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Abstract 

 

As a consequence of an increasingly competitive and dynamic business environment, the higher 

education sector has become more commercialised than ever before, resulting in branding becoming an 

imperative concept and an inextricable component for a university’s success. Branding in higher 

education has proven to be an effective strategy which has received considerable attention in recent years, 

and a growing number of articles on the subject have begun to appear in the literature. However, a clear 

gap within the literature indicates that students’ perceptions of university brand images have not been 

thoroughly researched. Consequently, this research focuses on examining the impact of a ‘positive 

visualisation course in brand identity’ on the perceptions of freshmen students of a university brand 

image. A grounded theory methodology was selected, consisting of semi-structured interviews 

specifically designed to target first-year university students. An experiment was conducted in which a 

positive visualisation course in brand identity was carried out among first-year students. The findings 

strongly suggest that a positive visualisation course in brand identity positively affects freshmen students’ 

perceptions of a university brand image. Additional factors result in the development and formation of 

related perceptions throughout the year. This study contributes to and expands on the existing literature 

by presenting an inductively generated theoretical model to guide future research into the links between 

positive visualisation courses in brand identity and first-year students’ perceptions of university brand 

image. 
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1. Chapter 1 Introduction  

1.1 Introduction and background to the topic 

Within the rapidly changing business environment in the higher education (HE) sector, branding has 

become imperative and an inextricable ingredient of a university’s success (Clark et al., 2020; Manzoon 

et al., 2020). The business environment is constantly evolving; thus, firms utilise marketing strategies to 

compete effectively (Parahoo et al., 2013). Correspondingly, the HE sector is becoming increasingly 

competitive, as universities attempt to attract more students by utilising marketing strategy tools such as 

branding. Students are treated as customers, and marketing professionals use various marketing concepts 

such as loyalty (e.g., retaining students in their postgraduate degrees), conversion (e.g., turning applicants 

into students), and word-of-mouth (e.g., influencing peers to join; Chapleo, 2015; Rutter et al., 2017; 

Manzoon et al., 2020). In addition, a successful brand image enables universities to stand out from the 

competition, increase market share, and gain and maintain competitive advantage (Aghaz et al., 2015). 

Combatting declining enrolment numbers, increasing competitiveness, creating an empowering image 

and bolstering financial resources represent the principle motivations for branding in HE sector (Williams 

and Omar, 2014). 

Given this highly competitive environment and the acknowledgement that branding is a powerful tool 

that enables universities to compete effectively, the HE sector is developing into one of increasing 

marketisation (Rutter et al., 2017). The role of marketing communication is crucial since it can influence 

the perceived brand image of a university. In this regard, Williams and Omar (2014) have asserted that a 

powerful brand image is a top priority for many universities. Indeed, in the HE sector, a strong brand 

image is the main aim of many universities and considered to be a key factor for success. It is also 

regarded as a core competency that leads to profitability (Rutter et al., 2017). Therefore, this concept has 

received considerable attention over recent years as a result of the rapidly changing business environment 

in which universities are operating and the undeniable fact that universities gain many benefits from 

successful branding (Chapleo, 2015). Marketers focus on developing the university brand to offset 

declining enrolments, retain existing students, compete effectively, enhance a university’s image and 

prestige, and increase revenue (Williams and Omar, 2014). In the modern era, these challenges have led 

professionals to focus on developing their brand because a strong brand is considered a powerful tool to 

effectively competing in this extremely competitive environment (Rutter et al., 2017). 
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1.2 Gap in the literature and Significance of the study 

Branding is an old strategy that many marketers incorporate into their business plans. However, branding 

in HE has also been introduced in recent years (Amzat, 2016) because many educational executives 

recognise the importance of ‘marketisation’ – the marketing of their education institutions – and the 

tremendous benefits that can be obtained from doing so (Guilbault, 2018). Although HE marketing 

research has previously been recognised as underdeveloped, more branding theories have been developed 

over the years. HE branding has received considerable attention in recent years and a growing number 

of research articles have begun to appear in the literature. For example, the research conducted by Farhat 

et al. (2021) explored the role of brand experience in creating brand engagement. Similarly, Dean et al. 

(2016) examined the benefits of internal branding in the university context. In addition, Yang (2019) 

investigated the role of social media engagement in international student recruitment, along with 

strategies concerning the ways social media content can be utilised by university marketing managers to 

improve engagement. Other studies have focused on examining the impact of university websites on 

branding (Opoku et al., 2006) and identifying the most effective ways to develop brand identity (Lowrie, 

2007). Several other studies have examined the brand as a logo, the brand as an image (Chapleo, 2015), 

the perceptions of prospective university students (Bennet and Ali-Choudnury, 2009), brand image 

differentiation (Heslop and Nadeau, 2010), brand meaning (Teh and Salleh, 2011), brand consistency 

(Casey and Llewellyn, 2012), and brand reputation (Suomi, 2014). More recent studies have been carried 

out to identify the impact of brand equity dimensions on university reputation (Khoshtaria et al., 2020), 

and the role of brand experience and brand effect in creating brand engagement (Farhat et al., 2021; 

Appendix 1 presents the articles on HE branding). Yet there is little research on how students’ perceptions 

of university brand image can be affected by marketing strategies. To remedy this, this study aims to 

investigate how a ‘positive visualisation course in brand identity’ can influence freshmen students’ 

perceptions of university brand image. This study uses a positive visualisation course in brand identity 

because there is a relationship between the concept of brand identity and students’ perceptions of 

university brand image (Bosch et al., 2006; Hulten, 2017; Ward et al., 2020). An investigation into this 

central concept is of paramount importance as it will provide new insights into freshmen students’ 

perceptions. The study expands on the existing literature by presenting an inductive theoretical model to 

guide future research on this subject. Moreover, the findings entail relevant managerial implications; in 

particular, universities can apply the Formation of Perception model (FOP) to gain the competitive 

advantage. 
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1.3 Aim of the investigation  

Given this gap in the literature, the aim of this study is to investigate how a ‘positive visualisation course 

in brand identity’ influences first-year students’ perceptions of university brand image. The term ‘positive 

visualisation course in brand identity’ refers to a course in which the university’s brand history, past 

achievements, recognitions, awards, values, and mission are presented. 

1.4 Objectives of the investigation. 

o To investigate how a positive visualisation course in brand identity affects freshmen students’ 

perceptions of a university brand image. 

o To identify what other factors contribute to shaping freshmen students’ perceptions of a university 

brand image. 

o To build a theoretical model to elucidate the effects of the positive visualisation course in brand 

identity on freshman students’ perceptions of a university brand image. 

1.5 Structure of this thesis 

The outline of this study proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 provides in-depth information concerning the 

most important theories associated with this study. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology of the thesis and 

explains the philosophical viewpoint of the study, which justifies the rationale underlying the research 

methods used for this research. Chapter 4 presents and analyses the findings and the theoretical 

framework (Formation of Perception model - FOP model) that emerges from the results of this research. 

Following this, Chapter 5 presents the conclusions of the research and the relevance of the current work 

for other researchers as well as practitioners. It also outlines the limitations of the study and provides 

suggestions and recommendations for further research.  

The following chapter, namely the literature review, provides in-depth information on the most important 

theories associated with the current study. 
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2. Chapter 2: Literature review 

This chapter provides in-depth information on the most important theories associated with this study. The 

chapter begins with an analysis of the concept of perception where various definitions, the process of 

perception are elaborated on. The chapter continues by examining the concept of branding, brand image, 

service branding, service quality and perceived quality. The next chapter focuses on HE sector, which 

provides an introduction to the HE marketing and branding. The next section analyses brand equity and 

service brand equity. The following section presents the brand identity concepts, with an emphasis on the 

university brand identity, the benefits of a strong corporate identity and how to manage identity and brand 

in HE. Following this, the customers of the university are analysed, the factors affecting students’ 

satisfaction and the university service quality/models are explained. This chapter concludes by presenting 

an introduction to the case study university where its history, its achievements/ awards/ recognition, its 

mission, and its values are presented. 

