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Abstract 
The objective of this study is to investigate the mediating role of brand attachment 

among the brand image and relationship factors in the higher education sector of 

Pakistan. A field survey using a self-administered questionnaire was conducted 

with a sample of 375 graduate level students of Pakistani Universities from 

Punjab, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and capital city Islamabad. The data were 

analyzed using SPSS 23 for demographic profiling and descriptive statistics while 

PLS algorithm estimation is used to assess the structural and measurement 

models. The reliability and validity of the Structural Equation Model was 

determined using the results of internal consistency reliability, convergent 

validity and discriminant validity. Moreover, the hypothesis of the model was 

analyzed using the results of path coefficients. The findings of the study revealed 

that brand attachment partially mediates between brand image and the 

relationship factors. This paper also provides a solid base for practical 

implications for higher education stakeholders and policy makers. 

 

    Keywords: HEI, Brand image, students' satisfaction, trust, commitment, brand 

equity, brand attachment, mediation. 

Introduction 

Higher education is presented to people with the perception of 

organizing an improved future with the help of their knowledge. Higher 

education is moving beyond its traditional boundaries and currently 

focusing on work-based higher education environment (Wallin, 

Nokelainen, & Mikkonen, 2018).  In such scenario students’ attachment 

with HEI is of crucial importance but it is affected by how the universities 

extend their service to enrolled students and how students perceive their 

university's brand (Dennis, Papagiannidis, Alamanos, & Bourlakis 2016). 

Previous researches either focused on using the brand as a source of power 

or used attachment strength as a moderator between the brand 

characteristics and relationship factors and its implications to HEI's 
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(Dennis et al., 2016; Watkins & Gonzenbach, 2013; Dholakia & Assiardo, 

2014). The objective of the paper is to contribute to an unexplored area of 

exposing students' preferences as one of the major antecedents of brand 

equity and secondly using brand attachment as a mediator between brand 

image and relationship factors like students' commitment, trust, and 

satisfaction through hypothetical relationship in lieu of key research gaps 

in current literature in the perspective of tertiary education of Pakistan.  

By examining the issue in hand, the researcher will contribute 

towards the Melewar & Nguyen (2014) stress towards further studies in 

the field of higher education to strengthen the knowledge development 

concerning a series of branding topics and Dennis et al., (2016) arguments 

that future researcher should investigate the definite mechanism of brand 

characteristics. The major stakeholders of higher education in Pakistan 

like teachers, university administration, the planning commission, and the 

higher education will be benefited from this study. 

 

Literature Review 

The theoretical framework of the study is based on the Keller's 

customer-based brand equity (CBBE) model and the earlier work done by 

Jillapalli and Jillapalli (2014) and Dennis et al., (2016). The earlier 

investigated the brand equity of professors while the later assessed the 

central role of attachment strength in HEI's with moderating effects.  

 

Impact of students’ preference on brand image 

Students’ preference for a university is influenced by courses 

offered, faculty and location of the university. In addition, HEI managers 

are required to make an optimal fit between the services rendered to the 

students and cost of the service so that every student has an equal chance 

of getting higher education which will not only enhance the enrollment of 

students but will also help in decreasing the financial burden on the 

stateside (Sharon, Darragh & John, 2018).  Iqbal, Rasali, and 

Hussain (2012) in their study found that students’ preference strongly 

influences the university image followed by Sanchez (2012) who argued 

that it is becoming vital for higher education institutions to understand 

students' preferences and the brand image, responsible for their choice of 

a university. These arguments lead us to the development of the following 

hypotheses. 

H1:  Students’ preferences have a positive impact on brand image. 

The influence of brand image on brand attachment 

Brand attachment have a pivotal part in forming consumer 

mindset and positive intentions toward a brand under certain condition 
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(Ilicic & Webster, 2011). Building an attachment between the student and 

the institute vastly depends upon the creation of a valuable higher 

education institution brand image (Toma, 2008). Moreover, Wilkins and 

Huisman (2013) found a positive relationship between brand image and 

attachment strength. Furthermore, Manyiwa, Priporas, and Wang (2018) 

argued that perceived brand image considerably affects emotional 

attachment. In the light of literature cited the following hypotheses is 

developed. 

