results of the test are presented in
table 3 and it can be observed that the differences in the level of commitment are
statistically significant for the affective and continuance dimensions only and
there is no significance for the normative dimension. Thus, the second hypothesis
(H2) can be partially confirmed.

Table 3
Kruskall-Wallis test: commitment level at different faculties
Affective Continuance Normative
Chi-square 10.035 47.126 7.693
df 3 3 3
Sig. 0.018 0.000 0.053

Source: own research, N = 536.
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A further look at means for each dimension and each faculty brings some
interesting observations. While respondents from management and civil engi-
neering faculties manifested rather positive attitudes in terms of the affective and
continuance dimensions of the commitment, students from law and administra-
tion faculty displayed positive attitude towards continuance and negative towards
the affective aspects of the commitment. In this context, respondents from the
faculty of economics stand out as their attitude towards both commitment dimen-
sions are rather negative.

Table 4
Means for commitment dimensions at different faculties
Faculty Affective Continuance Normative
Management Mean 3.014 3.267 2.818
N=178 Std dev. 1.003 0.846 0.970
Law and Administration | Mean 2.851 3.380 2.576
N=136 Std dev. 1.020 0916 1.124
Economics Mean 2.689 2.749 2.568
N=118 Std dev. 0.898 0.825 0.936
Civil Engineering Mean 3.026 3.494 2.583
N=104 Std dev. 1.143 1.016 1.057
Total Mean 2.903 3.226 2.656
N =536 Std dev. 1.020 0.931 1.025

Source: own research, N = 536.

The third hypothesis stated that there are differences in the level of commit-
ment between man and women. The results of Mann-Whitney U test are pre-
sented in table 5 and it can be observed that there are no statistically significant
differences. Therefore, the hypothesis H3 is rejected.

The final, fourth hypothesis stated that each of the dimensions of brand com-
munity commitment correlated with the students’ loyalty towards the university.
The student loyalty scale consists of four statements representing their satisfac-
tion with the studying, repurchase intention and propensity to recommend the
faculty to other people (Narayandas, 1996; Oliver, 1999). The reliability of this
scale was verified with Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient which exceeded 0,8 proving
satisfactory scale consistency (see tab. 6).

Table 5

Mann-Whitney U test: commitment level and gender

Affective Continuance Normative
Mann-Whitney U 30686.000 31717.000 30811.500
Wilcoxon W 91412.000 93142.000 48202.500
Z -0.891 —-0.389 -1.024
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.373 0.697 0.306

Source: own research, N = 536.
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Table 6
Reliability of students’ loyalty towards the university scale

Cronbach’s Alpha

I would choose the same faculty again

I often tell positive things alb out my faculty to people close to me
I like studying at my faculty

I gladly recommend my faculty to other people

0.824

Source: own research, N = 536.

As can be seen in table 7, the correlation is statistically significant for all
commitment dimensions: affective, continuance and normative. Thus, the fourth
hypothesis (H4) is confirmed. The strength of the correlation varies, in case of
the affective and continuance dimensions it is strong, while for the normative
dimension it is moderate (Wierzbinski, 2006). It is interesting to observe that
while the relationships between the affective and continuance dimensions and
students’ loyalty are positive, the one for the normative dimension is negative,
which means that the more students feel obligated to continue their studies at
a particular faculty, the less loyal they are toward the institution.

Table 7

Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient for commitment dimensions and students loyalty
towards the university

Spearman’s rho Affective | Continuance [ Normative
Loyalty towards Correlation coefficient 0.619™ 0.514™ -0.370""
the university Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 533 535 536

Source: own research, N = 536.

Discussion

The results of the study presented above allow for several conclusions and prac-
tical implications. First of all, the model of three-dimensional brand community
commitment in higher education has been verified. It is interesting to observe that
the highest level of commitment was reported for the continuance level (3.23)
and the lowest for the normative one (2.66). This implies that students are aware
of high sunk costs of studying at a particular faculty and at the same time do not
have the sense of obligation towards the university community. What is more, the
means for continuance and affective commitment dimensions differ among the
faculties, thus each institution has the ability to influence students’ commitment
level.

Secondly, the relation of commitment dimensions with the loyalty towards
the university has been positively verified. It is noteworthy that the sense of ob-
ligation to the community and its members (normative commitment) correlates
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negatively (—0.370) with students’ loyalty which combined with low level of this
type of commitment among students presents a favourable situation for the fac-
ulties. Both continuance (0.514) and affective (0.619) commitment are positively
related to students’ loyalty. Given the low level of the affective commitment
(2.90) among students participating in the study, it presents an opportunity for the
universities which should focus on enhancing this type of commitment and thus
building stronger students’ loyalty.

This study is not without its limitations that result from the sampling method
applied and the use of a survey technique. Therefore, it is suggested that further
research is conducted on a randomly selected sample and other research tech-
niques are used (such as observations, experiments and interviews).
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Wymiary zaangazowania w spolecznos¢ wokol marki
na przykladzie szkolnictwa wyzszego

Stowa kluczowe: spoteczno$¢ wokot marki, zaangazowanie, szkolnictwo wyzsze

Streszczenie. W artykule skoncentrowano si¢ na kwestiach zaangazowania w spoteczno-
sciach wokoét marki w szkolnictwie wyzszym oraz jego zwiazku z lojalno$cig studentow
wobec uczelni. Artykut sktada si¢ z dwoch czgsci. W pierwszej przedstawiony jest prze-
glad literatury przedmiotu z zakresu spolecznosci wokot marki i zaangazowania, nato-
miast w cze$ci drugiej omowiono wyniki ilo§ciowego badania wlasnego. Celem badania
byta weryfikacja trzywymiarowego modelu zaangazowania w spoteczno$ci wokot marki
uniwersytetu oraz relacji wymiaréw afektywnego, normatywnego i zobowigzania do kon-
tynuacji z zachowaniami lojalno$ciowymi.

Translated by Katarzyna Dziewanowska
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