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Abstract
This study empirically analyzes a comprehensive model of university identification. 
The study investigates the role of university brand personality (UP), university brand 
knowledge (UBK), university brand prestige (UBP) in improving university identi-
fication (UI) in terms of stakeholders. The study also explores whether  UI elicited 
brand-supportive behaviors such as suggestions for improvements, university affili-
ation (UA), advocacy intentions (AI) and participation in future activities of stake-
holders. The model is analyzed using data collected from local people, students and 
employees of a public university. A total of 1000 usable surveys were obtained. The 
structural equation modeling was used to analyze hypotheses. The study contrib-
utes to this literature by enhancing our understanding of under-researched university 
identification in higher education. The results show that UBK and prestige positively 
affect university identification. Additionally, university identification is positively 
associated with suggestions for university improvements (SUI),  UA AI and partici-
pation in future university activities (FUA) of stakeholders.

Keywords  Higher education · University identification · Social identity theory · 
Perception of university stakeholders

1  Introduction

The milestones of economic growth and competitiveness are higher education, 
research and innovation. At the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, the enrollment rate in higher education and, correspondingly, 
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the demand for higher education increased. These developments led to increased 
diversity, flexibility, and mobility in higher education (Gunay, 2016), as well as 
increased competition among institutions.

The increased competition among institutions strengthens the need for these insti-
tutions to understand and manage a strong identification (Dholakia & Acciardo, 
2014; Rauschnabel et al., 2016). Besides, decreasing government funding and tight-
ening budgets have led to give importance to branding concept of universities (Ste-
phenson & Yerger, 2014).

Brand concept in higher education dates back to the 1990s. Currently, the tradi-
tional university management model has changed, and there is a trend toward aca-
demic capitalism, especially in developed countries. Although universities are not 
as profit oriented as businesses, it is important that they, like businesses, are cost-
effective and quality oriented. In addition, they should meet the needs and wants of 
individuals receiving training, and ensure the support of stakeholders (Aktan, 2007). 
Therefore, these institutions should increasingly use marketing and brand strategies 
commonly used in profit-making sectors to manage competition effectively (Ales-
sandri, 2007; Balaji et  al., 2016; Rauschnabel et  al., 2016). Despite the increas-
ing importance of higher education marketing and brand strategy, little empirical 
research exists on this subject (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009; Palmer et al., 2016; 
Sung & Yang, 2008; Thuy &Thao, 2017).

The brand identity and image are important to convince and support the notion of 
‘value complementarity’ amongst stakeholders (Spry et al., 2020). Identification is 
the emotional glue and an important concept for organizations. University identifica-
tion is a particular type of social identification and it enables individuals to increase 
their self-image by associating with the institution. Consequently, they support their 
institution and develop a long-term relationship with the institution.

However, few studies examined university identification. Besides, elements of 
university identification are unclear in higher education literature. As a consequence, 
the university identification in prior literature has become inconsistent. The anteced-
ents and consequences of university identification have not achieved a consensus in 
the literature. Therefore, the study has two objectives: to explore the antecedents 
of university identification for various groups, and to explore the role of university 
identification in supportive behaviors by various groups. In accordance with these 
objectives, the study was conducted based on different samples (students, university 
employees and local people) to explore the antecedents [university brand personal-
ity (UP), university brand knowledge (UBK) and university brand prestige (UBP)] 
and consequences [suggestions for improvements, university affiliation  (UA), AI, 
participation in future activities (FUA)] of university identification. The research 
question of the study was: What are antecedents and consequences of university 
identification?

The study aims to contribute to a better understanding of university identification 
and its relation to stakeholders through a comprehensive model neglected by previ-
ous studies. The study differs from previous studies by examining university iden-
tification in terms of students, employees and local people. Additionally, the UP in 
the study was measured using the UP scale developed by Rauschnabel et al. (2016). 
Previous research has examined brand personality. However, no study has examined 
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brand personality using a developed scale for university in terms of holistic perspec-
tive. The study contributes to both literature and practice. The model could be used 
to build, improve, and enhance university identification by university managers as 
well as to extend the foundation of a holistic perspective on university identification 
literature.