H2: HEI brand image has a positive influence on the brand attachment 

 of students 

The impact of the brand image on students' commitment, trust, and 

satisfaction 

Lahap, Ramli, Said, Retzi, and Zain (2016) in their study argued that brand 

image influences customer satisfaction. Moreover, Azoury, Daou, & 

Khoury (2013) on the basis of their research stated that psychological 

factors of image have significant effects on satisfaction. According to 

Lien, Wen, Huang, and Wu (2015) brand image is a crucial precursor in 

establishing trust. Furthermore, Zatwarnicka-Madura, Stecko, and Mentel 

(2016) on the basis of their study states that brand image affect the 

development of trust among consumers. In addition, Ogba & Tan (2009) 

in their research claimed that brand image positively influences the 

students' commitment. This information leads us towards the formation of 

following hypotheses. 

H3: The Brand image of an HEI has an affirmative influence on  

 a) satisfaction, b) Trust and c) commitment 

The effect of brand attachment on students' satisfaction, trust, and 

commitment 

Hwang, Baloglu, & Tanford (2019) argued that brand attachment 

can be developed with the help of professed fairness. In their study Butt & 

Rehman (2010) concluded that students are satisfied in Pakistan due to the 

remarkable steps taken in higher education. When students' beliefs the 

academic institution's consistent policies and commitment then they trust 

in the institute (Palmatier, Dant, Grewal, & Evans, 2006). Brand 

commitment is a lasting aspiration to sustain an enduring and appreciated 

association with the brand (Nguyen, Yu, Melewar, & Hemsley, 2016). 

Human brand researcher Thomson (2005) revealed that powerful 

attachments are an essential situation for satisfying. Chiu et al (2017) 

found that "brand attachment has a tremendous influence on brand 

commitment". In their study, Baber & Khattak (2017) found that "trust is 

positively correlated with students’ positive word of mouth" and 
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attachment with the institute. on the basis of stated literature, the following 

hypothesis are generated 

H4:  Brand image of HEI brand positively affect (a) satisfaction, b) 

Trust  and c) commitment.  

The role of students' commitment, trust, and satisfaction in the 

development of brand equity 

Brand equity is the worth of the brand in the mind of consumers. 

Jillapalli & Jillapalli (2014) in his study on professor's brand equity found 

an affirmative link amid students’ satisfaction and professor's brand 

equity. Moreover, Dennis et al. (2016) in his study affirmed that students' 

satisfaction has a positive and statistically significant impact on brand 

equity. Consumer trust in the product results in enhancing brand equity of 

a product or service (Ferrinadewi, 2008).  Keller (2001) argued that "if the 

students feel satisfaction, trust the university and remain committed will 

ultimately boost the university brand equity". The above knowledge base 

subsequently develops the following hypotheses.  

H5:  Students’ a) satisfaction, b) trust and c) commitment have 

affirmative  influence on brand equity. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 
The Mediating role of brand attachment 

Thomson, Maclnnis, and Park (2005) "list a number of critical 

differences when comparing attachment to a brand and attitudes toward a 

brand". On time-dependent three differences worth among all. First, 

attachment develops with the passage of time between the student and the 

institute; second mind mapping and memorable events with the institute 

manipulate the attachment strength, and third people with strong 
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attachment with an object also remain committed to conserving their 

association with the attached subject. Hwang, Baloglu, and Tanford (2019) 

proposed that brand attachment partially mediates the relationship 

between perceptions of fairness and loyalty outcomes. On the basis of 

literature cited and the central role of students' affiliation with the HEI lead 

us towards the formation of following hypotheses.  

H6: Brand attachment mediates the relationship between brand image 

 and the relationship factors 

 

Method 

The respondents of the study were the graduate level university 

students of Pakistan. The survey data was collected using stratified and 

convenience sampling methods from both public and private sector 

universities M. Phil, MS and Ph. D students of Punjab, Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa, and capital city Islamabad. The data collection took place 

between March-June 2018, a sum total of 500 questionnaires were 

distributed among the respondents and received back 375 valid responses 

(75%) and the final analysis was performed on the valid responses.  

 A five-point Liker scale was adopted for the construction of the 

questionnaire. Seven-item adapted from Pace and Kuh (1998) defined and 

measured the students' preferences. Brand image was measured using nine 

items adapted from Chin (2016). Moreover, Jillapalli and Jillapalli (2014) 

measure were used to assess students' satisfaction with seven items, also 

for the measurement of both trust and commitment seven items each were 

adapted from Jose´ et al, (2009). Furthermore, to compute the brand 

attachment six items were adapted from Park et al., (2010) and Yoo & 

Donthu, (2000). Finally, the construct brand equity was evaluated with six 

items adapted from Netemeyer et al., (2004).    

