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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the relationship between student relationship management and student loyalty, with particular emphasis on
the mediating roles of student satisfaction, trust, and commitment in higher education institutions. This applied study employed a
descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The study population consisted of marketing management and
higher education experts working at universities and higher education institutions in Tehran in 2025 who held doctoral degrees and had
more than five years of managerial or academic experience. Using purposive sampling, 11 experts were selected. Data were collected
using a 41-item researcher-developed questionnaire scored on a five-point Likert scale to assess student relationship management,
satisfaction, trust, commitment, and loyalty. Content validity, confirmatory factor analysis, convergent validity, and discriminant validity
were used to assess validity, while Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability were applied to establish reliability. Data were analyzed
using SPSS version 27 and AMOS version 24 through structural equation modeling and bootstrapping procedures. Student relationship
management had a significant direct effect on student loyalty (3=0.124, p=0.021). Student satisfaction (=0.365, p=0.001), trust
(B=0.288, p=0.001), and commitment ($=0.217, p=0.001) also significantly and positively predicted loyalty. Student relationship
management significantly predicted commitment (=0.160, p=0.022), trust ($=0.348, p=0.001), and satisfaction ($=0.396,
p=0.001). Moreover, satisfaction ($=0.281, p=0.001) and trust (3=0.153, p=0.015) significantly predicted student commitment,
whereas the effect of satisfaction on trust was not statistically significant (8=0.120, p=0.078). The structural model explained 51% of
the variance in student loyalty and demonstrated satisfactory fit (x?/df=1.205, GFI=0.903, CFI=0.987, TLI=0.986, IFI=0.987,
RMSEA=0.023). Effective student relationship management can strengthen student loyalty both directly and through enhanced
satisfaction, trust, and commitment. Accordingly, higher education institutions can foster stronger and more sustainable student
relationships by adopting student-centered practices, systematically utilizing student feedback, and developing relationship-management
mechanisms that reinforce satisfaction, trust, and commitment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education institutions increasingly operate in competitive environments in which attracting students is
no longer sufficient; universities must also develop sustainable relationships that encourage students to remain
engaged with the institution, positively evaluate their educational experience, recommend the university to
others, and maintain their relationship with it after graduation. Student loyalty has therefore emerged as an
important indicator of institutional effectiveness, relationship quality, and long-term competitiveness. In higher
education, loyalty extends beyond continued enroliment and encompasses attitudinal attachment, willingness
to recommend the institution, intention to use its educational services in the future, and continued identification
with the university. Previous studies have shown that student loyalty is shaped by a combination of perceived
service quality, university image, perceived value, satisfaction, trust, attachment, and institutional commitment
rather than by a single organizational characteristic (Ali et al., 2024; Mutum et al., 2023; Todea et al., 2022).
The increasing diversity of students and their expectations further requires universities to establish more
responsive and individualized relationships with their students (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2023).

Within this context, student relationship management represents a strategic approach through which higher
education institutions can systematically identify student needs, organize information about student
experiences, personalize communication and support services, respond to feedback, and build long-term
relationships. Evidence indicates that customer relationship management adapted to higher education can
contribute to student loyalty, particularly when combined with high-quality services and effective
communication (Hosseini et al., 2022; Indrayani & Pardiyono, 2020). Digital technologies have further

expanded the scope of relationship management by enabling universities to communicate with students through



integrated information systems, social media, online platforms, and personalized digital channels. The
combination of social media technologies and relationship management capabilities has been associated with
stronger university reputation and student loyalty (Shah et al., 2024). More broadly, research in service
environments demonstrates that integrated interactions, positive service experiences, perceived value, and
brand trust can strengthen satisfaction and loyalty (Gowrie, 2026; Kasidi et al., 2026; Tammubua et al.,
2026).