2.1 Perception 

2.1.1 Definitions of Perception 

Perception is one of the oldest concepts in psychology that refers to the process through which an 

individual understands the information received from the sensory receptors (Ou, 2017). The word 

perception originates from the Latin words perceptio, percipio, which means the acquisition, 

concentration, possessions and conception by the mind or senses (Stephen and Timothy, 2019). Since 

human perception has a complex nature, the definitions and the theories given for this concept are highly 

interdisciplinary. Ou (2017) defines perception as a complex procedure wherein a person’s five senses 

are selected, organised, and interpreted. Volterrani (2017) asserts, that through the processes of selection, 

organisation and interpretation, the information received through sensory stimuli is translated into a 

contextual image of the world. Additionally, a noteworthy definition of perception is the one proposed 

by Walters et al. (1989) who describe perception as a process where individuals become aware of the 

information they receive from the external environment and try to assign meaning to it, based on their 

own point of reference. Gregory et al. (1996) maintain that perception refers to the process by which an 

individual attempts to become aware or understand the environment by organising and interpreting 

sensory information. According to Evans et al. (2009) perception is the sequence of exposure and 

attention of people and refers to the process of gathering information through the senses; sight, hearing, 

touch, taste, and smell. Additionally, perception is a process during which a person tries to understand 

and give meaning to information received from the external environment (Madichie, 2012). Similarly, 
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Kühne, et al. (2013), point out that perception acts as a filter between the external and internal 

interpretation where a person tries to assign meaning to a particular situation through their senses. This 

is a highly complex procedure as a variety of different stimuli activate an individual’s attention; however, 

people tend to select specific stimuli to pay attention to. Although sensation and perception are two 

separate processes, they are interrelated. The concept of sensation describes the human’s instant response 

of their sensory receptors to stimuli received from the external environment (Stylidis et al., 2019), while 

perception refers to the process of the selection, organisation and interpretation of the sensations (Foley 

and Bates, 2019). Through the five senses, an individual perceives events of relations and through 

perception, interprets the received stimuli (Hulten, 2017). Hence, a person tends to perceive different 

stimulus in different ways, since an individual’s five senses are unique because of the quality of the 

human sensory receptors as well as the stimulus intensity (Hehman et al., 2017). In addition to this, the 

process of perception is affected by internal forces such as past experiences, beliefs, and expectations. 

Hence, the way an individual receives, selects, and organises the various stimuli is affected by how they 

perceived it. Since perception varies among individuals who are exposed to the same reality (Stylidis et 

al., 2019) it is highly important to identify the most appropriate way to affect their perception in order to 

achieve a positive brand image (Foley and Bates, 2019). Last but not least, Finne and Gronroos (2017) 

suggest that marketers need to tailor any marketing communication messages based on their target 

audience, in order to attract customer attention. 

2.1.2 The Process of Perception 

The perceptual process is the most predominant psychological factor that influences an individual’s 

behaviour which consists of many sub-processes (Madichie, 2012). The process of perception begins 

with the interpretation of the stimuli received by the sensory system and through the stage of cognitive 

filtering, only a few stimuli are selected (Partos et al., 2016). Due to the huge amount of information in 

the external environment, individuals observe little information, and even less information can attract 

their attention. Thus, it is of paramount importance to understand how perception works. Upon careful 

consideration of the process of perception, it becomes apparent that it consists of three elements under 

the name exposure, attention, and interpretation. Figure 1 illustrates the process of perception which will 

be further analysed below (Armstrong et al., 2014). 

 

 

 



16 

 

 

Figure 1: Perceptual process (Solomon, 2011) 

The first stage is represented by the exposure stage, and it is defined as the stimuli which activate one or 

more of an individual’s five senses (Solomon, 2011; Niosi, 2021). The exposure stage is activated once 

an individual receives an external information (stimulus) through their sensory receptors (Madichie, 

2012). After an individual has been exposed to information, they have two choices, either to process or 

not to process the information obtained. The second stage is called attention and occurs when a stimulus 

is activated as a distribution of mental processing capacity (Solomon, 2011; Niosi, 2021). Assael (1992), 

explains that attention is the instantaneous focus of an individual’s cognitive ability on a particular 

stimulus, and it refers to the distribution of mental capacity in a stimulus. The way individuals perceive 

information can be affected by their needs, expectations, and previous experiences that allow them to 

give meaning to stimuli (Armstrong et al., 2014; Stylidis et al., 2019). The third stage refers to the 

interpretation stage where a person comprehends external information (Solomon, 2011). Snyder et al. 

(2015) assert that during the interpretation process, individuals rely on their experience, memory, and 

expectations which help them to explain and assign meaning to stimuli. This stage varies from individual 

to individual, since the way that people interpret different stimuli is affected by their personal beliefs, 

their previous experiences, the different explanations they assign to this situation as well as their interest 

and motives when the perception occurs (Madichie, 2012; Stylidis et al., 2019). Since people understand 

various stimuli in a different way, they attach different meanings to all these stimuli and this makes the 

interpretation stage unique for every individual (Partos et al., 2016).  

2.1.3 Consumer Brand Perception 

Consumer behaviour is an imperative concept that enables marketers to comprehend the way that 

consumers perceive, judge, and feel about different brands (Aslam et al., 2018). Through extensive and 

experimental studies, it has been observed that the concept of perception and consumer behaviour are 

closely correlated. To be more precise, perception is a pivotal element that must be taken into 
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consideration during the branding process (Ward et al., 2020; Hulten, 2017). Thus, it is exceedingly 

significant to gain an in-depth understanding of consumers, which enables the marketers to market the 

right product to the right target group in the most effective manner. Historically, the concept of consumer 

brand perception is rooted in the theory of social perception (Shukla, al., 2017) which explores the 

formation of inferences and the way that the personalities’ impressions are formed (Aronson et al., 2016). 

According to Aslam et al. (2018), a brand is represented by the perception that individuals display of 

organisations, products, services, location, and the personality of the brand. As far as brand perception 

is concerned, this can be defined as the overall experiences, thoughts, and feelings that consumers have 

with the brands. In other words, brand perception refers to the way that consumers perceive a certain 

brand. Through interaction with brands, consumers may have different experiences, hence a variation of 

brand perception occurs. The information received through the sensors is transferred to a mental 

impression that affects the perception of customers about the quality of a brand, its value as well as the 

reputation of the brand (Aiswarya and Krishnan, 2019). Hence, it is significant to affect their perception 

to achieve a positive brand image in their mind (Hernandez-Fernandez and Lewis, 2019). This 

relationship between brand image and consumer perception becomes apparent, as most of the definitions 

reveal that brand image is represented by the consumer perception of a particular brand. Analysing the 

older definitions, Dichter (1985), supports that brand image refers to the overall perception of individuals 

of a brand, while Sommers (1964), suggests that brand image includes the perception of the consumers 

as well as the recognition of the symbolic characteristics of a brand’s products. In addition, Gardner and 

Levy (1955) explain that brand image consists of the consumers’ opinions, attitudes, and emotions of a 

brand, which reflects the cognitive or psychological aspects of the brand. Brand image refers to the total 

impression of a consumer, as well as their feelings and attitudes of a brand and its products. Focusing on 

the most recent definitions, Malhotra (2010), supports that brand image is correlated with the perception 

that customers have formed in their mind of a specific brand. In addition, Huang et al. (2017), define 

brand image as the process of mutual communication between brand stimulation and consumer 

perception. According to Lake (2009), in order to affect consumers’ perceptions of a particular brand, 

emphasis should be placed on identifying their current perceptions and providing the most appropriate 

information (marketing communication message). This will allow consumers to recognise, interpret and 

store information received from the brand instead of ignoring it. Indeed, perception is related to the way 

in which consumers gather information as well as the way in which consumers process different branding 

stimuli (Jansson-Boyd, 2011; Aiswarya and Krishnan, 2019). Jansson-Boyd (2011) highlights that many 

different factors associated with conscious processes, such as underlying psychological and sociological 
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elements, can affect an individual’s perception. Therefore, marketers need to be fully informed and tailor 

their marketing stimuli and messages based on their target group. In the following session, the process 

of perception in marketing is presented. 

2.1.4 Perception in Marketing 

The concept of perception has become exceedingly imperative in marketing, since it reflects the way that 

consumers process and interpret information (Niosi, 2021). Kotler and Keller (2019) maintain that a 

strong brand identity strategy can be attained by interpreting and recognizing consumer behaviour and 

the way they contemplate external information, as well as the way that this information is interpreted. 