The study adopts quantitative method to investigate antecedents and conse-
quences of university identification. Data was collected through survey method. The 
survey was applied to 1000 participants in Turkey. Three studies were conducted 
with students, employees and local people. The paper was used structural equation 
modelling to test the hypothesized relationships. The paper is organized as: the next 
section provides the literature review; then, the research method and findings are 
outlined. Finally, the findings are discussed and the study is concluded with implica-
tions and future research directions.

2 � Literature review

Branding has an important role as it enables institutions to differentiate themselves 
from their rivals. However, studies on branding are not sufficient in higher education. 
These are UP (Avinante et al., 2014; Opoku et al., 2008; Polyorat, 2011; Rauschna-
bel et  al., 2016; Rutter et  al., 2017; Simiyu et  al., 2019; Watkins & Gonzenbach, 
2013), university identification (Balaji et al., 2016; Palmer et al., 2016; Rutter et al., 
2016; Spry et  al., 2020; Yao et  al., 2019), brand prestige (Mael & Asforth, 1992; 
Sung & Yang, 2008), brand logo (Alessandri et al., 2006), brand community (McAl-
exander et al., 2006), university brand equity (Eldegwy et al., 2018; Kaushal & Ali, 
2018), social media interaction (Rutter et al., 2016; Shields & Peruta, 2019), reputa-
tion (Heffernan et  al., 2018; Khoshtaria et  al., 2020), cocreation (Chalcraft et  al., 
2015; Dollinger et  al., 2018; Fleischman et  al., 2015; Robinson & Celuch, 2016), 
student-customer orientation (Hashim et al., 2020; Koris et al., 2015; Ng & Forbes, 
2009), and touchpoints (Khanna et al., 2014).

Branding is a marketing practice. The marketing approaches in educational ser-
vices are important and they include development, pricing, distribution and promo-
tion of services for the needs and wants of stakeholders (Yamamato, 1997). The 
target customers of the university are students, funders, business and donors. Mar-
keting issues and strategies applied by universities are differentiated for each cus-
tomer group. For example, the prominent elements in marketing strategies for stu-
dents are positioning, product/market planning, promotional campaigns, relationship 
development, social responsibility projects and sponsorship (Liu, 1998).

The number of universities has gradually increased over time, which has led to 
financial, quality, and competition problems. In response to these problems, univer-
sities have had to develop more effective marketing strategies. One such approach 
is for universities to advertise their rankings among other institutions as a quality 
indicator. This information is displayed on their web pages.

However, these rankings have not had any effect on students’ preferences 
(Rauschnabel et al., 2016). Rather, brand perception of educational institutions sig-
nificantly affects individuals’ choices of educational institutions (Bock et al., 2014). 
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In the study conducted by Belanger et al. (2002), the authors found that image and 
reputation had a great effect on the students’ university selection process. The find-
ings of many studies on the factors affecting the university preferences of students 
support this situation (Avinante et  al., 2014; Belanger et  al., 2002; Cosar, 2016; 
Yaman & Cakir, 2017).

Being a brand in the field of education has to do with what the institution means 
and to whom the institution belongs rather than the product offered (Black, 2008). 
To become a brand in education, many educational institutions use common mar-
keting techniques, including brand management (Nedbalová et  al., 2014; Rausch-
nabel et  al., 2016). These techniques include university preference fairs; billboard 
and poster works; TV, radio, and Internet advertisements; and promotional catalogs 
and other materials on university web pages (Kilic & Altay, 2018; Nedbalová et al., 
2014).

Also, universities commonly use direct mail, advertising, catalogs and brochures, 
publicity and promotion, list visit programs, campus programs, and graduate support 
programs (Kotler & Fox, 1995). To establish a brand in higher education, an insti-
tution has to reveal the difference between itself and other institutions while meet-
ing the needs and wants of the students, to give the students confidence and to pro-
tect the interests of successful students in the institution (Bennett & Ali-Chouldry, 
2007). In this context, higher education institutions (HEI) have to give importance 
concepts such as brand image, brand personality, brand knowledge, suggestions for 
university improvements (SUIs), university affiliation, AI and participation in FUA 
of stakeholders.