However, the influence of relationship management on loyalty is unlikely to be exclusively direct. Student
satisfaction, trust, and commitment constitute important relational mechanisms through which organizational
practices may be transformed into enduring loyalty. Satisfaction reflects students’ overall evaluation of
whether educational, administrative, and support services meet their expectations. Numerous studies have
demonstrated positive relationships between service quality, student satisfaction, and loyalty (Mulyono et al.,
2020; Paul & Pradhan, 2019; Thuy, 2021). Studies conducted in Iranian higher education have similarly
indicated that perceived service quality, educational experiences, perceived value, and satisfaction are closely
associated with student loyalty (Akhavanfar et al., 2018; Hassanrezaei, 2020; Razi et al., 2022). Trust is
also particularly important because students invest substantial time, financial resources, and expectations
regarding their professional future in higher education institutions. When students perceive their university as
reliable, competent, responsive, and concerned about their interests, stronger loyalty is more likely to emerge
(Shekofteh & Ghayour Baghbani, 2023; Yousaf et al., 2020). Commitment represents a deeper relational
state in which students develop psychological attachment and a willingness to preserve their relationship with
the institution. Accordingly, satisfaction, trust, and commitment can collectively explain how favorable
interactions with a university develop into persistent loyalty (Kankhuni et al., 2023; Schlesinger et al., 2015).
From a strategic perspective, effective student relationship management may also contribute to institutional
competitive advantage. Long-term relationships, accumulated knowledge about student needs, organizational
learning, and the capacity to redesign services around stakeholder expectations represent capabilities that
competitors cannot easily imitate (Deszczynski, 2021; Nourmohammadi et al., 2022). Sustainable
competitive advantage increasingly depends on innovation, relationship quality, learning, adaptation, and the
capacity to create differentiated stakeholder experiences (Diedrich, 2023; Svarova & Vrchota, 2014;
Valipour, 2023). Consequently, examining the simultaneous roles of satisfaction, trust, and commitment
provides a more comprehensive explanation of how student relationship management can contribute to loyalty.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the relationship between student relationship management and
student loyalty through the mediating roles of student satisfaction, trust, and commitment.

Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purpose and descriptive-correlational in design and used structural equation modeling
to investigate the proposed relationships among the study variables. The study population consisted of experts

in marketing management and higher education working in universities and higher education institutions in



Tehran in 2025. Eligibility criteria included holding a doctoral degree and having more than five years of
managerial or academic experience. Using purposive sampling, 11 experts were selected from higher education
institutions, including universities in Tehran. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire
containing 41 items measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5
(completely agree). The questionnaire assessed student relationship management as the independent construct,
student loyalty as the dependent construct, and student satisfaction, trust, and commitment as mediating
constructs. Student relationship management incorporated four dimensions: knowledge management, student
relationship management technology, student orientation, and utilization of feedback. Content and face validity
were examined by experts. Construct validity was assessed through confirmatory factor analysis, convergent
validity, and discriminant validity. Reliability was examined using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability.
Data normality was evaluated using skewness, kurtosis, and multivariate Mardia statistics. Descriptive
analyses were performed using SPSS version 27, while confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation
modeling were conducted using AMOS version 24. Direct and indirect effects were examined, and
bootstrapping was employed for testing indirect relationships and reducing dependence on strict normality
assumptions. jilmt-446

Findings

The measurement model demonstrated acceptable psychometric properties. Confirmatory factor loadings for
the study constructs were within acceptable ranges, and Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability values
exceeded the required threshold of 0.70. Convergent validity indices were also acceptable. The measurement
model showed satisfactory fit, with ¥?/df=2.071, TLI=0.993, CFI=0.997, IF1=0.997, and RMSEA=0.052. The
final structural model also demonstrated good fit, as indicated by y*df=1.205, GFI=0.903, CFI1=0.987,
TL1=0.986, IF1=0.987, and RMSEA=0.023. The structural model explained 51% of the variance in student
loyalty. It also explained 20% of the variance in student commitment, 17% of the variance in student trust, and
16% of the variance in student satisfaction. jilmt-446

Analysis of the direct relationships showed that student relationship management had a positive and
statistically significant direct effect on student loyalty ($=0.124, p=0.021). Student satisfaction had the
strongest direct effect on loyalty ($=0.365, p=0.001), followed by student trust (3=0.288, p=0.001) and student
commitment ($=0.217, p=0.001). Student relationship management also had significant direct effects on
student commitment (f=0.160, p=0.022), trust (f=0.348, p=0.001), and satisfaction (f=0.396, p=0.001).
Satisfaction significantly predicted commitment (=0.281, p=0.001), and trust also had a significant direct
effect on commitment ($=0.153, p=0.015). However, the direct effect of satisfaction on trust was not
statistically significant (=0.120, p=0.078). jilmt-446