Understanding how consumers acquire external information plays a predominant role in the formulation 

of brand identity strategies (Shukla, al., 2017). Rutter et al. (2017) support that the role of marketing 

communication is crucial since it can influence the perceived brand image. Marketing communication is 

a process that enables a consumer to go through three stages namely perception, attitude, and behaviour 

(Mihaela, 2015). When it comes to the first stage, perception, there are different stages of information 

processing which provide an in-depth understanding considering the process where consumers formulate 

perceptions of a certain brand as well as the way they retain the message in their memory. According to 

Hawkins et al. (2004), information processing refers to a sequence of steps where the information is 

perceived, transformed into information, and stored in the individual’s mind. Information processing 

begins once a consumer is exposed to external information. Figure 2 represents the four major steps 

involved in the consumer perception process (Mcneal, 2007). 
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Figure 2: The consumer perception process (Hawkins et al., 2004) 

The exposure stage is initiated once a stimulus appears within the range of a person’s sensory receptors 

such as sight, smell, touch, hearing, and taste (Hawkins et al., 2004). Consumers can focus on a specific 

stimulus while at the same time ignore others (Madichie, 2012). According to Sauerland et al. (2012), 

exposure to the stimuli could be twofold; intentional or accidental. Regarding the intentional exposure, 

an individual decides to be exposed to particular information, driven by their own intention. In terms of 

accidental exposure, an individual is exposed to intensive marketing campaigns such as television ads 

and billboard ads. Consumers live in an over-communicated environment, and in order to overcome this 

overexposure to various information, they are very selective about what to pay attention to (Florack et 

al., 2020). Zhang (2020) asserts that brand exposure refers to the processing of information since the 

communication message is transmitted in order to attract consumers’ attention and activate one or more 

senses. North and Enslin (2019) suggest that exposure can be implemented through four sources, namely 

brand contact, product-related brand contact, service brand contact, and unplanned brand contact. The 

first source, the planned brand contact, suggests that planned points of exposure are addressed in the 

traditional field of marketing communication programmes. More precisely, Duncan (2002), supports that 

companies have full control over the planned messages that are transmitted to consumers through the 
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various communication tools, hence they can build brand equity. The second source, the product-related 

brand contact, refers to the interplay between consumers and brands during the purchasing process 

(Duncan, 2002; Keller, 2019). During the third source of exposure, the service brand contact, consumers 

receive the message through personal interaction with the employees as well as the business. The last 

source, the unplanned brand message, includes the WOM, rumours and opinions by the employees, 

customers, and other stakeholders. Due to the fact that the information comes from the external 

environment, it becomes very difficult for a brand to control it (North and Enslin 2019). Moving to the 

second step in the consumer perception process, attention is a complex process, and this is the reason 

researchers have spent more than fifty years on examining how attention is activated (Deutsch and 

Deutsch, 1963). Siposova and Carpenter (2019) point out that attention refers to the instantaneous focus 

of an individual’s cognitive ability on a particular stimulus. As soon as an individual’s attention is 

attracted, they then focus on finding out more information about a certain brand (Solomon, 2011; Chan 

et al., 2017). In the external environment, consumers are bombarded with lots of advertisements, and 

they are exposed to more information that can be processed (Sama, 2019). On a daily basis the average 

consumer is exposed to about 6.000-10,000 advertisements/brands (Carr, 2021). The attention stage 

begins as soon as the information activates one or more sensory receptors, and as a result, the sensation 

ends up in the brain for processing. Therefore, attracting consumers’ attention is an extremely critical 

stage, since in case consumers fail to pay attention to the exposed stimulus, then the message becomes 

worthless hence the attention simply does not take place at all (Florack et al., 2020). Aaker et al. (1997) 

point out that this stage is often referred to as an information filter screening mechanism, where an 

individual manages the quantity of the received information. This process during which the consumer 

controls information is called ‘selective attention’ (Plebanek and Sloutsky, 2018). Since the brain 

capacity is limited, individuals carefully choose the kind of information to engage in and pay attention 

to (Madichie, 2012). As aforementioned, in the consumer brand perception section, the way individuals 

perceive information can be affected by their needs, expectations as well as their previous experiences 

(Stylidis et al., 2019). There is a greater probability for individuals to notice a stimulus that is related to 

their current needs (Kotler and Keller, 2006). Similarly, Hongcharu (2018) confirms that customers are 

more likely to pay attention to messages which are considered relevant. Another important contribution 

was made by Hawkins et al. (1992) and Aaker et al. (1997), who believe that the attention process consists 

of three levels: namely active search, passive search, and passive attention. Aaker et al. (1997) assert that 

during the first level, a person could actively search for information, gathered from sources that an 

individual is not usually exposed to. During the second level, passive search, individuals obtain 
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information from events that they are exposed to, during the time of their exposure. Hence during the 

passive search level an individual does not put extra effort to collect information from unusual sources. 

When it comes to the third stage, passive attention, an individual has little immediate need for 

information, since at this level there is no conscious effort to obtain information. The next stage, 

interpretation, refers to the process whereby an individual relies on his/her experience, memory, and 

expectation to assign meaning to the selected sensory stimuli (Mowen, 1993). Moreover, Kizilirmak et 

al. (2021) indicate that the interpretation phase differs from person to person because it is influenced by 

the way an individual perceives a situation, their past experiences, the different meanings they can assign 

to certain stimuli, their motivations, and interest during the time the perception initiated. Since people 

understand the various stimuli in a different way, they assign different meaning to them (Partos et al., 

2016). Consumer engagement and interpretation are related to the degree of engagement as well as how 

actively the processing process is done by customers. Businesses focus on facilitating this stage, and in 

order to do so, they create high brand equity which leads to high customer loyalty, brand awareness, as 

well as perceived quality. Also, because loyal customers have already created strong associations in their 

minds, they will not spend time in the interpretation stage (Kotler and Keller, 2019). Furthermore, 

Mostert and Ocholla (2013), mention that the interpretation refers to the mechanism by which the 

information that the consumer has paid attention to is examined, in order to determine the meaning given 

to it by the consumer. The way consumers attach meaning to a particular message depends on the way 

they categorise a stimulus based on their existing knowledge and beliefs (Copley, 2004). Thus, the 

classification process of a stimulus is called stimulus categorisation (Mostert and Ocholla, 2013). 

Consumers tend to categorise fresh stimuli according to existing information. The information, as well 

as the experiences that consumers collect throughout their life, are organised in a meaningful way in their 

long-term memory (Fernández and Morris, 2019). 

Similarly, with the attention stage, interpretation is affected by personal forces such as motivation, 

knowledge, and expectations (Liu et al., 2016). Motivation affects an individual’s behaviour, knowledge 

minimises the likelihood that consumers will misinterpret a product, and expectation is shaped by past 

purchase experiences, friends, family, and the information provided by a brand (Kotler and Keller, 2006). 

It should be noted that the meaning which individual assigns to a specific stimulus is affected by the 

schema (their beliefs). It is, therefore, essential for marketers to determine the most appropriate schema, 

since it will affect the way that consumers choose the criteria for evaluating the product, brand, or 

message (Madichie, 2012). Retention and memory constitute the last stage of the information processing 

model which refers to the storage of the information in the consumer’s memory (Kizilirmak et al., 2021). 
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Hartshorne and Makovski (2019) argues that during the retention stage, the stimulus is transferred to 

memory and the message is stored for future use. According to Zlotnik and Vansintjan (2019), memory 

refers to the overall accumulation of previous learning experiences and has a leading role in guiding the 

perceptual process. In particular, the memory is made up of two interconnected components namely 

short-term memory and long-term memory. Short-term memory is closely analogous to thinking, 

whereas long-term memory is an unlimited permanent storage (Hawkins et al., 2004; Norris, 2017). 

Therefore, it is a key implication for a business to devise an ingenious and unforgettable message that is 

permanently retained.  

2.1.5 Selective perception 

Selective perception is defined as the process where a person selectively perceives marketing stimuli to 

enhance their needs, attitudes, past experiences as well as their personality traits. Consumers can perceive 

in a different way the same ad, or a brand’s product because of the uniqueness of their personalities 

(Kizilirmak et al., 2021). The rationale behind the concept of selective perception is based on the fact 

that consumers are exposed to a large number of stimuli; more specifically, they are exposed to about 

6.000-10,000 advertisements/brands per day (Carr, 2021). Individuals cannot interpret all these stimuli 

they are exposed to, because of the limited capacity of a human brain and sensory system (Madichie, 

2012; Stroud and Choi, 2017). An individual can receive information from a situation through 

sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. In a given situation, people might have a different understanding 

of the same stimulus, steaming from the four perceptual processes, namely selective exposure, selective 

attention, selective distortion/interpretation and selective retention (Moore and Zirnsak, 2017; Armstrong 

et al., 2014). The role of selective perception is to filter the message which a person is exposed to and to 

retain in mind only the part that attracts a person and it is in line with an individual’s beliefs and, at the 

same time, ignore the part of the message which is against their beliefs (Wells et al., 2016). 

2.1.5.1 Selective exposure 

Schiffman et al. (2013) explain that selective exposure occurs when a customer is consciously or 

subconsciously exposed to specific information and avoids other messages. Individuals actively search 

for messages that are enjoyable and avoid those messages that are painful. More important, individuals 

tend to expose themselves to the various marketing messages that are in line with their attitudes and 

interest and at the same time ignore those messages that are unpleasant (Klapper, 1960). An important 

contribution was made by Lazarsfeld et al. (1944), who first described the concept of selective exposure 

based on the Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory (1959). Festinger’s (1959) cognitive dissonance 
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theory is the most well-known solution to the cause of selective exposure. Harmon and Mills (2019) 

confirms that consistency theories, and dissonance theory, are some related theories that explain the 

concept of selective exposure, as well as the reason for the occurrence of selective exposure. The 

aforementioned theories indicates that people with opposite attitudes or perception that contradicts their 

previous decisions, will experience psychological discomfort (Sunstein, 2001). Individuals try to 

eliminate dissonance through selective exposure where they support some information and avoid 

inconsistent information. Similarly, Schiffman et al. (2014) argue that consumers are selectively exposed 

to advertisements that are related to their current needs. Significantly, Van der Walt et al. (1996), point 

out that as soon as consumers are exposed to a message this shows that the message is been seen but does 

not necessarily mean that people pay attention to it. 