It is important that a brand image is revealed by a university. The brand image 
needs to be measured for various stakeholders because it is a strategic issue. It is a 
fact that external stakeholders also have an impact on the success and image of the 
organization. Therefore, it is necessary to take the perceptions of these stakehold-
ers into account when trying to understand and manage the brand perception of all 
stakeholders for the differentiation of educational institutions from their competitors 
(Balaji et al., 2016; Rauschnabel et al., 2016). “Brand is the interface between the 
organization’s stakeholders and its identity (Abratt & Kleyn, 2012).” In this context, 
university administrators should determine their current image and follow it. Sec-
ondly, answering the question “What kind of university do I want?” should reveal 
the image the university wants to achieve. Finally, the university should determine 
how it will achieve the desired image, starting from its current image, and should 
continuously measure whether it is creating this image by completing studies on this 
subject (Polat, 2009). Institution identification is composed of both the direct inter-
actions of an individual and that individual’s psychological identification with an 
organization (Wilkins & Huisman, 2013). University identification based on social 
identity theory (Tajfel, 1978) enables individuals to increase their self-concept. Self-
concept is comprised of personal identity and social identity. These identities relate 
to represent their answer to the question, ‘Who am I?’ (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
Depending on this answer, individual’s supportive behaviors change. Social identity 
has been used to explain behavior of organization or consumer. University identifi-
cation is a specific type of social identification. According to this, individuals define 
themselves as memberships of organizations (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Few studies 
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have been published on university identification. For example, university identifica-
tion is found to affect the students/alumnis’ supportive behaviors toward the uni-
versity (Abdelmaaboud et  al., 2020; Mael & Asforth, 1992; Palmer et  al., 2016; 
Stephenson & Yerger, 2014). According to Abdelmaaboud et  al. (2020), students’ 
advocacy intention affects student satisfaction, and trust as well university identifi-
cation. Besides, Palmer et al. (2016) find that antecedents of brand identification are 
academic and social experince for alumni. However, Stephenson and Yerger report 
that antecedents of brand identification are prestige, satisfaction and interpretation 
of brand for alumni. Moreover, Yao et al. (2019) state internal brand identification is 
linked with brand citizenship behaviors (see Table 1).

In this study, consequences of UI are suggestions for improvements, UA, AI, par-
ticipation in FUA whereas antecedents of university identification are UP, UBK and 
UBP. These are explained below.

2.1 � Antecedents of university identification

UP is defined by personality traits as regards a brand (Aaker, 1997). Rauschnabel 
et al. (2016) identified six distinct UP dimensions: (1) prestige (accepted, leading, 
reputable, successful, considerable); (2) sincerity (humane, helpful, friendly, trust-
worthy, fair); (3) appeal (attractive, productive, special); (4) liveliness (athletic, 
dynamic, lively, creative); (5) conscientiousness (organized, competent, structured, 
effective); and (6) cosmopolitan quality (networked, international, cosmopoli-
tan). To measure UP, different scales have been developed by different research-
ers (Aaker, 1997; Aksoy & Ozsomer, 2007; Ekinci & Hosany, 2006; Geuens et al., 
2009). The subject is generally examined in terms of different fields of education. 
To create brand attractiveness in the digital age, the focus of the brands should be 
human-centered marketing, because the varieties of human character are reflected 
by the most differentiated brands. These brands both empathize with and deeply 
explore the link between digital age and people (Kotler et al., 2017). Stephenson and 
Yerger (2014) report that the UP has a positive effect on identification. However, 
Balaji et al. (2016) find that UP did not have a significant effect on university iden-
tification. The relationship reported is generally positive in previous literature (Kim 
et al., 2001, 2010; Wu & Chen, 2019) although these studies differently reported the 
significance of the relationship between the two constructs. Therefore, the following 
hypothesis is proposed.

H1  University brand personality positively affects university identification.

Generally,  UBK consists of stakeholders’ perceptions of a university with regard 
to various elements of crucial importance in the decision-making process (Baum-
garth & Schmidt, 2010; Balaji et  al., 2016). Few studies addressed the relation-
ship between UBK and university identification (Balaji et al., 2016; Stephenson & 
Yerger, 2014). Balaji et al. (2016) report that UBK has a positive effect on university 
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identification. UBK is examined generally indirectly in previous literature. There-
fore, the following hypothesis is proposed.

