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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine whether service quality, student satisfaction, and university image mediate the relationship between 
university sustainability practices and student loyalty of the students in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. To analyze the data, this study used a 
structural equation model to explore the relationships existing between constructs. A structured questionnaire comprising of 22 questions 
was used with 5 constructs. A total of 465 students from Ho Chi Minh City universities filled in the newly developed questionnaires using 
five points Likert scales. Consistent with the existing result, the study reveals a valuable insight on university sustainability practices toward 
student loyalty of the university. According to the findings, university sustainability practices have a positive direct impact on service 
quality, student satisfaction, university image, and student loyalty. And also service quality has a positive strong impact on student loyalty. 
Furthermore, service quality, student satisfaction, and university image play the mediating role in the relationship between university 
sustainability practices and student loyalty. Thus, the loyalty of students seems to reflect quite well from university sustainability practices, 
service quality, and university image. The findings indicate that universities should be more concerned about university sustainability 
practices, service quality, and university image in attracting student loyalty.
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is a contributing factor to improve student loyalty to the 
university (Latif et al., 2021). In addition, previous studies 
also confirmed the positive impact of university sustainability 
on student satisfaction (Osman & Saputra, 2019; Shurair 
& Pokharel, 2019). Universities are increasingly interested 
in sustainable practices (Vazquez et al., 2015). However, 
Ozdemir et al. (2020) argued that there is still not much 
research on linking university sustainability activities with 
student loyalty. Latif et al. (2021) argued that previous studies 
have largely neglected to examine the role of university 
sustainability activities in influencing student loyalty. 
Especially in an era where sustainability principles are being 
closely integrated with university policies and practices. 
Therefore, this study attempts to bridge this gap in the 
literature. This study examines the mediating role of service 
quality, university satisfaction, and image in the relationship 
between sustainability activities and student loyalty.   

Following this introduction, the remainder of this study is 
structured as follows. Section 2 presents a literature review 
and hypothesis development, resulting in the development of 
a research model and the proposal of hypotheses. Section 3 
shows the research methodology and data. Empirical findings 

1 First Author and Corresponding Author. Lecturer, Faculty of Business 
Administration, Ho Chi Minh City Open University, Vietnam [Postal 
Address: 97 Vo Van Tan Street, District 3, Ho Chi Minh City, 700000, 
Vietnam] Email: thuy.dtth@ou.edu.vn

© Copyright: The Author(s)
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
Non-Commercial License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits 
unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited.

1. Introduction

According to Philip and Hazlett (1997), studies on service 
quality and customer loyalty have increased in the past four 
decades. In addition, studies are increasingly interested in 
university service quality, student satisfaction, and loyalty 
(Chandra et al., 2019). Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) 
emphasized that it is important to assess issues related to service 
quality and measure it in the higher education environment. 

Gallegos and Vasquez (2019) argued that student 
loyalty does not only depend on student satisfaction with 
the educational service received, but also on the student’s 
relationship with the university. Besides, social responsibility 
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and discussions are shown in Section 4, followed by the 
conclusions and policy implications in Section 5.

