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Abstract 
 

Purpose: Cobranding has gained momentum in the education sector, creating new challenges 

and opportunities for HEIs. This study explores the intricate relationship between corporate 

communication, student-HEI identification, and corporate reputation in the context of UK 

cobranded higher education institutions (HEIs) where private HEI is a service provider and 

public HEI is a course developer and an awarding body.  

Methodology: The research setting for this study is the UK with focus on the UK private HEIs. 

Mixed methods have been employed with a post-positivist philosophy. Data has been collected 

from three private HEIs with campuses in London, Luton and Birmingham. Participants are 

students studying cobranded educational programme in the private HEIs. The qualitative and 

quantitative data have been gathered through two phases named Phase 1 and Phase 2.  

Findings: The findings reveal that effective corporate communication plays a pivotal role in 

fostering student-HEI identification. Specifically, positive communication from lecturers and 

staff significantly contributes to students' identification with both institutions. Students form 

strong affiliations not only with the institution they physically attend but also with the partner 

university responsible for course design. Student-HEI identification directly correlates with 

corporate reputation. HEIs can enhance their reputational standing, fostering identification 

among students, by tailored communication and alignment with students' self-definitional 

needs. 

Research Implications: Theoretical contributions include empirical evidence supporting the 

direct impact of corporate communication on student HEI identification and its subsequent 

influence on corporate reputation. This research bridges a critical gap by extending prior 

theories into the realm of local academic partnerships, shedding light on the dynamics of 

student identification in cobranded HEIs. Practically, the study provides valuable insights for 

academic partnership managers, emphasising the significance of communication and lecturer-

student relationships. 

Originality and Value: This study is novel in terms of examining the impact of corporate 

communication on student identification with cobranded HEIs in the UK and in assessing the 

influence of student-HEI identification on corporate reputation of both HEIs involved in the 

partnership. The study adds a novel perspective to the literature, offering practical guidelines 

for HEIs navigating the complexities of cobranding in higher education. 

 

Keywords: Corporate Reputation, Corporate Communication, Cobranded HEIs, Academic 

Partnerships, Student-HEI Identification 



1. Introduction  
 

Marketers use cobranding to transfer positive associations of the partner brand to the newly 

formed co-brand. It is considered a popular technique to introduce new consumer products 

(Washburn et al., 2000a), to increase brand awareness, to gain competitive advantage for both 

partners. For over 20 years, universities across UK, US and Europe have been increasingly 

forming alliances or partnerships with foreign institutions. Success in transnational academic 

partnerships paved the way for UK universities to start considering local academic 

partnerships. Since 2010, policies of UK higher education have changed, focusing on 

promoting competition, widening access to higher education and student choice. This change 

allowed private providers (alternative HEIs) to enter the market. Since 2011, there has been a 

remarkable growth in the number of private HEIs (Mariampillai, 2019) evident from the total 

number of private HEIs in 2019 being 813 (Hunt and Boliver, 2019) compared to 674 recorded 

in 2011/12 (Hughes et al., 2013) and 732 in 2014 (Shury et al., 2016). These private HEI offers 

degree courses in partnership with private HEIs in the UK.  

Consumer attitude towards newly formed and existing partner brands is examined in literature 

(Ueltschy and Laroche, 2004). Xiao and Lee (2014) found that consumer perception of 

cobranded product could be enhanced by building consumer-brand identification. Bhattacharya 

and Sen (2003) proposed a theory related to consumer-company identification (CCI) stating 

that consumers identify with brands to satisfy their self-definitional needs. In addition, they 

argued that people perceive themselves as members of the organisation even when they have 

no direct interaction or interpersonal ties with the organisation.  

Many researchers have empirically tested this model in the different contexts. For instance, in 

international partnerships context that country of origin of the institution developing the 

program content and the degree accreditor strongly influence the consumer’s perception of the 

cobranded programme (Chee et al., 2016). It means that reputation and country of origin are 

used as proxy to determine student evaluation and identification towards a cobranded 

programme (Wilkins et al., 2018b). However, there is no evidence of empirical research based 

on theory (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003) in the context of cobranded HEIs at local level such as 

in the UK. Underpinned by consumer-company identification theory, this study has two main 

objectives: 

1. Examine the impact of corporate communication on student identification with cobranded 

HEIs. 

2. Assess the impact of student-HEI identification on corporate reputation of cobranded HEIs. 



To achieve above objectives and due to limited knowledge on subject under investigation, it is 

important to explore and understand student identification, including its antecedents and 

consequences in cobranding HE context, through a systematic literature review. Steps of 

systematic literature review are as follows. 