H2  University brand knowledge positively affects university identification.

UBP is defined as the relatively high status of the university (Mael & Asforth, 
1992). Brand prestige is important for universities because of the affective responses 
and positive attitude of individuals (e.g., local people, university employees, and 
students) toward a university (Ahn & Back, 2018; Balaji et  al., 2016). There is a 
positive relationship between brand prestige and university identification (Balaji 
et al., 2016; Han et al., 2019; Pinna et al., 2018; Stephenson & Yerger, 2014). While 
previous literature has collected the data from samples of students, this study col-
lects the data from different sample groups (employees and local people as well stu-
dents). Thus, this study aims at examining whether the findings change for students, 
employees and local people. The above discussion frames the following hypothesis.

H3  University brand prestige positively affects university identification.

2.2 � Consequences of university identification

Making suggestions for improvement involves sharing ideas with an organization 
to contribute to the value creation process of an individual (Groth et al., 2004). The 
concept is important for an organization’s development, employee–customer motiva-
tion, and engagement (Balaji et al., 2016; Bove et al., 2009). Some researchers have 
examined SUI and have found that UI has a significant impact on suggestions (Balaji 
et al., 2016; Pinna et al., 2018). Few studies addressed the relationship between SUI 
and UI. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed.

H4  University identification positively affects suggestions for university 
improvements.

Affiliation is the type of connection with an organization that leads to the use 
of things such as organizational logos, stickers, and merchandise (Johnson & Rapp, 
2010; Philips et al., 2014). Affiliation is often studied by researchers, who have sug-
gested that there is a positive relationship between UI and university affiliation (UA) 
(Balaji et al., 2016; Pinna et al., 2018). Generally, UA is greater among students who 
strongly identify with HEI (Balaji et al., 2016). The above discussion frames the fol-
lowing hypothesis.

H5  University identification positively affects university affiliation.

  AI are represented by positive word of mouth and made up of the most impor-
tant antecedents of customer engagement (Sashi et al., 2019; Stephenson & Yerger, 
2014; Zeithaml et al., 1996). Positive word of mouth about an organization affects 
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its success by helping it develop a positive organizational reputation (Bilgihan et al., 
2018; Pinna et  al., 2018; Sashi et  al., 2019), and identification has a significant 
effect on individual advocacy (Abdelmaaboud et al., 2020; Balaji et al., 2016; Pinna 
et al., 2018; Stephen & Yerger, 2014). The above discussion frames the following 
hypothesis.

H6  University identification positively affects advocacy intentions.

Participation in the future brand activities of stakeholders relates to the willing-
ness of stakeholders to attend university events and participate in activities spon-
sored by that organization (Bove et al., 2009; Balaji et al., 2016; Pinna et al., 2018). 
In the higher educational institution context, some studies have indicated that UI 
decides the strength of the students’ intentions to participate in FUA at the univer-
sity (Balaji et al., 2016; Pinna et al., 2018). The above discussion frames the follow-
ing hypothesis (see Fig. 1). Figure 1 should be below of H7. They should relocate 
(h7 and fig1)

H7  University identification positively affects participation in future university 
activities.

3 � Method

Data were collected from Turkey over a period of 3 months in 2018. A total of 1000 
surveys were completed using web-based survey. The link to web-based survey was 
sent to the employees and students e-mail. In addition, the survey link was distrib-
uted to local people via social networks and researchers. Data was collected using 