2.  Literature Review and  
Hypothesis Development

2.1. University Sustainability Practices

Previous studies (Dam & Dam, 2021; Lubis et al., 2021; 
Maignan et al., 1999) have asserted that sustainability 
practices have a significant effect on service quality, trust, 
and loyalty. Latif (2018) argued that corporate social 
responsibility in the field of higher education represents 
a university’s commitment to recognizing the benefits of 
society through the provision of quality educational services. 
In addition, the university’s sustainable practice is defined 
as the university actively engaging with its community, to 
meet all stakeholder expectations. University sustainability 
practices can be measured based on the university’s focus on 
ethical responsibilities, serious implementation of research 
and development responsibilities, and commitment to 
philanthropy (Latif, 2018). In addition, students appreciate 
the university’s implementation of innovative education and 
environmental protection programs and their attitude towards 
employees and society (Dabija et al., 2017). Studies on the 
impact of social responsibility on the business performance of 
enterprises have been carried out in previous studies (Reverte 
et al., 2016; Mehralian et al., 2016). Besides, the impact of 
social responsibility on service quality, customer satisfaction, 
and loyalty has also been considered (Pivato et al., 2014). 
However, previous studies have largely ignored the role of 
university sustainability practices in student satisfaction and 
loyalty. Vazquez et al. (2015) examined the factors affecting 
student satisfaction in the process of using educational services 
using the USR model. The study analyzed responses from 
400 students from the University of Leon, Spain, asking them 
to assess the school’s educational, cognitive, organizational, 
and social impact on service quality, student engagement, and 
student satisfaction. They found that the general perception 
of the university’s sustainability practices was a determining 
factor in service quality and student satisfaction. Latif et al. 
(2021) studied with a sample of 215 students at universities 
in Pakistan. The authors assert that university sustainability 
practices will be associated with student loyalty and this 
relationship will be mediated by service quality, student 
satisfaction, and trust. In particular, the authors argue that 
more research is needed to explore the impact of university 
sustainability practices on student trust and loyalty.

2.2. Service Quality

Ugboma et al. (2007) argued that businesses focus on 
the quality of service they provide to customers to develop 

competitive advantages, retain existing customers and attract 
new customers.  Jancey and Burns (2013) argued that the 
concept of higher education quality depends on people 
experiencing different services provided by higher education 
institutions. In which, students are the main stakeholders in 
the assessment of the university’s service quality. According 
to Tahar (2008), the university’s service quality is assessed 
by students based on five aspects, which are program 
issues, ability to create career opportunities, cost, material  
aspects, and location. Since then, the results of different 
studies (Sultan &Wong, 2013) have shown that aspects of 
higher education service quality vary widely. In addition, 
Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) indicated that teaching quality 
has a positive effect on student loyalty. Besides, Long  
et al. (2021) and Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) 
also showed that not caring about service quality has the 
potential to adversely affect student loyalty. Service quality 
(such as academic facilities, administrative services, quality 
of teaching) is a decisive factor in student satisfaction.  
In addition, service quality has a direct influence on student 
satisfaction (Teeroovengadum et al., 2019).

2.3. Student Satisfaction

According to Ali and Amin (2014), the literature on 
customer satisfaction revolves around concepts such as 
expectations, experience, perceived value, and after-sales 
service evaluation. Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) 
had shown that service quality has a positive influence on 
customer satisfaction. Besides, Elliot and Healy (2001) also 
said that student satisfaction is the assessment of students’ 
experience with the university’s services. Appuhamilage 
and Torii (2019) argued that student satisfaction is an 
indicator of the extent to which faculty and universities meet  
their expectations and goals. Student satisfaction depends 
on student characteristics and perceived performance about 
the educational services provided by universities (Wilkins 
& Balakrishnan, 2013; Mukhtar et al., 2015). Previous 
studies (Rojas-Mendez et al., 2009; Fernandes et al., 2013; 
Mulyono et al., 2020) have confirmed that higher service 
quality improves student satisfaction. In addition, Giner and 
Rillo (2016) had shown that student loyalty is significantly 
affected by student satisfaction. Besides, Appuhamilage and 
Torii (2019) emphasized that satisfied students contribute to 
the success of higher education institutions because they are 
more likely to be loyal. Moreover, Yildiz (2013) argued that 
when satisfaction is achieved, students recommend programs 
to other students and financially support their universities.