 

 

Figure 1: Steps involved in systematic literature review 

Due to cobranding nature of study, the study examines student identification with the college 

and with the partner university simultaneously and individually. In literature, Bhattacharya and 

Sen (2003) CCI framework facilitated to understand how organisations or institutions develop 

a relationship with consumers or students and convert them into brand ambassadors and 

advocates. 

Based on CCI framework, the study follows the constructs of corporate reputation, corporate 

communication and student trust and adopted the definition from prior studies to validate in 

cobranded HE context.   

Construct Definition with Source 

Corporate Communication 

(CCOMMS) 

Corporate communication consists of internal and external 

communication with an ultimate aim of building a positive 

relationship with stakeholders (Cornelissen, 2008). 

Corporate Reputation (CR) In academic context, corporate reputation is “a subjective and 

collective recognition, perception, attitude and evaluation of higher 

education institutions among all key stakeholder groups (internal 

and external) during a certain period of time based on their past 

experiences, communication, and potential to satisfy expectations in 

comparison with the competition” (Šontaitė and Bakanauskas, 

2011). 



Student Trust (ST) Trust is defined as a consumer’s belief that the organisation delivers 

quality products, so perceived quality is one determinant of trust 

(Dzimińska et al., 2018). 

Table 1: Constructs and their definitions 

Based on the systematic literature review, the following initial conceptual framework was 

constructed for this study. 

 

 
Figure 2: Initial Conceptual Framework 

 

2. Methodology 
 

The study employs post positivism philosophy with a mixed method approach (qualitative and 

quantitative). According to Teddlie and Tashakkori (2003), post positivism emphasises the 

understanding of the perspectives on the research from multiple dimensions rather than simply 

focusing on single elements in case of positivism. Similarly, triangulation helps to strengthen 

the construct validity of a study by providing multiple measures to the same phenomena (Yin, 

2017). In this study triangulation has been achieved by collecting data in two phases.  

Phase 1 is qualitative research consists of two studies. Study 1 involves individual interviews 

with private HEI students. Study 2 is about confirming the findings of interviews with 

academic experts.  

Phase 2 is based on the quantitative research where a pilot study confirmed the reliability of 

the questionnaire for the main study to assess the relationship between variables and to meet 

the study objectives. 



 
Figure 3: Mixed methods research design 

The context of the study is cobranded private HEIs in the UK. Therefore, data for this study 

has been collected from three different private HEIs that are offering a cobranded degree course 

in partnership with the UK public universities. The participating private HEIs have campuses 

in different locations in the UK and therefore, the questionnaire was distributed in Luton, 

Birmingham and two different locations in London. The unit of analysis is the individual 

student studying a degree programme e.g. business, health and computer sciences in private 

HEIs.  

2.1. Phase 1 Qualitative Research - Study 1 

Individual interviews were conducted based on purposive sampling to inform the researcher 

about factors that influence student identification, perception, and behaviour in academic 

partnerships at local level. Saturation was achieved by the tenth interview. This allowed the 

researchers to better understand the phenomena and generate items to measure student 

identification for cobranded HEIs. QSR NVivo 12 was employed to analyse the semi-structured 

interviews and to generate themes and sub-themes. 

2.2. Phase 1 Qualitative Research - Study 2 

Interview findings were then subjectively validated with five academia experts using scoring 

criteria (Thornhill et al., 2009, Morgado et al., 2017). Expert interviews helped determine 

whether items should be retained or discarded using the scoring criteria given below (Hardesty 

and Bearden, 2004) and to assess whether the measurement items adequately represent the 

construct domain (Rossiter, 2002).  

The final draft questionnaire was designed based on the findings of phase 1 containing new 

items of the study and from the literature.  



2.3. Phase 2 Quantitative Research - Pilot and Main Study 

Due to the dual conceptual framework, this phase is a dominant phase of the study. Pilot study 

supported to refine the questionnaire for the main study. Quantitative data analysis consists of 

five stages as shown in the image below.  

 

Figure 4: Stages of Phase 2 Main Study with Statistical Techniques 

IBM SPSS 26 was employed to delete the outliers, perform the reliability test, descriptive 

analysis, and exploratory factor analysis to validate the newly developed domain of the latent 

constructs. Item redundancy was also considered in this analysis. Confirmatory factor analysis 

was performed in AMOS to validate the measurement items. Last step involved testing the 

hypothesis using structural equation modelling (SEM) in AMOS 26. 