H1 H4

H5      

H2

H6

H3 H7

University Brand 

Personality

University Brand

Knowledge

University Brand 

Prestige

University 

Identification

Participation 

in Future 

Activities

Advocacy 

Intentions

University 

Affiliation

Suggestions 

for 

Improvements

Fig. 1   Conceptual model
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convenience sampling for local people. Besides, multiphase sampling was used 
to obtain data of students and employees. For sampling to be created using multi-
stage sampling technique; both the number of students in units from the Student 
Affairs Department and the number of personnel in the units from the Personnel 
Department were requested and the sample was determined in proportion to these 
numbers (Appendix A and B). The survey consists of general demographic charac-
teristics of participants and eight latent constructs (Appendix C). These are UBK 
(VIF ≤ 10; max. Conditional Index CI ≤ 30; 4 items) from Baumgarth and Schmidt 
(2010); university brand prestige (UBP/α: 0.77) from Mael and Asforth (1992); UI 
(all C.R. ≥ 0.95 and all AVE ≥ 0.64) from Jones and Kim (2011); SUI (C.R: 0.77 and 
AVE: 0.80) from Bove et al. (2009); UA (α: 0.83) from Johnson and Rapp (2010); 
AI (α ≥ 0.68;) from Zeithaml et al. (1996) and Stephenson and Yerger (2014); par-
ticipation in future university activities (FUA/C.R: 0.94 and AVE: 0.67) from Bove 
et  al. (2009) and UP (all C.R ≥ 0.77 and all AVE ≥ 0.53) from Rauschnabel et  al. 
(2016). All the items were adapted from relevant literature and measured using a 
7-point Likert scale. The scales were adapted to each group of respondents. The face 
and content validity of the constructs was assessed by five academic staff. The final 
survey was administered to students, employees and local people. The measurement 
model was constructed by a confirmatory factor analysis before the structural equa-
tion model was tested. Reliability and validity of constructs for each stakeholder 
was analyzed in different studies. The data obtained from the surveys were analyzed 
using structural equation modeling methods with the help of AMOS 22 program. 
Structural equation modeling has widely used in the behavioral and social sciences, 
as a modeling tool for the relation between latent and observed variables. The analy-
sis technique could be seen as a unification of several multivariate analysis tech-
niques (Brandmaier et al., 2013). Thus, structural equation modeling with a maxi-
mum likelihood was used to analyze the hypothesis.

3.1 � Study 1

3.1.1 � Sample

The study aimed to examine antecedents and consequences of university identifica-
tion. A survey was conducted using students at a public university. A total of 450 
usable surveys were obtained. A total of 233 students were female (52%) and 217 
were male (48%). With respect to class level, 8% are 1st grade, 35.8% are 2nd, 24% 
are 3rd grade, 32.2% are 4th grade and graduate students. With regard to student’s 
nationality, 100% were Turkish. With respect to age, 58% were between ages 21 and 
23.

3.1.2 � Findings

The psychometric properties of all constructs exceeded the threshold (see Appendix 
D). The Cronbach alpha (α) of each construct is greater than 0.70, the composite 
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reliability (CR) is greater than 0.80 (Hair et  al., 2006) and the average variance 
extracted (AVE) is greater than 0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). α and CR values 
indicate internal consistency for the constructs. AVE values support discriminant 
validity for each construct (see Table 2).

Table 3 presents results of structural equation analysis. The results indicated an 
acceptable fit (χ2 = 1270.31; χ2/df = 3.32; RMSEA = 0.07; CFI = 0.92). As shown in 
Table 3, the results confirm most of the hypotheses (see Fig. 2).

UP was found to not affect university identification, which contradicts H1. How-
ever, UBK and UBP positively affected university identification, confirming H2 and 
H3. University identification was seen to have a significant impact on suggestions 
for the university, university affiliation, AI, and participation activities, confirming 
H4, H5, H6, and H7.

3.2 � Study 2

3.2.1 � Sample

The study was conducted with employees of a public university. In total, 273 
employees participated in this study. A total of 179 employees were male (68.1%) 
and 84 were female (31.9%). Of the total sample, about 40% (104) were older than 
40 years of age. Those under and 30 years were 20% (54) and 56% had completed 
postgraduate education.

3.2.2 � Findings

Reliability and validity findings of all constructs are achieved greater than the 
threshold (see Appendix E). α value of all constructs is greater than 0.70, CR is 
greater than 0.80. AVE is greater than 0.50. The values indicate internal consistency 
and discriminant validity of the constructs (see Table 4).