2.1.5.2 Selective attention 

Since 1973, several studies have been carried out to investigate selective attention and information 

processing, and it managed to become a central concept in cognitive psychology (Brodeur and Pond, 

2001; Hopfinger et al., 2004). Analysing the definition, Mowen (1993) depicts that the focus of selective 

attention is on how individuals selectively choose which stimuli to pay attention to. Another definition 

given by McLeod et al. (2018) and Murphy et al. (2016), claim that selective attention is a cognitive 

process of monitoring few sensory stimuli and at the same time ignores other not relevant sensory inputs. 

During the selective attention stage, a person selects which external stimuli to pay attention to, and at the 

same time blocks out other stimuli (Ou, 2017). Because people are exposed to many stimuli on a daily 

basis, it is impossible to give attention to every single stimulus (Sama, 2019). This stage is crucial for 

marketers since they should identify the most effective ways to attract consumers’ attention (Madichie, 

2012). Throughout the years, researchers have examined many theories related to selective attention. A 

well-known theory is the one that has been introduced by Broadbent in 1958, namely the bottleneck 

theory of information processing (Murphy et al., 2016; McLeod et al., 2018). Due to the limited brain 

capacity to process a large number of information, stimuli are filtered and only the most important 

information is perceived (McLeod et al., 2018). As shown in Figure 3, a huge amount of information can 

enter the system; however, as the opening becomes narrower only few pieces of information can pass 

through the neck. Similarly, many stimuli can enter the sensory buffer but few of them are allowed to 

enter the selective filter (Broadbent, 1958). The unselected stimuli will decompose from the sensory 

buffer. 
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Figure 3: Bottleneck Theory (Broadbent, 1958) 

2.1.5.3 Selective distortion 

During the selective interpretation stage, individuals interpret information that is in line with their beliefs, 

attributes, and previous experiences (Stylidis et al., 2019). Once an external stimulus attracts an 

individual’s attention, then the conscious procedure by the conceptual system is initiated. Since the brain 

capacity is limited, customers are selectively choosing the information to pay attention to (Madichie, 

2012). People tend to behave in a different way when they get exposed to the same external stimuli. This 

has to do with the way that an individual gathers and records information (Snyder et al., 2015; Partos et 

al., 2016). Selective perception is the tendency of the human brain to organise and interpret stimuli 

following a process under the name selective perception by the filtering of exposure. Selective 

comprehensions refer to the process where a person contemplates information which is consistent with 

his attitude and beliefs (Ou, 2017). 

2.1.5.4 Stereotype content model 

One good strategy that enables marketers to fully interpret the concept of selective distortion, as well as 

the way individuals distort messages, is through stereotypes. The stereotype content model (SCM) has 

been proposed by social psychologists and explains the way individuals perceive the surrounding world 

(Yang et al., 2019; Kervyn, 2012). More precisely, the SCM is introduced by Fiske et al. (2002) and it 

describes a multidimensional way of how perceptions are formed. In essence, the formation of 

perceptions is a two-dimensional concept namely warmth and competence. Warmth and competence are 

important elements when it comes to the organisation of an individual’s impressions and can significantly 

contribute to the social perception formation (Kervyn et al., 2012; Yang et al., 2019). Warmth includes 

likeability, sociability, morality, helpfulness, sincerity, friendliness, and trustworthiness, whereas 
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competence encompasses capability, abilities, efficiency, intelligence, conscientiousness, and skill. 

According to Greenwald and Banaji (1995), stereotypes refer to sets of over-simplified and generic sets 

of assumptions about a social group’s features. In addition, Macrae et al. (1994), assert that stereotypes 

help people save energy and are used as a significant cognitive function of simplifying information 

processing and generating response. When individuals first meet, they form perceptions and judge each 

other based on their warmth and competence (Abele et al., 2008). Further analysing the first dimension, 

warmth, it reflects an individual’s perception of the extent to which an individual or group of people has 

intentions, is honest and trustworthy. Additionally, this dimension provides information concerning 

whether people’s intentions might be damaging. The second dimension, competence, refers to the beliefs 

about the ability and effectiveness of an individual or a group to achieve their goals. Individuals easily 

evaluate other individuals and groups based on these dimensions and construct their interactions 

accordingly (Yang et al., 2019). Additionally, competence provides information regarding whether others 

can act on those intentions (Abele et al., 2008).  

Although stereotyping was initially applicable to social groups, Halkias et al. (2016) explain that 

stereotypical correlations apply not only to humans but also to any stimulus object attributed to the 

stereotypical category including brands. Fournier (1998) was the first who suggested that people tend to 

relate to a certain brand in a similar way as they relate to human beings in their social environment. 

Therefore, the SCM can evidently also be applied to companies and brands (Aaker et al., 2012). When it 

comes to the business landscape, stereotyping suggests that there is a tendency of people to develop 

relationships with brands in a similar way and they shape with other individuals (Escalas and Bettman, 

2003; Sung et al., 2014). Since people are exposed to a significant number of brands in the external 

environment, they have the tendency to shape generalised beliefs regarding the brands, by following the 

stereotyping process (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). This process enables individuals to categorise, 

organise and systemise the received information. Brand stereotypes are a representation of individuals 

beliefs of a brand and have a direct impact on their perceptions, purchase intentions and their actual 

behaviour (Kervyn et al., 2012). Warmth and competence lead to admiration for a brand and consequently 

result at a higher willingness to purchase from this particular brand (Aaker et al., 2012; Fiske, 2018). 

Consequently, brands wish to be perceived as high on competence and high on warmth, since this will 

create a general preference for a brand, which can be translated into a favourable relationship for that 

brand (Chen et al., 2014). A brand’s stereotypical evaluations can be viewed as determining factors of 

consumer-brand identification. In situation where a brand is high on warmth then it is more likely to have 

a more abstract concept, concerning its value and ethics and not specific, inferior, concepts, about its 
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specific characteristics (Stokburger et al., 2012; Fiske, 2018). Following this, the higher assessment of 

the warmth of brand stereotypes, the more attractive a brand becomes as a candidate for consumer-brand 

identification. Warmth and competence dimensions are powerful means by which companies can 

comprehend how customers perceive different brands (Aaker et al., 2012). From the two main 

dimensions, four different competence-warmth combinations occur. Low warmth and competence 

dimensions lead to contempt, whereas high warmth and low competence lead to pity. Low warmth and 

high competence people/brands are classified as envious, while a high level of both warmth 

and competence leads to trust (Fiske, 2018). 

 

Figure 4: The Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2018) 

2.1.5.5 Selective retention 

Assael (1992) supports that a consumer tends to remember only specific information that is consistent 

with the decision, and most likely information that conform to their beliefs and attitude. Jansson-Boyd 

(2010) agrees with the above explanation and believes that selective retention occurs because consumers 

are not able to remember all the stimuli that they are exposed to, even after interpreting the message 

correctly. Indeed, individuals do not remember all the stimuli they see, read and hear after being exposed 

to them, and they recall information that they want to remember and filter out all the other information 

(Partos et al., 2016). Therefore, selective retention refers to the possibility that people remember some 

information regarding a certain brand. Hence marketers should make sure that the message 

they provide to the target audience is retained in the memory of their consumers.  

2.1.6 Factors influencing perception of a brand. 
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In the external world, there are a lot of stimuli that attract people’s attention; how an individual 

understands all these stimuli, reflects the quality of his/her perception (Florack et al., 2020). The factors 

influencing an individual’s perception are classified into two categories: internal and external (Madichie, 

2012). External factors include characteristics of stimuli, whereas internal factors refer to an individual’s 

expectations which can influence the way a consumer specifies product quality. Madichie (2012) states 

that internal factors include perceptual filters, perceptual vigilance, and perceptual defence. A further 

analysis of all these, reveals that, perceptual filters include past experiences, perceptual vigilance is a 

form of perceptual defence which means that people notice only what they want to notice and block the 

information that they do not want to see. Consumers are bombarded with lots of ads daily (Sama, 2019; 

Carr, 2021), hence they ignore some ads that are not relevant to their current needs. The tendency of 

ignoring some promotional messages is a result of perceptual overloading. Thus, perceptual vigilance 

refers to the ability of an individual to notice only the promotional message that is important to them and 

ignore much of the information received through the senses (Warm et al., 2015). Perceptual defence, on 

the other hand, refers to the process where individuals filter those stimuli that look threatening or 

unpleasant (Madichie, 2012). According to Sahin et al. (2011), perception is formed through a 

consumer’s previous brand experiences, as well as through new information that is received via the 

senses. A marketer should provide consumers relevant information about a brand in order to affect their 

perception (Moogan, 2011; Rutter et al., 2016). Aiswarya and Krishnan (2019) argue that consumer 

learning can be achieved through marketing activities that are based on direct communication which 

involve sensory stimulation, as an alternative means of informing consumers through brand 

communication. Consumer learning ultimately influences consumer perceptions. According to Ha and 

Perks (2005), perception is formed through the interplay between brand experience and new information 

that consumers received through the senses. Marketing communication is a process that enables a 

consumer to go through three stages namely perception, attitude, and behaviour. 