 

Data analysis technique 

Structural Equation Model (SEM) is used to assess the path among 

the constructs. The study framework is extracted from the previous 

literature on brand equity. A survey questionnaire was used as a data 

collection instrument. 

 

Results 

The demographic profile of the survey respondents 

The survey results indicate that majority of young respondents 

(57%) in the bracket of up to 29 years took part in the survey where male 

(65%) respondents were more active as compared to female (35%) 

respondents. Moreover, the mainstream of respondents took part from the 



 

The Mediating Role of Brand Attachment                                          Shafiq Gul, Farzand, Kashif  

Journal of Managerial Sciences                    26                Volume 14   Issue 1 January-March 2020 

 

province of Punjab (51%). Furthermore, the majority of respondents were 

from the urban area (54%) whereas students enrolled in the MS program 

(51%) were more enthusiastic as compared to students enrolled in M. Phil 

and Ph. D programs. Further, the majority of the respondents belong to 

public sector universities (54%) and belong to low-income group (45%) 

as most of them were unemployed (53%). Table 1 illustrates the 

demographic socioeconomic profiling of the respondents in detail.    

 
 Table 1: Descriptive statistics of demographic profiling of respondents  

 
 

Internal consistency Reliability and Convergent Validity  

It is evident from Table 2 that all loaded constructs have CR range between 

0.864 to 0.954 so as CA range between .841 to 0.913 and AVE for each is 

greater than 0.50. On the basis of these arguments, the data is 

recommended as reliable as well as valid.  
 

Table 2: Construct Reliability and Validity 

  CA CR AVE 

Brand Attachment 0.841 0.864 0.585 

Brand Equity 0.864 0.923 0.634 

Brand Image 0.876 0.917 0.554 

Commitment 0.913 0.932 0.687 

Satisfaction 0.854 0.927 0.565 

Student Preferences 0.869 0.886 0.575 

Trust 0.873 0.954 0.591 
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Discriminant Validity 

Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) criterion of the current results shows 

that all square roots of AVE surpassed the off-diagonal elements in their 

matching row and column. Table 3 illustrates that all off-diagonal 

elements are lesser than square roots of AVE. Therefore, the result verifies 

that the Fornell and Larker’s criterion is fulfilled.  

 
Table 3: Constructs Discriminant Validity  

  BA BE BI CT SA SP TR 

Brand Attachment 

(BA) 
0.767             

Brand Equity (BE) 0.613 0.776           

Brand Image (BI) 0.596 0.491 0.735         

Commitment (CT) 0.743 0.674 0.613 0.841       

Satisfaction (SA) 0.593 0.774 0.558 0.689 0.783     

Students' 

Preferences (SP) 
0.562 0.453 0.692 0.565 0.495 0.735   

Trust (TR) 0.645 0.678 0.580 0.784 0.771 0.558 
0.79

2 

 

Hypothesis testing 

In the study each hypothesis is analyzed using the values of path 

coefficient (β>0.10), the observed t-statistics (t>1.96), and the significance 

level (P<0.05).  

 The results illustrate that path from students preferences (SP) to 

brand image (BI) is positive and significant (H1) as depicted in Table 4 

same is true for the path from brand image to brand attachment (BA) (H2). 

Paths from brand image to satisfaction (SA) (H3a), trust (TR) (H3b), and 

commitment (CT) (H3c) are positive and significant, from brand 

attachment to satisfaction (H4a), trust (H4b), and commitment (H4c) are also 

affirmative and significant.  Finally, paths from satisfaction (H5a), trust 

(H5b), and commitment (H5c) to brand equity (BE) are also positive and 

significant (H5).  
 

Table 4: Hypotheses testing 

Hypothe

sis Path 

Path  

Co-efficient 

β 

Observed 

T-Statistics  

Significance 

Level (P) 

H1 SP -> BI 0.691 21.890 0.000 

H2 BI -> AS 
0.137 2.239 0.021 
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H3a BI -> SA 
0.125 2.052 0.042 

H3b BI -> TR 
0.156 2.732 0.006 

H3c BI -> CT 
0.137 2.773 0.004 

H4a BA -> SA 
0.286 4.893 0.000 

H4b BA -> TR 
0.324 5.647 0.000 

H4c BA -> CT 
0.451 7.674 0.000 

H5a SA -> BE 
0.541 9.187 0.000 

H5b TR -> BE 
0.101 1.873 0.051 

H5c CT -> BE 
0.261 4.187 0.000 

significant at: β > 0.10, t > 1.96, P  < 0.05 

 

Mediation analysis 

The study applied the analytical approach described by Preacher 

and Hayes (2008) to test mediation hypotheses using bootstrapping in PLS 

to test the indirect effects (Williams & MacKinnon 2008).   