The analysis of indirect effects further demonstrated that student relationship management exerted a significant
indirect effect on student loyalty (B=0.331, p=0.001). Satisfaction also had a significant indirect effect on
loyalty (B=0.099, p=0.001), while the indirect effect of trust on loyalty was significant but comparatively



smaller (f=0.033, p=0.015). Student relationship management had a significant indirect effect on commitment
(B=0.172, p=0.001). In contrast, the indirect effect of satisfaction on commitment was not statistically
significant (f=0.018, p=0.090), and the indirect effect of student relationship management on trust was also
nonsignificant ($=0.048, p=0.078). Overall, the findings supported the proposition that student relationship
management influences loyalty both directly and through relational mechanisms involving satisfaction, trust,
and commitment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that student relationship management is an important antecedent of student loyalty
and that its influence operates through both direct and indirect pathways. Universities that systematically
collect and use information about student needs, employ appropriate relationship-management technologies,
adopt a student-oriented approach, and respond meaningfully to feedback are more likely to develop stronger
relationships with their students. Such practices enable institutions to move beyond transactional interactions
and establish relationships in which students perceive themselves as recognized, valued, and supported
members of the university community.

Among the relational variables, satisfaction produced the strongest direct effect on loyalty. This finding
indicates that students’ overall evaluation of their educational and institutional experience plays a central role
in determining whether they develop favorable and persistent attitudes toward the university. Relationship-
management practices can enhance satisfaction by improving communication, increasing responsiveness,
facilitating access to support, and enabling services to be adapted to students’ needs. Satisfaction therefore
functions as an important mechanism through which organizational actions are translated into favorable student
responses.

Trust also emerged as a meaningful determinant of loyalty. The significant direct effect of student relationship
management on trust suggests that transparent, reliable, personalized, and consistent institutional interactions
can enhance students’ confidence in the university. At the same time, the nonsignificant relationship between
satisfaction and trust indicates that satisfaction alone may not be sufficient to create institutional trust. Trust
may require accumulated evidence of reliability, fairness, consistency, confidentiality, and organizational
integrity over time. This distinction is important because a student may be satisfied with specific services
without necessarily developing a deeper belief in the institution’s long-term reliability.

Commitment was another significant predictor of loyalty and was itself influenced by student relationship
management, satisfaction, and trust. This pattern suggests that commitment represents a more established
relational state that develops when students repeatedly experience satisfactory interactions and perceive the
institution as trustworthy. Once such commitment has developed, students may become more willing to
maintain their relationship with the university, support its reputation, participate in its activities, and

recommend it to others.



The substantial indirect effect of student relationship management on loyalty provides further evidence that
relationship management should not be conceptualized merely as a technological or administrative system. Its
effectiveness depends on whether relationship-management practices actually generate positive psychological
and relational outcomes. Technology, information systems, student databases, feedback mechanisms, and
communication platforms provide an infrastructure, but the ultimate value of these mechanisms lies in their
ability to improve students’ experiences, strengthen trust, and foster commitment.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides an integrated explanation of student loyalty by demonstrating that
student relationship management directly enhances loyalty while also operating through satisfaction, trust, and
commitment. The model explained 51% of the variance in student loyalty and exhibited satisfactory structural
fit, indicating that the proposed relationships provide a meaningful representation of the phenomenon
examined in the study. The findings suggest that higher education institutions seeking to improve student
retention and long-term loyalty should integrate student relationship management into their broader strategic
planning. Particular attention should be given to systematic feedback collection, personalized academic and
administrative support, reliable communication, protection of student information, responsive service delivery,
and opportunities for students to participate in improving institutional services. By managing these relational
dimensions cohesively, universities can strengthen students’ satisfaction, trust, commitment, and ultimately

their long-term loyalty to the institution.
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