2.1.7 Perception in service content – SERVQUAL Model 

Examining the consumers’ perceptions of service quality is a complex process. However, measuring the 

quality of services plays an important role for every business’ strategic planning (Afthanorhan et al., 

2019). There is a strong connection between the concepts of perceptions and expectations in service 

quality (Parasuraman et al., 1985, Lewis and Mitchell, 1990). The perception of customers of service 

quality results from the comparison between their before-service expectations and the actual-service 

experience (Vázquez et al., 2002). For this reason, many theoretical models of service quality have been 
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developed, with SERVQUAL being considered as the most widely used service quality model 

(Parasuraman et al., 1985; Brady and Cronin, 2001). This model is proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1985) 

which consists of many instrument that measures the service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988; Cronin 

and Taylor, 1992). Jiewanto et al. (2012) support that SERVQUAL can positively affect students’ 

satisfaction and therefore the university’s image. 

SERVQUAL is based on the perception “gap” model which is developed in order to interpret the 

consumer’s perception of service quality. This model measures the gap between the expected service 

quality and received service quality (Parasuraman, et al., 1988; Grönroos, 2001). In addition, it highlights 

the most important requirements that enables the brand to deliver a high service quality and identifies 

five gaps that prevent successful delivery (Grönroos, 2007). The service quality is evaluated through the 

gap between the expectations that customers have, and their actual perceptions of a certain service 

(Parasuraman, et al., 1988; Grönroos, 2011). Service quality refers to the degree to which a service meets 

customer needs (Lewis and Mitchell, 1990). Zeithaml et al. (1990) claim that service quality also refers 

to the impression of the customers of the relative inferiority or superiority of the service. In other words, 

the model highlights the difference between customer expectations and perceptions of service delivery.  

As shown in Figure 5, the formation of customer perception occurs from personal needs, previous 

experience, and WOM. This model reveals that the perception that customers form of a service, results 

from service delivery, the external communication, and manager’s perception about the customers 

(Alipour and Darabi, 2011). Parasuraman et al. (1985) state that the quality of a service is a function of 

the differences between expectation and performance along with the quality dimensions. The model has 

been developed based on the service gap analysis and includes the following five gaps (Seth and 

Deshmukh, 2005): 

Gap 1: Customer expectation-management gap. The gap between customer expectation and management 

exists since managers do not understand the customers’ demands and consumers’ needs because of 

inaccurate marketing research (Alipour and Darabi, 2011) or because of the absence of upward 

communication within the business (Parasuraman et al., 1990). To overcome this gap, management 

should focus on understanding the characteristics of high quality and the features of a service (Grönroos, 

2001). This will enable them to satisfy customer needs and increase the level of performance, and as a 

result provide a high-quality service (Zeithaml et al., 2009). 

Gap 2: Management perception-service quality specifications gap. The gap between management 

perception and service quality specifications derives from the inability of the management to apply what 
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they have learnt while they were studying consumer expectations for the appropriate service standards 

(Grönroos, 2001; Zeithaml et al., 2009). This gap is also known as the service design and standards gap 

(Seth and Deshmukh, 2005), due to misunderstanding by management of customer requirements 

(Alipour and Darabi, 2011). 

Gap 3: Service quality specification-service delivery gap. This gap is also known as the service 

performance gap (Parasuraman et al., 1990), and it refers to the difference between service quality 

specifications and service delivery (Grönroos, 2001; Seth and Deshmukh, 2005). This gap results because 

of the fluctuations in employee performance and the lack of internal marketing. In other words, the 

employees of the service delivery are not well educated or there is a lack of essential skills and abilities 

(Alipour and Darabi, 2011). To overcome this gap, the management should provide sufficient training to 

the employees which will help them improve the customer’s quality perception (Grönroos, 2001; 

Zeithaml et al., 2009).  

Gap 4: Service delivery-external communication gap. The gap between service delivery and external 

communication arises because a brand has made excessive promises through the marketing 

communication and is unable to meet those promises and therefore cannot satisfy customers’ expectations 

(Grönroos, 2001; Zeithaml et al., 2009). This gap is also known as communication gap and indicates the 

differences between service delivery and the brand’s commitment of the consumers to provide the 

promised service (Seth and Deshmukh, 2005). In addition, this gap exists due to the lack of horizontal 

communication among the departments as well as inconsistent external communication (Alipour and 

Darabi, 2011). 

Gap 5: Expected service-perceived service gap. The gap between perceived and expected service is a 

result of poor understanding of the quality of the service which leads to negative WOM (Seth and 

Deshmukh, 2005). Brand judgements depend on the customers actual perception of the service 

performance taken in the context of what they have previously expected (Grönroos, 2001; Zeithaml et 

al., 2009). In other words, when the consumer does not understand the service quality, then this gap exists 

(Alipour and Darabi, 2011). 
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Figure 5: Gap model (Parasuraman et al., 1985) 

Parasuraman et al. (1988) have proposed a 22-item scale, also known as SERVQUAL. Based on that 

model, the differences between the expectations that customers have as well as the customers perception 

can be measured, and it indicates customers satisfaction or dissatisfaction. From this model, five criteria 

are resulting which are used by customers to evaluate the quality of a given service. Those criteria refer 

to the tangibility of the service, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy (Parasuraman et al., 

1985). This first dimension is called reliability and presents the ability to provide the promised service 

both dependably and accurately. What is more, it refers to the reliability of the coherence, of the execution 

of the service in the specified time (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Zeithaml et al., 2009; Kotler and Keller, 

2019). Responsiveness is the second criterion, which refers to how willing the employees are, to provide 

support to the customers as well as prompt service. The level of responsiveness is judged by the speed 

of services; therefore, employees should be flexible and able to satisfy specific customer needs 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Zeithaml et al., 2009). Regarding the third dimension, assurance, Parasuraman 

et al. (1988) state that it refers to the employees’ knowledge and courtesy as well as their ability to inspire 
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trust and confidence. Employees’ personality and skills play a vital role since they should have the skills 

to behave in such a way in order to show that they respect the customers (Parasuraman et al., 1988; 

Zeithaml et al., 2009). Empathy is another criterion used to evaluate the service quality which means that 

employees should care and provide attention to each customer. Individual attention to each consumer 

brings many successful outcomes such as the feeling that the company understands the customer’s needs 

(Parasuraman et al., 1985; Zeithaml et al., 2009; Kotler and Keller, 2019). Tangibility is the last criterion 

and includes all the physical evidence that can be found in a service such as dress code of the employees, 

equipment as well as communication materials (Kotler and Keller, 2019). The tangible aspect can affect 

the customers perception of the brand quality, brand image and leads to the creation of a long-term 

relationship between the brand and the customers (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Zeithaml et al., 2009, Kotler 

and Keller, 2019). As far as the service quality is concerned, it is of the utmost importance since it plays 

a leading role in matching the customers’ expectations and experiences during their interaction with a 

certain service brand. Given the complexity of the service sector, it is becoming even more difficult to 

manage service quality.  