3. Analysis 

3.1. Pilot Study Results 

The questionnaire was designed in Qualtrics. Based on convenience sample, 100 participants 

were selected and sent the questionnaire through Qualtrics link. A total of 66 useable responses 

were collected to analyse the internal consistency. Results are as follows showing the Cronbach 

alpha value of all the constructs is above 0.8, which is good and well above the threshold value. 

The number of items were also reduced from 183 to 123 based on participants feedback and to 

avoid the repetition and fatigue.  

3.2. Main Study Results 

Total number of questionnaires attempted was 644. 56 students opted out at the beginning 

leaving the 588 number of questionnaires returned and analysed. The following table provides 

a summary of the respondent’s profile. 



 

 

Table 2: Main Study Survey Respondent Demographics 

 

3.2.1. Stage 1: Data Screening Results 

 

This study followed the deletion method to handle missing data and excluded 92 responses 

because their completion rate was 50% or less. 644 questionnaires were distributed, 588 were 

returned, of which 496 were usable. The usable response rate was therefore 77%. 

Following the data screening stage, outliers were deleted using univariate and multivariate 

detection methods. Univariate outliers can be detected by analysing frequency distribution of 

z scores, z>3.00. This study inspected univariate outliers by assessing the z-score. Tabachnick 

et al. (2007) suggested that a case is considered an outlier when z-score is greater than ± 3.29. 

Box plots are simpler to interpret in terms of values that are far away from the box, which are 

considered extreme values or outliers. For results of univariate outliers, please refer to the 

following diagram. 



 

Figure 5: Univariate outliers 

According to Hair et al. (2010), the multivariate method to detect outliers is by assessing the 

Mahalanobis D² measure. Mahalanobis D² measures the distance of each case from the centre 

for all variables (Hair et al., 2010). If chi-square value is less than 0.001 (p<0.001), then the 

case is considered an outlier. Therefore, this study deleted 74 cases as outlier and achieved a 

useable sample of 422. 

 

 
Figure 6: Chi-square Q-Q Plot of Mahalanobis Distance 

 

3.2.2. Stage 2: Descriptive & Multivariate Analysis 

 

To check the univariate normality the study applied skewness and kurtosis (Tabachnick et al., 

2007, Kline, 2015). Hair et al. (2010) stated the range of skewness and kurtosis for the normal 

distribution is ±2.58. Normality test has no concerns in this study.  

Multicollinearity refers to the relationship between two or more independent variables which 

demonstrate little correlation with other exogenous variables. To handle the problem of 

multicollinearity an examination of tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF) with threshold 



values of 0.1 and VIF of 10 is recommended (Hair et al., 2010). There was no multicollinearity 

among the variables.  

3.2.3. Stage 3 & 4: Reliability Test & Factor Analysis 

The Cronbach’s alpha values of all the constructs are above the cut-off point of 0.6 satisfying 

the reliability test of the main study.  

Next stage is the factor analysis. Factor analysis is a statistical technique used to refine the 

underlying patterns or relationships in the large number of variables into smaller set of factors 

(Hair et al., 2010).   

Exploratory factor analysis is one of several multivariate statistical methods, refers to a 

reduction process of multi-measurement measures into fewer factors (Tabachnick et al., 2007, 

Hair et al., 2010). It is known that EFA explores the data and provides information regarding 

the number of variables that adequately represents the data. It also assesses empirically the 

relevancy of new measures to the pre-determined constructs (Hair et al., 2010). Due to new 

items developed in the study, EFA is a prerequisite before testing the hypotheses. EFA has 

been satisfied by achieving the threshold value of 0.5.   

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) refers “a way of testing how well measured variables 

(indicators) specify the constructs” (Hair et al., 2010). The study developed a measurement 

model in AMOS 26 to perform CFA. Maximum Likelihood Estimation option was checked in 

AMOS to assess the model fit. Further, the modification indices and standardised residuals are 

used. The sample size of the study is greater than 250 (n=422) and the study follows the three-

indicator rule. All the measurement items extracted from EFA initially loaded well above the 

threshold value of 0.5. However, a few items were deleted to achieve the expected standard fit 

indices discussed earlier. The study has achieved a good model fit. IFI, TFI, and CFI are above 

0.94, well above the recommended value of 0.9. RMSEA value is 0.05 which meets the 

acceptable level.  

After developing and confirming the measurement model fit, the next step is to assess the 

validity of measured variables. To assess the convergent validity, three measures should be 

considered that include factor loadings, average variance extracted and construct reliability 

(CR). The results of CR depict that the measured variables define to their constructs adequately 

with most of constructs loaded above 0.8. The measurement model has achieved adequate 

discriminant validity. 