Table 5 presents the results of structural equation analysis. The results indicated 
an acceptable fit (χ2 = 1198.22; χ2/df = 3.08; RMSEA = 0.08; CFI = 0.90). As illus-
trated in Table 5, the results confirmed all of the hypotheses. UP affects university 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics and correlations

All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

UP 3.56 1.52 1 0.53 0.62 0.58 0.57 0.41 0.38 0.34
UBK 4.00 1.54 0.53 1 0.71 0.66 0.67 0.65 0.55 0.53
UBP 3.28 1.60 0.62 0.71 1 0.88 0.80 0.58 0.54 0.42
UI 3.28 1.76 0.58 0.66 0.88 1 0.85 0.64 0.57 0.45
AI 3.61 1.86 0.57 0.67 0.80 0.85 1 0.72 0.65 0.54
SUI 4.23 1.77 0.41 0.65 0.58 0.64 0.72 1 0.68 0.77
UA 3.90 1.95 0.38 0.55 0.54 0.57 0.65 0.68 1 0.73
FUA 4.61 2.01 0.34 0.53 0.42 0.4* 0.54 0.77 0.73 1
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identification, confirming H1. UBK and UBP have a significant impact on university 
identification, in support of H2 and H3. University identification affects suggestions 
for the university, university affiliation, AI, and participation activities. The findings 
support H4, H5, H6, and H7 (see Fig. 3).

0,82

0,91

0,01

0,12

0,77

0,66

0,56

Fig. 2   Structural model (students)

Table 4   Descriptive statistics and correlations

All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

UP 3.77 1.38 1 0.53 0.62 0.58 0.57 0.41 0.38 0.34
UBK 4.27 1.70 0.53 1 0.71 0.66 0.67 0.65 0.55 0.53
UBP 3.62 1.52 0.62 0.71 1 0.88 0.80 0.58 0.54 0.42
UI 3.58 1.69 0.58 0.66 0.88 1 0.85 0.64 0.57 0.45
AI 4.88 1.47 0.57 0.67 0.80 0.85 1 0.72 0.65 0.54
SUI 4.22 1.75 0.41 0.65 0.58 0.64 0.72 1 0.68 0.77
UA 4.89 1.69 0.38 0.55 0.54 0.57 0.65 0.68 1 0.78
FUA 3.77 1.38 0.34 0.53 0.42 0.45 0.54 0.77 0.73 1
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3.3 � Study 3

3.3.1 � Sample

The sample consisted of local people from a city in Turkey. The survey was com-
pleted by 287 respondents. Male represented about 55% (155) of the respondents, 
24% (69) of the sample was older than 40 years of age, and about 39% (113) had 
a lower education degree (less than or equal to secondary school).

0,52

0,89

0,15

0,33

0,70

0,65

0,63

Fig. 3   Structural model (employees)

Table 6   Descriptive statistics and correlations

All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

UP 4.06 1.33 1 0.53 0.62 0.58 0.57 0.41 0.38 0.34
UBK 4.36 1.59 0.53 1 0.71 0.66 0.67 0.65 0.55 0.53
UBP 4.02 1.45 0.62 0.71 1 0.88 0.80 0.58 0.54 0.42
UI 4.03 1.51 0.58 0.66 0.88 1 0.85 0.64 0.57 0.45
AI 4.84 1.45 0.57 0.67 0.80 0.85 1 0.72 0.65 0.54
SUI 4.02 1.72 0.41 0.65 0.58 0.64 0.72 1 0.68 0.77
UA 4.74 1.73 0.38 0.55 0.54 0.57 0.65 0.68 1 0.73
FUA 4.06 1.33 0.34 0.53 0.42 0.45 0.54 0.77 0.73 1
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3.3.2 � Findings

Reliability and validity values of each construct are greater than the threshold (see 
Appendix F). α value of all constructs is ranged between 0.87 and 0.97; between 
0.92 and 0.96 for CR; between 0.73 and 0.92 for AVE. The findings indicate internal 
consistency and discriminant validity of the constructs (see Table 6).

Table 7 presents the results of structural equation analysis. The results indicate 
an acceptable fit (χ2 = 1011.15; χ2/df = 2.61; RMSEA = 0.07; CFI = 0.92). As shown 
in Table 7, with similar findings in the employees’ sample, the results confirm all 
of the hypotheses. UP affects university identification, in support of H1. UBK and 
UBP have a significant impact on university identification, confirming H2 and H3. 
Finally, university identification has a positive impact on suggestions for the univer-
sity, university affiliation, AI, and participation activities. The findings support H4, 
H5, H6, and H7 (see Fig. 4).