2.2 Branding 

The concept of branding is not something new, since it appeared around 1500s when the ancient Greeks 

used the brand to differentiate the ownership of animals by cattle owners, where representative symbols 

were drawn on these animals (Farquhar, 1990; Kapferer, 2004), however, it has changed and evolved 

over time. Looking at the past more closely, it becomes obvious that the concept of branding was not that 

important, since in situations of cost-cutting expenditures, branding related activities were the first to get 

dropped from a company’s budget (Davis, 2002). As the years went by, branding has become exceedingly 

imperative, and an inextricable ingredient for the business’s success, since marketers have recognised 

that this is one of the most valuable intangible assets which can bring considerable outcomes to the 

organisation itself (Clark et al., 2019; Manzoor et al., 2020). Branding is a profound term used 

extensively in the world of business and marketing. For an in-depth understanding of branding, it is 

important to have a look at the definition itself. One of the most frequently cited definitions delineates 

branding as being a distinctive name and symbols such as trademark or logos, were developed to identify 

a brand’s products or services and to distinguish them from the competitor’s products or services (Keller, 

2020). Another definition given by Kotler and Keller (2019), suggests that branding is a process of 

offering products and services with the power of a brand. Brady et al. (2005), support that there is a 

strong association between branding and product differentiation, hence these two terms are used as 
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interconnected concepts to create preferences in customers’ mind. Yu and Boggs (2006) indicate two 

types of branding, namely product branding and corporate branding. The first type, product branding, 

refers to the creation of an identity which will distinguish a company’s products, whereas corporate 

branding has a more complex nature. More specifically, when the product and service of a brand are 

branded, the whole business is branded as well. Although in the past years the focus was on product 

branding, this focus has shifted on corporate branding during the recent years (Schroeder, 2017). The 

formation of a business’s name is based on the coherence of different organisational resources over a 

period of time (Keller, 2019). This process of brand building requires the consideration of all attributes 

within a business, while analysing the relationship between a brand’s identity and brand image. Hence, 

this research examines how a positive visualisation course in brand identity can affect freshmen students’ 

perceptions of university brand image.  

2.2.1 Brand image 

Brand image is the general perception and feeling of consumers for brands, and it has a significant impact 

on consumer behaviour (Zhang, 2015). According to Huang (2017), brand image refers to the process of 

mutual communication between brand stimulation and consumer perception. Brand image represents the 

picture that has been created in the customer’s eyes for a certain brand, as well as a description of feelings 

and emotions created in the consumer’s mind when thinking about a specific brand. Brand image is a 

result of the evaluation made by the consumers about a certain brand that can significantly affect their 

purchasing decisions (Wu and Chen, 2019). Analysing the first word of this definition, ‘brand’, it 

includes a name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination thereof, aims to identify a seller’s goods 

and services and to distinguish them from the other competitors in the marketplace (Kotler, 1991). 

Analysing the second word, Hatch and Schultz (1997) support that image refers to what people actually 

see and can be defined as the overall impression in an individual’s mind. In addition to this, Kapferer 

(1997) supports that the formation of an image can be achieved by considering all the signals that a brand 

emits. Also, brand image is a result of a process in which the customer decodes, extracts, and interprets 

the signals that are sent by the brand (Faircloth et al., 2001). Aaker (1996) thinks that brand image 

represents the overall image of how the consumers and others perceive and see the brand. According to 

Keller (1993), brand image refers to the perception of customers of a specific brand that reflects a 

company’s associations that are kept in the memory of consumers. Hawkins et al. (2004), Assael (2004) 

and Malhotra (2010), agree with the above definitions since they support that brand image is correlated 

to the perception that customer have formed in their mind of a specific brand. Hatch and Schultz (1997) 

also, explain that brand image is the overall impression the consumer receives from many sources. Alif 
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Fianto et al. (2014) point out that brand image is linked to the psychological aspects of the image that 

customers frame into their subconscious mind and is influenced by the expectations and experiences they 

had with the brand. The role of brand image is vital, since it can distinguish the brands which offer the 

same brand categories. Apart from the product or service, quality and price, brand image importantly 

focuses on brand image benefits including social status and differentiation of customer perception of the 

brand (Erdil, 2015). Ghodeswar (2008) mentions that a brand is not just a name or a logo that differentiate 

the goods, as he believes that it is also an emotional impression that individuals have hold in their minds 

of a certain product or service. Jeon (2017) states that a brand represents the quality of the products or 

services offered by a company rather than the company’s name, logo, colour etc. In other words, a brand 

represents the customer’s perception of a certain company. The combination of the emotional impressions 

as well as the functional value can create the differential advantage for a brand (Ghodeswar, 2008). 

Therefore, a successful brand can differentiate a brand over the competitors and create barriers to the 

entrance of other competitors (Gupta et al., 2020). 

2.2.2 Brand and branding: interchangeable concepts 

Brand and branding are often used as interchangeable concepts. Examining these two terms it can be 

understood that brand refers to the perceptual entity that is based on the reality and represents the 

perception of customers (Keller, 2019). Branding is a process of offering products and services with the 

power of a brand (Keller, 2020). Branding contributes to the creation of the mental structures which 

enable consumers to categorise their knowledge regarding the products, in such a way that will clarify 

their decision-making and add value to the organisation (Keller, 2019). According to Keller (2019) a 

brand entails a distinctive name which has been designed in order to distinguish the products or services 

from the competition and at the same time aims to protect the consumer, as well as the producer from the 

competitors who would try to supply similar products. Branding, on the other hand, refers to the process 

of creating a connection between a symbol, object, emotion, perception, product, or company. The aim 

of this process is to receive customer loyalty and differentiate the products over the competitors (Kotler, 

1991). In addition, Keller (2020) emphasises the importance of a product brand, as businesses can educate 

consumers about the unique feature of their product, giving it a name that will help the customers identify 

it over other similar products in the market. Keller (2019) indicates that branding is not just giving a 

product a name. They argue that branding is a powerful tool that categorises customers' thoughts about 

the brand, therefore leads to a long-term relationship with the consumer, creates loyal customers and 

leads to brand equity. Indeed, focusing on affecting consumers and more specifically freshmen students’ 

perception of university brand image, brings a lot of positive outcomes to the organisation. 
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2.2.3 History of Branding and the chronological transition of brand image definitions 

Branding is not a new concept (Keller and Lehmann, 2006) since it appeared around the 1500s, when the 

ancient Greeks cattle owner, used the brand to differentiate the ownership of animals, on which 

representative symbols were drawn (Farquhar, 1990; Kapferer, 2004). The history of branding originated 

from the ancient Norse and its historical development started a thousand years ago. The word brand 

comes from the word “brandr”, from the old northern Scandinavian language, which means ‘‘to burn” 

(Keller, 2008, p. 2). The producers used to engrave the brand on their products. In ancient Egypt, brick 

makers put symbols on their bricks to identify their products and in the sixteenth century the names of 

producers ‘branded’ were used (Farquhar, 1990). In the 17th century, due to the industrial revolution the 

branding practises began to expand, because of the new technological means which enabled the mass 

production of goods. During this period, consumers had more product choices and businesses more 

competition (Rutter et al., 2016). According to Klein (2009), in the 1880s, the first logos appeared, 

including Campbell’s soup and Quaker Oats cereal, in order to increase consumer’s familiarity with the 

goods. In the 1940s, the term branding was related to the identity of a company and not to a simple phrase 

or picture (Crosby and Johnson, 2001). It should be noted that the beginnings of issuing trademark laws 

date back to the mid-nineteenth century, when France issued a trademark law in 1857. On this date, the 

first trademark law was born, which saw the light of day worldwide and eventually led to the real birth 

of the legal recognition of trademarks and brands (AlMaamari, 2013). A few years later, in 1922, the term 

‘brand’ was introduced as an important and complex expression (Stern, 2006). Over the last 60 years, 

several different definitions were given regarding brand image and as a result three different time-

categories have been created, for facilitating the examination of the chronological transition of brand 

image which are further analysed below. 

First category 1950s to 1970s 

During the first two decades, the term ‘brand image’ was related to the overall cognitive and affective 

perceptions of the customers along with the product’s physical features (Newman, 1957; Bliss, 1967, 

1963; Pohlman and Mudd, 1973). In this period, there was not a clear connection between product image 

and brand image so the unavoidable outcome of this was their interchangeable use. The term “product 

image” was then substituted by the definitions of brand image (Pohlman and Mudd, 1973). These two 

terminologies are not the same, since a brand is related to the intangible element held in the customer’s 

mind, whereas products are physical assets that exist in the customer’s physical space (Fournier, 1998). 

The symbolic aspect of the brand was applied in the academic and business field because managers and 
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researchers supported that their products reflected the morals and self-imagery of their customers. In 

1950 the concept of brand appeared in literature when banks introduced the first paper on branding 

(Hendon and Williams, 1985; Sirgy, 1985).  

Analyse the definitions given during this period, Gardner and Levy (1955) suggest that brand image 

represents the consumer’s ideas, feelings and attitudes of brands and this definition represents the social 

as well as the psychological nature of products. Another definition given by Bliss (1967) supports that 

brand image represents the total impression that a consumer receives from different sources. He defines 

brand image as an overall perception and impression that consumers have of a brand. Levy and Glick 

(1973) support that in addition to the physical attributes and characteristics of a brand, consumers can 

buy brands because of the meaning related to the brands. Also, Levy (1978) suggest that brand image is 

a mixture of the reality of the product, feelings and attitude associated with it.  