2.4. Student Loyalty

According to Tellis (1988), customer loyalty is the 
frequency of repeat purchases. Dick and Basu (1994) suggested 
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that loyalty consists of two interrelated components, namely 
relative attitude and repeat patronage. Firms are interested in 
developing, maintaining, and enhancing customer loyalty for the 
products or services of that organization. Besides, Oliver (1997) 
argued that loyalty consists of four stages: perception, opinion, 
influence, and action. In addition, Marzo-Navarro et al. (2005) 
pointed out that student loyalty also includes a fundamental 
component and a behavioral component. In addition, loyalty 
requires developing a solid relationship with students. At the 
same time, when it comes to student loyalty, universities will 
benefit from having not only current students but also former 
students. Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) suggested 
that research on student loyalty in the higher education sector 
helps managers to establish appropriate programs to foster 
and maintain successful long-term relationships with both 
current and former students. A strong relationship between the 
university and students builds loyalty. Hence, universities will 
benefit from having loyal students.

2.5. Hypotheses Development

To address the research objectives, the following 
hypotheses were proposed (Figure 1):

H1: University sustainability practices positively affect 
service quality.

H2: University sustainability practices positively affect 
student satisfaction.

H3: University sustainability practices positively affect 
image.

H4: University sustainability practices positively affect 
student loyalty.

H5: Service quality positively affects student loyalty.
H6: Student satisfaction positively affects student  

loyalty.
H7: Image positively effects on student loyalty.
H8: Service quality mediates the relationship between 

university sustainability practices and student loyalty.
H9: Student satisfaction significantly mediates the 

relationship between university sustainability practices and 
student loyalty.

H10: Image significantly mediates the relationship 
between university sustainability practices and student 
loyalty.

3. Research Methods

3.1. Analytical Methods

Based on the literature review, this study proposed 
a conceptual model between university sustainability 
practices, service quality, student satisfaction, university 
image, and student loyalty. The research framework is 
shown in Figure 1. For this study, hypotheses are tested 
based on structural equation modeling by using Smart PLS 
Version 3.0 software (Ringle et al., 2015). In addition, partial 
least squares is a well-established technique for estimating 
path coefficients in structural models (Ali et al., 2016). 
Besides, the bootstrapping technique was used to explore 
the significance levels of the loadings, weights, and path 
coefficients. Follow by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), the 
goodness and validity of fit for the measurement model 
were used before the structural relationships outlined in the 
structural model were examined.

Figure 1: Research Model
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3.2. Data Collection

The target population for this study is limited to students 
studying in universities located in Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vietnam. Because of difficulties in accessing participants in 
universities during the COVID-19 epidemic, an online survey 
was conducted. The author utilized a convenience sample  
for the survey. After removing responses with missing data, 
465 responses were deemed fit for further analyses. Of these 
valid responses, 62% were from males whereas 38% were 
from females. 60% were from those of 20 to 22 years of age, 
27% from 21 to 30 years, and 13% from those older than  
31 years.

3.3. Variables and Measures

This study has five variables, including university 
sustainability practices, service quality, student satisfaction, 
university image, and student loyalty. The indicators to 
compute those variables are adapted from previous studies. 
Each item is calculated by 5-point Likert – type, a type of 
psychometric response scale in which responders specify 
their level of agreement to a statement typically in five points: 
(1) Strongly disagree; (2) Disagree; (3) Neither agree nor 
disagree; (4) Agree; (5) Strongly agree.University sustainability 
practices were measured by using a four-item scale by Latif  
et al. (2021);. Example items include Sustainability university 
is creating partnerships with government, non-governmental 
organizations, and industries working toward sustainability, 
and sustainability university is engaging in community 
outreach programs that benefit the local environment. 
Service quality was calculated by using a five-item scale by 
Chaudhary and Dey (2021) and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001). 
Example items include University staff are knowledgeable 
when answering my questions and I have access to the latest 
infrastructure at my university. Satisfaction was computed 
by using a six-item scale by Latif et al. (2021). Example 
items include I am satisfied with the quality of equipment 
and facilities and My course has met all of my expectations. 
University image was measured by using a three-item scale 
by Appuhamilage and Torii (2019). Example items include 
This university was recommended to me by my friends and 
This university has a prestigious image. Student loyalty was 
assessed using a four-item scale by following Chaudhary and 
Dey, (2021) Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001). Example items 
include I’m very interested in keeping in touch with “my 
faculty” and I will recommend this university to my friends 
and family. The wording of the items from all five constructs 
has been translated into Vietnamese and slightly modified to 
fit the current research context.