 The total effect of brand image (BI) on satisfaction (SA) was 

found significant (β = .162, t = 2.581, p< .05). When the mediator is 

introduced brand image (BI) shows a significant direct effect on 

satisfaction, albeit reduced (β = .123, t = 2.092, p< .05). As table 5 

illustrates, the indirect effects of brand image (BI) on satisfaction (SA) 

through brand attachment found significant (β = .039, t = 2.224, p< .05). 

This means that brand attachment (BA) partially mediate the influence of 

Brand Image on student Satisfaction. 

 The total effect of brand image (BI) on trust (TR) was found 

significant (β = .195, t = 3.255, p< .05). When the mediator is introduced, 

brand image shows a significant direct effect on trust, albeit reduced (β = 

.152, t = 2.697, p< .05). As table 5 shows, the indirect effects of brand 

image on trust through brand attachment (BA) found significant (β = .043, 

t = 2.225, p< .05). This means that brand attachment partially mediates the 

influence of brand image on student trust.  

 The total effect of brand image (BI) on commitment (CT) was 

found significant (β = .195, t = 3.316, p< .05). When the mediator is 

introduced, brand image shows a significant direct effect on commitment, 

albeit reduced (β = .135, t = 2.684, p< .05). As Table 5 depicts, the indirect 
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effects of brand image on commitment through brand attachment (BA) 

found significant (β = .060, t = 2.260, p< .05). This means that brand 

attachment partially mediates the influence of brand image on student 

commitment.  
 

Table 5: Mediation Analysis 

 
 

Discussion 

The study results confirm the main objective of the conceptual 

model by finding a significant relationship among the variables portrayed 

in the conceptual model.  The study is also in agreement with the findings 

of Jillapalli and Jillapalli, 2014) and Dennis et al., (2016). The brand image 

positively influences the relationship factors and brand attachment. 

Moreover, the brand attachment significantly affects the relationship 

factors which consequently impact the brand equity of HEI. On the basis 

of results, it is further confirmed that brand attachment partially mediates 

between the brand image and the relationship factors. Moreover, students' 

preferences play a significant role while positively and significantly 

influencing the brand image of the HEI which further become a significant 

construct in the formation of brand equity. The results further revealed that 

although the brand image of HEI can directly influence the relationship 

factors the relationship can further be explained if mediated by the 

attachment strength of enrolled students. Brand attachment remained the 

most prominent factor in the study.  

 

Conclusions and implications  

This study investigated the knowledge gap identified by Dennis et 

al. (2016) that future work could study the definite mechanism of brand 

characteristics and response to Melewar and Nguyen (2014) who stress for 

further studies in the field of higher education to strengthen the knowledge 

development concerning a series of branding topics. The customer-based-

brand-equity (CBBE) model is further extended by the inclusion of 

students' preferences. The outcome of the study confirmed the significance 

of students' preferences, brand image, brand attachment, relationship 

factors and the formation of brand equity and hence remained successful 

in responding to the gaps identified by the previous scholars.    
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 More crucially this study examined that role of brand attachment 

as a mediator in the field of higher education for the first time and the study 

remained successful in contributing to the existing body of knowledge. 

secondly, institutes should not only invest in building a strong image in 

the mind of the customer but should also focus on the satisfaction, trust, 

and commitment of their clients. Third, Brand equity of the institute 

depends largely on student’s satisfaction, trust, commitment and its 

antecedents the brand image, brand attachment, and students' preferences. 

This study is an effort to assess the higher education sector based on a 

certain dimension which could be helpful to upgrade the image of 

Pakistan's higher education sector.    

 

Limitations and directions for future research  

This study due to time and resources constraints was limited to 

cross-sectional design future researchers can conduct a longitudinal study 

to further see the depth of the sector. Secondly, the study was limited to 

the higher education sector only for a better understanding, future 

researcher can also focus on other tiers of education. Third, this research 

encircles universities and students in homogeneous manner future 

researchers can segment universities and can conduct studies focusing on 

specialized fields.  
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