Second category: 1980s 

Moving to the second chronological category, since the 1980s branding has been perceived as an essential 

component of the companies’ value by manufacturers (Crosby and Johnson, 2001). The emphasis was 

given on the symbolic aspect of brand image and as a result messages, meanings and associations have 

been used in order to portray the abstract perception that consumers had in their minds (Swartz, 1983). 

Therefore, brand image was discussed in terms of the symbolic aspect that a product has (Friedmann and 

Lessig, 1987). Bullmore (1984) assert that brand image refers to the overall perception of customers of 

the total attributes that a brand has. Hendon and Williams (1985) define brand image as a set of concepts 

that distinguish a product or service from other similar offerings. Sirgy (1985) indicates that products are 

supposed to have a personality image, just like humans and, he points out that brand image is correlated 

to the symbolic meaning that a product of services has. In addition, Newman (1985) explains that brand 

refers to the individual’s perception of the attributes that a product has. Dichter (1985) agrees with 

Newman (1985) since he believes that the consumer's impression of a product or service represents the 

brand image. 

Third category: 1990s 

Going on with the third category, in the 1990s the brand image and product image were considered to be 

two separate concepts. Focusing on the definitions given during this period, Dobni and Zinkhan (1990) 

point out that the way customers give meanings to the products, is a result of their own experiences and 

perceptions of the brand’s functional, emotional, and symbolic benefit. Indeed, freshmen students in the 
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current research used their own experience and perceptions in order to express the image they have of 

the university. Another definition given by Aaker (1991) supports that brand image is everything held in 

an individual’s memory of a certain brand. Essentially, Keller (2019) claims that brand image consists of 

the consumers perceptions of the brand which are reflected by the brand associations stored in their 

memory. Similarly, Kapferer (1997) agrees that brand image is related to the perception of consumers of 

the brand feature’s association. Aaker (1996) emphasise that brand identity refers to the ambition of 

brands to create unique associations that represents what the brand stands for and imply a promise to 

customers by organisational members. Nevertheless, the definition that gained acceptance during this 

period was given by Keller (1993) who described it as the sum of the customer’s perceptions. Keller 

(1998) also highlights three different stages when it comes to the process of branding in the twentieth 

century. 

The first stage, 1915-1929, is represented by the predominance of the commercialised brands, the second, 

1930-1945, refers to the challenges for the brand producers and the third stage, 1946-1985, concerns the 

definition of brand management standards (Khan and Mufti, 2007). Before 1980, the approach of the 

brands was completely different, as the aim was to purchase a product like a chocolate, while after 1980, 

the aim has shifted to buying a brand name like Kitkat. In other words, before 1980 the aim was at 

purchasing production capacity, while after 1980 the aim was to occupy a place in the minds of consumers 

(Kapferer, 1998). 

An important contribution to literature was made by Merz et al. (2009) who identified that brand 

evolution is divided into four eras, which are presented and analysed below. The first brand era is called 

individual goods-focus, which starts from the 1900s until the 1930s. During this period, a brand was 

approached from the owner’s viewpoint, to recognise products/goods and their manufacturers and the 

role of customers in the brand creation process was passive (Merz et al., 2009). Moving to the second 

era, the value-focus brand era, which starts from the 1930s until the 1990s, it seems that brands began to 

be considered functional images from the product’s standpoint (Park et al., 1986) and acted as a source 

of information for customers when it comes to the purchase, in order to meet their externally created 

consumption needs (Jacoby et al., 1971).  

In addition to the functional benefits that consumers receive when purchasing a product or a service, they 

are also interested in the symbolic advantages. Therefore, the brands focused on the development of 

symbolic images in order to meet the consumption needs of customers, such as self-enhancement, ego-

identification, social position, or group membership (Levy, 1959). Understanding brands as symbolic 
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images has weakened the perception that value is embedded in the products/goods themselves and thus 

created when these products/goods are sold. Additionally, the assumption that customers play a passive 

role in creating brand value has been diminished as well (Merz et al., 2009). In the third brand era, namely 

the relationship-focus brand era (1990s-2000s), most of the definitions given for the brands refer to 

customer relationship partners (Fournier, 1998). Due to the growth of the service sector in the 1990s, in 

developed countries (Lovelock, 1999) the traditional product approach of the brand concept has been 

challenged (Berry, 2000). In the service sector, a lot of interactions and relationships are entailed. Thus, 

brands began to be approached in terms of service, as relationship entities based on mutually beneficial 

interactions and relationships with their consumers (Brodie, 2009). According to (Grönroos and Voima, 

2012), the brand value can be developed from the interaction between the brand and the consumer. This 

is the first time, where the customers have an active role during the process of brand value creation (Merz 

et al., 2009). Additionally, based on the customers’ experiences during their interaction with the brand, 

they can develop value of this brand (Grönroos, 2011). The long-term orientation of brand-customer 

interactions and relationships depends to a large extent on the fulfilment of brand promises (Bitner, 1995; 

Grönroos, 2007). This concept is applicable in product brands; however, brand promises concept has 

been in the centre of attention of service brands since it been introduced by Blois and Parkinson (1988) 

which proposed that it is importance for a brand to keep its promises which leads to a successful 

relationship. According to Blois and Parkinson (1988), service businesses should communicate realistic 

promises through its marketing communication activities and focuses on the internal marketing and more 

specifically on its employees to educate them how to deliver the promised service successfully 

(Grönroos, 2001). According to Berry (2000), internal marketing includes all those actions which can be 

followed in order to attract and retain qualified employees, develop their skills and motivate them. 

Especially in the service sector, internal marketing plays a vital role since employees interact and engage 

with consumers and are those individuals who will deliver the brand’s promises (Grönroos, 2001). 

Furthermore, the service sector has a different nature compared to the physical goods, hence brands 

should effectively manage the overall service in order to create a positive customer experience (Zeithaml 

et al., 1900). Regarding the last brand era under the name “current stakeholder-focus brand era” which 

starts from 2000 onwards, the focus is on the relation between brands and customers as well as the various 

stakeholders. During the aforementioned brand era, brands are considered as social processes where 

many stakeholders integrate their resources in order to co-create brand value (Merz et al., 2009). The 

emphasis here is on the multiple stakeholders such as customers, employees, suppliers, and other 

individuals, who have an active role in the process of value creation (Morsing and Kristensen, 2002; 
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Merz et al., 2009; Brunk, 2010). Further analysing the definitions given from 2000 onwards it can be 

observed that Anselmsson et al. (2015) point out that the consumers’ brand perception reflects the 

associations and beliefs that they have in their memory regarding the brand name. Riezeboz (2003, p. 

67) explains that the  

‘Networks of knowledge elements stored in long-term memory, and the core of such a network is 

the brand name which is linked to a number of other knowledge elements and/or associations.’ 

A brand includes all the thoughts that come to mind after recalling a certain brand, as well as the belief 

that a consumer has of a certain brand (Shank, 2008). Arora and Stoner (2009) illustrate that brand image 

is related to the emotional aspects that differentiate a company’s products and can significantly influence 

consumers' buying behaviour. Roy and Banerjee (2014) suggest that brand image consists of the 

perception of a brand formed during the decoding process of a brand identity aspects. 

 

 Figure 6: The evolution of the brand management literature (Merz et al., 2009) 

2.2.4 The importance and benefits of a strong branding 

Branding seems to play a vital role and an inextricable ingredient that ensures the success of a business, 

especially now that the marketing and business environment is booming and constantly advancing from 

multiple perspectives (Rutter et al., 2017, Williams and Omar, 2014). It is highly significant to build a 

powerful and a successful brand image which will enable the companies to stand out from the competition, 
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increase profit, create, and maintain a positive brand image (Rutter et al., 2016). Since 1300 B.C branding 

has been an integral element in the survival and success of firms (Keller, 2019). As time goes by, the 

significance of branding manages to increase gradually, thus becoming a powerful tool which ensures 

the satisfaction of the customer and the risk of reduction (Leek and Christodoulides, 2011; Ramya, 2017). 