The study explores the structural model to examine the 
hypothesized relationships between the variables (using 
SmartPLS 3.2.7) (Ringle et al., 2015; Hair et al., 2017).

4. Results 

4.1. Measurement Model

All the scales used in this study exceed the 0.70 
benchmark, in line with Nunnally (1978) for reliability 
testing. In addition, the convergent validity of all  
constructs was assessed by using the average variance 
extracted (AVE), suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981). 
The operationalized constructs are shown in Table 1, 
including their factor loading, Cronbach’s alpha, AVE, and 
construct reliability values (CR).

In particular, all the loadings except USP4, SQ3, SQ4, 
SS2, and IM1 are higher than 0.7. The factor loadings of 
USP4, SQ3, SQ4, SS2, and IM1 are between 0.6 and 0.7, 
above the threshold value. Based on Hair et al. (2017), 
the results supported retaining all the items in the model. 
Besides, CR values are higher than 0.7, hence, construct 
reliability was established. In addition, AVE values are also 
greater than the threshold value of 0.50.

Moreover, the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) of 
correlation was also used as an estimate of discriminant 
validity. Table 2 shows that all values are under the prescribed 
limit of 0.70, in line with Henseler et al. (2015).

In the next step, the structural model estimation 
through the R2 adjusted value is employed to examine the 
predictive ability of the model. As shown in Figure 2, the R2 
adjusted value of student loyalty in this study is 37.4%. 
Meanwhile, Arya et al. (2019) stressed that R2 adjusted 
value greater than 30% is considered good enough in 
social research.

In the final step, bootstrapping function is conducted to 
assess the significance level of the direct and mediate effects 
of the constructs (Figure 2).

4.2. Testing of Hypotheses

Hypotheses H1, H2, H3, and H4 revealed that university 
sustainability practices have a positive impact on service 
quality, student satisfaction, and student loyalty. As illustrated 
in Table 3, the effects of these factors have values of  
0.324 (p < 0.001), 0.606 (p < 0.001), 0.147 (p < 0.05) and 
0.220 (p < 0.01), respectively. In addition, service quality 
and university image also positively impacts student loyalty, 
hence, H5 and H7 are supported. Meanwhile, student 
satisfaction has an insignificant relationship with student 
loyalty, hence H6 is rejected.

To evaluate the mediating effect of service quality, 
student satisfaction, and university image in the relationship 
between university sustainability practices and student 
loyalty, further analyses were conducted to confirm the 
indirect effects. Table 4 shows the analysis of the indirect 
and total effects. In addition, the significance of the indirect 
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Table 1: Constructs’ Factor Loadings, AVE, and Reliability Values

Dimensions and Items Item 
Code

Factor 
Loading

Cronbach’s 
Alpha AVE CR

University sustainability practices 0.825 0.544 0.826
Sustainability university is creating partnerships with government, 
non-governmental organizations, and industries working toward 
sustainability

USP1 0.717

Sustainability university is emphasizing sustainability through  
support services

USP2 0.800

Sustainability university is reusing campus waste USP3 0.754
Sustainability university is engaging in community outreach programs 
that benefit the local environment

USP4 0.673

Service quality 0.872 0.578 0.871
University staff are knowledgeable when answering my questions SQ1 0.931
University staff take care to understand my request SQ2 0.705
The behavior of university staff instills confidence in me SQ3 0.686
I am satisfied with the quality of academic staff at my university SQ4 0.680
I have access to the latest infrastructure at my university SQ5 0.769
Student satisfaction 0.893 0.586 0.894
I am satisfied with the quality of equipment and facilities SS1 0.790
My choice of university was a wise decision SS2 0.693
I am very satisfied with my school and would definitely choose it again SS3 0.713
My course has met all of my expectations SS4 0.701
My program offers good value for money SS5 0.791
I feel that my experience with this university has been enjoyable SS6 0.885
Image 0.775 0.535 0.775
This university was recommended to me by my friends. IM1 0.690
This university was recommended to me by my family. IM2 0.762
This university has a prestigious image. IM3 0.740
Student loyalty 0.876 0.639 0.876
I’m very interested in keeping in touch with “my faculty”. SL1 0.776
I will continue at the same university if I wanted to further my 
education.