4 � General discussion

4.1 � Theoretical implications

This study contributes to identifying and validating the antecedents and outcomes 
of university identification in higher education. Empirical research on brand and 
brand identification in higher education are scarce (Stephenson & Yerger, 2014; 
Thuy & Thao, 2017). The study explores the university identification perspective of 

0,58

0,87

0,12

0,28

0,65

0,63

0,57

Fig. 4   Structural model (local people)
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stakeholders through a comprehensive model neglected by prior studies. Few schol-
ars have examined university identification in university stakeholders using a com-
prehensive model. Besides, the studies examine university identification concept in 
terms of either students or alumni. Thus, the study highlights the gap by exploring 
identification perception in university different stakeholders and expands prior lit-
erature in the areas of university identification by examining a new variable scale, 
UP, in higher education sector. Moreover, the study generates evidence of university 
identification from a developing country like Turkey in the higher education sector.

With globalization, higher education has shifted away from an elitist approach to 
the concept of massification. Especially since the 1980s, the acceleration of globali-
zation has resulted in serious steps toward the marketing of information in the field 
of higher education and has led to the development of new educational models in 
this direction. At the same time, globalization has enabled students to initiate mobil-
ity toward universities ranked highly in the world of education. Although student 
mobility goes from developing countries to developed countries, developing coun-
tries participate in this process (Unal, 2019). Higher education is important in terms 
of a country’s competitiveness. Thus, countries want to increase the performance 
and competitiveness of their HEI. This perspective will lead universities to adopt a 
marketing approach more frequently and use marketing tools more effectively.

HEI have different customers such as students, government, local people, employ-
ers, donors etc. The universities focus on not only acquiring students but also retain-
ing existing students. Since they want to get the most benefit from them both dur-
ing education of students and after graduation. Alumni can give them financial and/
or different supports (advisory boards to university, student services associate etc.) 
depending on the level of satisfaction during education life (Labanauskis & Ginev-
icius, 2017; Peppers & Rogers, 2011). Thus, the universities make an effort to build, 
maintain and develop the strong relationship with alumni. Recently, they have built 
peer-to-peer communities on their websites for drawing alumni and keeping the 
relationship. Moreover, some HEI give them free university-branded e-mail address 
and customizable web pages. The university has to be customer-oriented organiza-
tional culture such as private sector. The culture plays a critical role in the success of 
institutions. The customer-oriented university satisfies its stakeholders and ensures 
their loyalty (Peppers & Rogers, 2011). The stakeholders who with different expec-
tations, needs and experience play a different critical role in the improvement of 
quality education and the university (Asiyai, 2015). For example, employees want to 
have appropriate working environment, participation in international programs and 
projects. They contribute to their studies, R&D activities, internationalization and 
communication in higher education sector. Thus, university identification percep-
tion of existing employees contributes to their retention. Besides, positive perception 
of university identification attracts high-qualified employees (Labanauskis & Gine-
vicius, 2017). Additionally, educational works can be developed with the energy 
and skill of the local people. Therefore, higher education sector as private sector 
is important stakeholder management. By concentrating on stakeholders’ manage-
ment, co-creation could develop commitment and ownership of the branding and 
prove how distinctive attributes of an institution are drowned externally (O’Connell 
et al., 2011). To manage stakeholders, universities constitute stakeholders map and 
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make communication programme according to the map. The center of the stake-
holder categories are the students who are affected by the institution and those who 
work in the academic and administrative units (Hostut, 2018). Therefore, the study 
is considered some importance stakeholders and university identification concept 
examine students, employees and local people.