After testing the adequacy of structural model, the proposed hypotheses were examined. All 

hypotheses were accepted, and results are provided in below table. 



 

Table 3: Summary of Hypotheses Testing  

Structural equation modelling (SEM) is a multivariate technique that combines aspects of 

factor analysis and multiple regression to examine the relationships among multiple variables 

(Hair et al., 2010). Therefore, stage 5 is about the development of structural model to verify 

the causal relationships between the dependent and independent variables and to test the 

proposed hypotheses. The criteria applied to assess the structural model fit are same as they 

were for the measurement model fit. Therefore, the study follows the same cut-off indices to 

report the structural model fit.  

 



 

Figure 7: Structural Model 

 

4. Findings 
 

The quantitative findings show that there is a significant direct relationship of corporate 

communication with student HEI identification for both institutions. It means that students 

identify themselves with both institutions (private and public) based on the communication 

approach adopted by both. This finding is consistent with the theory proposed by Bhattacharya 

and Sen (2003), which states that students feel more identified with their institutions when they 

are in contact with the institutions.  

The findings reveal that lecturers are a main source of building student identification with 

cobranded HEIs. This study has supported the findings of Smidts et al. (2001), Oltarzhevskyi 

(2019), Verčič et al. (2016), and Tourky et al. (2020) that positive staff communication is vital 

in building student identification in cobranded HEI context. In case of partnerships, private 

HEIs are the service providers and are responsible for sharing all the information with students 

on the behalf of the public HEI. Therefore, in this scenario, sharing information with academic 

staff or lecturers would support students in identifying with the institutions (Smidts et al., 

2001). 

As revealed by the qualitative findings and tested empirically, factors that influence student 

perception and reinforce their level of connectedness with the private HEI are a campus 

environment that allows students to “feel like home”, and friendly and supportive staff who 



treat students as “part of the family”. Also, mature students stated that smaller size of the 

campus makes an institution a comfortable place for them to study. The findings reveal that 

communication is an influential factor in student identification with cobranded HEI, as 

mentioned earlier. The findings also reveal that private HEIs are successful in meeting their 

self-definitional needs such as providing an opportunity to study after long study gap, offering 

them a chance to get a recognised education which is valuable to employers, catering to the 

needs of all ages, enhancing their job prospects, and boosting their level of confidence, 

knowledge, and skills.  

Driven by self-definitional needs, students identify strongly with the private HEI because they 

perceive that the institution shares similar attributes that support their needs. The findings are 

consistent with consumer-company identification (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). Although 

there is no physical interaction of students with the public HEI, students are still found to be 

identified with the public HEI. The reason that students identify with the public HEI is the 

course itself which is designed by the university.  
 
The findings show that corporate reputation depends on student identification with HEIs 

contrary to what prior studies argued. This study has provided empirical evidence that student 

identification has a significant, direct, and positive relationship with corporate reputation. 

Therefore, the study shows that favourable, positive identification facilitated by the HEI’s 

communication supports to build a good relationship with students.  

 

Figure 8: Revised Conceptual Framework 



Theoretical Implications 
 

This study makes important theoretical contributions to cobranding in higher education, 

corporate communication, corporate reputation, local academic partnerships in the UK, and 

student identification literature. For instance, this study makes a theoretical contribution to the 

existing knowledge of corporate communication by providing empirical evidence that 

corporate communication directly influences student HEI identification and indirectly 

influences corporate reputation (Goodman, 2006) for cobranded HEIs. 
 

The extant literature has promoted the merits of student identification (Bhattacharya and Sen, 

2003, Balaji et al., 2016) and the impact of country of origin (Chee et al., 2016, Heffernan et 

al., 2018) on identification in case of transnational higher education. No research was 

conducted to analyse student identification in local partnerships. By adopting a rigorous 

methodological approach, this study has addressed the identified gap and derived insights into 

the antecedent and consequence of student identification for cobranded HEIs in the UK. 

 
Practical Implications 
 

This study has also generated valuable practical insights for academic partnership managers and 

marketing managers within cobranded HEIs. These insights can assist in decision-making in 

forming new HEI partnerships as well as managing existing partnerships. It is recommended to the 

academic partnership managers who are struggling to build the reputation of their institution, to 

focus on corporate communication with students and build good relationships with them. This 

study indicates that success of local academic partnerships is dependent on student perception that 

HEIs offer distinct attributes that are similar to their needs. 
 
This study has also highlighted the importance of the relationship between lecturers and 

students as a driver of student identification. Therefore, private HEI managers must provide 

lecturers frequent training and development opportunities that make them more effective 

communicators. 
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