SL2 0.852

I will recommend this university to my friends and family. SL3 0.820

I’d become a member of any alumni organizations at my old 
university

SL4 0.744

effects is also explored by using the bootstrap confidence 
intervals method with 5000 iterations.  

   The results perform the indirect effects of university 
sustainability practices on student loyalty are positive 
with the values 0.084 for service quality, 0.058 for 

university image. Meanwhile, the mediating role of 
student satisfaction in the relationship between university 
sustainability practices and student loyalty is insignificant. 
Thus, all hypotheses H8 and H10 are supported, while H9 
is rejected.
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Table 2: Discriminant Validity using Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. University sustainability practices
2. Service quality 0.320
3. Student satisfaction 0.605 0.475
4. Image 0.145 0.260 0.400
5. Student loyalty 0.354 0.423 0.398 0.489

Table 3: Structural Model Results

Hypotheses Proposal Effect Beta P-value Results

H1: University sustainability practices → Service quality + 0.324 0.000 Supported
H2: University sustainability practices → Student satisfaction + 0.606 0.000 Supported
H3: University sustainability practices → Image + 0.147 0.012 Supported

H4: University sustainability practices → Student loyalty + 0.220 0.001 Supported

H5: Service quality → Student loyalty + 0.258 0.000 Supported

H6: Student satisfaction → Student loyalty + -0.016 0.834 Rejected

H7: Image → Student loyalty + 0.395 0.000 Supported

Figure 2: Structural Model with Bootstrap Values
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this research is to explore student 
loyalty beyond its customary relationship with university 
sustainability practices. In addition, three key mediators 
(service quality, student satisfaction, and university image) 
were added to increase the explanatory power of university 
sustainability practices on student loyalty.

The sequence of explanations begins with the university’s 
sustainability practices but continues with the evolution 
of service quality, student satisfaction, and the image of 
the university culminating in student loyalty. R2 is greater 
than 30%, indicating that the model is robust. As such, 
student loyalty does not depend solely on the sustainability 
activities of the university; it requires service quality, student 
satisfaction, and also the image of the university. These 
results confirm the explanatory chain that has been stated in 
previous studies (Latif et al., 2021; Chaudhary & Dey, 2021).

Our findings show that service quality and university 
image mediated the relation between university sustainability 
practices and student loyalty. These results state that the 
implementation of university sustainability practices indirectly 
increases student loyalty if it is embedded in the university 
in a way that improves service quality and university image. 
Although there is a significant lack of literature on the role 
of university sustainability practices in tertiary education, 
Latif et al. (2021) revealed that service quality and student 
satisfaction both mediated the relationship between university 
sustainability practices and student loyalty. This study 
suggests that university managers should realize that investing 
in university sustainability practices can have a significant 
impact on the quality of services, university image, especially 
student loyalty. In addition, service quality must be enhanced 
to rely on students’ familiarity with the service as an active 
mediator in forming student loyalty. Universities must also 
consider their image as this is a trait that influences the long-
term development of student loyalty.

This study has some fundamental limitations. First, the 
participants came from universities in Ho Chi Minh City, 

Vietnam, there is no comparison of age, education level, or 
family background. Therefore, more studies are needed to 
determine the generalizability of the findings for different 
types of students. In addition, future studies may also 
assess the impact of university sustainability practices on 
other relevant variables such as the quality of relationships 
with students or student trust and determine the effects on 
student outcomes. Besides, future research could explore the 
differences between public and private universities, providing 
a more complete view of how university sustainability efforts 
affect student loyalty.
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