The current study investigates university identification from a holistic perspective 
in the higher education sector in Turkey. The findings show that UBP and knowl-
edge are key antecedents of university identification for students. This is consistent 
with the work of Balaji et al. (2016). Similarly, Pinna et al. (2018) find that UBP 
has a significant impact on university identification. The most determinant element 
of university identification is UBP. The finding is not consistent with Balaji et  al. 
(2016), who found that the most determinant element of university identification 
is UBK. The findings of the study also confirmed that university personality is not 
a significant predictor of brand identification. The finding is consistent with Bal-
aji et al. (2016). The results additionally reveal that university identification affects 
students’ supportive behaviors toward the university. The finding is consistent with 
Abdelmaaboud et  al. (2020), Spry et  al. (2020) and Pinna et  al. (2018). Besides, 
some studies reveal that there is a similar relationship for alumni (Palmer et  al., 
2016; Stephenson & Yerger, 2014; Mael & Asforth, 1992). The influence on stu-
dents’ advocacy intention of university identification is higher than other three vari-
ables. The finding also corroborates the work of Balaji et al. (2016). Similarly, UBP 
is the most important part of university identification in terms of both employees 
and local people. Comparing to stakeholders, brand prestige concept is more impor-
tant to students than other stakeholders. In addition, students are more eager to pro-
vide SUI. This result is normal, as university development will support their prestige 
perception. When the analysis results are examined, it can be said that the relative 
importance of the variables differ in terms of stakeholders. In addition, university 
identification affects supportive behaviors by university stakeholders (employees 
and local people). The finding is consistent with Spry et  al. (2020). However, the 
findings show that UP is one of the main determinants of university identification 
for both stakeholder groups (employees and local people).

4.2 � Managerial implications

The findings have important managerial implications. For managers, it is impor-
tant to determine how a higher education institution is evaluated by its target 
audience and stakeholders, to reveal the importance of the university identifi-
cation of the institution in students’ preference and to focus more on branding 
efforts. Thus, managers of HEI must develop university identification. If a univer-
sity has a strong identity, it will be more likely to provide advocacy or support for 
development by students, employees and local people on any platform (Palmer 
et  al., 2016; Stephenson & Yerger, 2014; Sujchaphong et  al., 2015). There are 
also research findings in the literature that a strong UP perception, which is 
critical to university identity, affects students’ brand love, word-of-mouth com-
munication, and supportive activities toward the university (Polyorat, 2011; 
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Rauschnabel et al., 2016; Sung & Yang, 2008). In addition, the perception of the 
high prestige of universities empowers students, staff and local people to have 
more self-esteem as well as positive self-perception. Thus, university managers 
should carefully plan from a holistic perspective when they plan university brand; 
they should implement a plan and control it. In particular, university managers 
should evaluate their institution’s current position and consistently develop a 
stronger brand position (Celly & Knepper, 2010), using social media interactively 
in their brand activities. However, social media alone is not necessarily the most 
important part of branding activity. The success of brands depends on informa-
tion about physical characteristics, actions they take, and consumers’ emotional 
responses and evaluations (Hollis & Brown, 2011). To develop a strong brand, 
one must first discover why customers buy and rebuy a particular product. In this 
direction, marketing experts ask some questions while evaluating. These ques-
tions are as follows: (i) What is the brand’s position in the market? (ii) What 
are the objectives? (iii) What is being done to improve the brand and the sector 
in which it exists? (iv) What are the strengths and weaknesses of the brand? (v) 
What opportunities should be followed first? Where are the possible pitfalls? The 
answers to these questions help marketers to achieve strong brand positioning 
(Clow & Baack, 2016). However, the branding of universities is not an easy pro-
cess. The branding of a university should identify its products and services within 
the framework of a brand, identify and code these products and services, and use 
these identities and codes in university presentations (Coulon, 2007).

4.3 � Limitations and future research directions

Like all studies, this study has limitations. First, university identification was 
examined in public HEI. Future studies could examine private universities or 
could compare different types of HEI or subbrands (campuses, schools, differ-
ent teams, etc.). Future research could also look into a university with a differ-
ent history and different positions. Second, the findings refer only to Turkey, and 
antecedents and consequences of university identification might differ elsewhere. 
Third, the study was conducted among university students, employees, and local 
people, thus limiting the generalizability of findings to other stakeholders such as 
funders, businesses, potential students, and alumni. Future research could exam-
ine university identification perception of other stakeholders. Fourth, the study 
was a cross-sectional project. Therefore, future studies can be designed to reveal a 
causal relationship between variables over time. Finally, future researchers could 
test constructs and/or alternative models of university identification.
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