Especially in this extremely competitive and dynamic environment, the reason why so many firms focus 

on branding is not only to differentiate the products or the company itself, but also to acquire space in 

the minds and hearts of customers in order to create an emotional bond with them (Leek and 

Christodoulides, 2011). The benefits obtained from a strong brand image are various since it can help 

companies to increase their market shares, which, in its turn leads to profitability and can create loyal 

customers and consequently financial growth (Ramya, 2017). Additionally, achieving a strong brand 

image can increase trust and distinguish the brand from the competitors (Rahi, 2016). Moreover, a strong 

brand image creates a higher quality perception, an effective differentiation, higher demand, premium 

prices as well as more loyal customers (Leek and Christodoulides, 2011; Rather et al., 2018). Consumers 

choose brand names as a pre-determination of the quality of a product. Indeed, brands provide indications 

of quality levels before proceeding with a purchase (Karadeniz, 2010). Adding to this, Shapiro (1982) 

points out that in cases when the attributes of a product are difficult to determine before purchase, 

consumers can reasonably use the quality of products that a company has previously produced as an 

indication of quality. Indeed, a brand name implies quality level signals before the consumer proceeds 

with the purchase action (Ramya, 2017). Consumers are more confident in choosing a particular brand 

because brands provide information about the brand itself, can reduce the risk, and facilitate the purchase 

decision making process, especially if there is no other information available (Guliyen, 2017). Brands 

play a leading role in differentiating one offering from another, and indirectly affect the perceived quality 

(Stylidis et al., 2019). Brand names lead to brand equity and according to Jeon (2017) brand equity refers 

to the function of the mental association that individuals have with a certain brand. In addition to this, 

Zhang (2015) claims that a strong brand image leads to more sales, while a negative brand image leads 

to lower sales. It goes without saying, then, that it is vital to create and maintain a strong and successful 

brand image, since it can give a company the competitive and differential advantage, and create loyal 

customers (Ramya, 2017; Rather et al., 2018). Additionally, it facilitates the consumers’ decision when 

it comes to the product or service selection (Zhang, 2015). Kotler and Keller (2019) classify the benefits 

into two categories: benefits for the seller (manufacturer) and benefits for the buyer (consumer). 

Analysing the benefits from the seller’s points of view, branding can provide a lot of advantages for the 

business. One of the various advantages is the fact that it can distinguish the brands which offer the same 
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brand categories (Erdil, 2015). Importantly, a brand reflects a product and service quality rather than the 

company’s name, logo, colour, etc. In other words, a brand represents customers’ perceptions of a certain 

company (Karadeniz, 2010). The combination of the emotional impressions as well as the functional 

value can create the differential advantage for a brand (Ghodeswar, 2008). Therefore, a successful brand 

can differentiate itself over the competitors and create barriers to entry of other competitors (Marito et 

al., 2019). According to Kotler and Keller (2006), although competitors can easily copy a company’s 

products, they cannot match the consumer’s perception. Therefore, branding adds value to a product. 

Additionally, there are many price-related advantages occurring form a strong brand name since 

customers are willing to pay premium price if they trust the brand (Sehar et al., 2019). Ramya, (2017) 

and Rather et al. (2018) mentioned more benefits of a successful branding such as it can improves the 

perception and the performance of the product, it creates more loyal customers, causes less competition 

and marketing crises, increase sales and profit, makes consumers more responsive to price decreases, 

improves the marketing communication effectiveness, possible licensing opportunities as well as more 

brand extension opportunities. Analysing the advantages of branding from the customers’ perspective, 

the role of a brand name is vital for them, when they try to define themselves using a specific brand that 

reflects their aspiration (Newman, 2001). Branding facilitates product identification, since when there is 

a variation of products in the market, consumers face some difficulties in choosing a product (Kotler and 

Keller, 2006). Additionally, brands communicate features and benefits since they play a significant role 

in facilitating a consumer to determine if it the appropriate product that provides the functional and 

psychological benefits sought. Therefore, brands are perceived as a sign of quality since they indicate the 

quality of the product or services (Karadeniz, 2010; Stylidis et al., 2019).  

2.2.5 Factors affecting brand building. 

The concept of brand building begins with a deep understanding of the brand’s features. Donlan (2014) 

indicates that brand identity contributes to the brand building process. In other words, to build a strong 

brand image, a well-developed corporate identity must be ensured (Mindrut et al., 2015). Likewise, 

Abratt and Kleyn (2012) suggest that a strong brand identity provides the competitive advantage. Ward 

et al. (2020) assert that brand identity includes unique associations regarding the brands reason for 

existence and provide promises to the customers. This brand identity must represent the brand’s real 

concept, that a consumer experiences while using the brand’s products or services. Various factors 

involved in creating the brand, including values, attitudes, prejudices, hearings, beliefs, information, 

knowledge, experiences, and observations as presented in the image below (Vuokko, 2003). 
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Figure 7: Elements of Corporate Image (Vuokko, 2003) 

These factors fall into two categories; the first category includes the factors values, attitudes, prejudices, 

hearing and knowledge that the company cannot directly affect, and it should take a lot of effort in order 

to change a brand’s image. On the other extreme, the second category includes factors that the company 

can directly control including information, knowledge, experiences, and observations. It is vital for a 

company to communicate the product’s attributes to the customers and influence their experiences 

created during their interaction with the brand, so the image that is created is not developed by chance 

(Vuokko, 2003). Additionally, as shown in Figure 8, there are three processes that contribute to the 

formation of brand image which will be analysed below (Riezebos, 2003). 

 

Figure 8: The process of inductive inference on brand image (Riezebos, 2003) 

Marketing communication is the first inductive process and refers to the effort made by companies, so 

that they have full control over the communication message, and it includes the way in which a company 

expresses and implements its brand identity. This can be implemented through advertising, where a 

business can influence the consumer’s brand image and steer it in the direction of the brand identity 

(Riezebos, 2003). In this process, the message that the companies intend to communicate must be clear 
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so that it can be understood by consumers, and subsequently, affect their image (Baker and Hart, 2016). 

Consumption experiences represent the second element of the inductive process and indicate that 

marketing communication can positively affect consumers. Nonetheless, the consumption experience 

significantly contributes to the formation of customers’ image. The communication and consumption 

factors should be in line since this will enable consumers to formulate a clear image of the brand. The 

message conveyed to customers corresponds to the consumption experience and will particularly affect 

consumers (Riezebos, 2003).  

It is very important to maintain consistency between the marketing communication message and the 

actual consumption experience and communicate a true message. This will minimise the gap between 

the marketing and the actual experience of a consumer. In terms of social influence, WOM has a strong 

influence on consumers. WOM is exchanged between two or more people and seems to be more reliable 

than other types of communication methods (Kundu and Rajan, 2016), as it is evident that word of mouth 

from some consumers can affect the brand image. Hence, social influence can affect the perception of 

current customers as well as the potential customers, affecting their thoughts and beliefs of products, 

services, and brands (Luan et al., 2019). 

Another important contribution was made by Doyle (1989), who points out four factors involved in brand 

building under the name quality, superior service, differentiation and being first in the market. The first 

factor is high quality, which is vital as it can increase profits, increase market share and make the return 

on investment faster. The second factor, superior service, refers to the degree to which the competitors 

can copy a service. It is more difficult for a competitor to copy a service than a product because a product 

is a tangible asset whereas services are intangible. Differentiation, the third factor, refers to the brand’s 

ability to differentiate itself from its main competitors. Analysing the fourth factor, being first in the 

market does not necessarily mean that the company should invent something new but refers to the brand’s 

ability to be first in the customer’s mind (Nebojsa and Piyush, 2015; Pasaribu et al., 2019). 

In similar research carried out by Karmokar (2014) aiming to explore the factors that play an important 

role in brand building, the following four key factors were found out: positioning the brand, identifying 

brand image, creating brand awareness, assessing brand performance in relation to brand equity. The first 

key factor is represented by brand positioning and is related to the development of the perception of the 

customer’s mind. The target is to achieve differentiation, so that the brand stands out from its main 

competitors and at the same time to meet the needs and expectations of consumers. A brand position is 

an element of the brand’s identity and its value proposition that must be communicated to the target 
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audience (Chaves, 2017). Furthermore, the second factor, although identifying brand image is an integral 

component of brand building, it is not an easy process. Brand identity consists of a unique set of brand 

associations that a brand wants to create (Erjansola et al., 2021). After a brand is positioned and its image 

is identified, the brand is launched with the aim of being recognised. Therefore, the emphasis should be 

placed on the integrated marketing communication mix to convey the message to its target group. Moving 

on to the next factor, namely assessing brand performance, the importance of measuring the company’s 

performance to determine the success of the marketing campaign and its impact on consumer behaviour 

is highlighted (Ghodeswar, 2018). Moreover, in order for a company to manage the brand image 

formation, it is important to focus on identifying how this brand is been shaped. If a company wants to 

change the perception of the consumer, it should thoroughly interpret its vision, since it will help them 

to understand the company’s aimed future position and how the brand wishes to be perceived by the 

customers. The starting point of the formation of a brand image is the identification of the differences 

between its current image and its aimed image. Notably, brand identity plays an essential role in the 

formation of a brand image (Ward et al., 2020). Perceived quality is also an important factor influencing 

brand building because it drives financial performance, as the perceived quality is apparently related to 

how a brand is perceived in the minds of consumers (Venkatalakshmi, 2015). 

2.3 Brand Building in the Service Sector 

Successful brand building is the main objective for many companies, since it allows brands to create 

loyal customers and gain a competitive advantage (Sharma, 2017). Branding applies not only to the 

tangible brands, but also to the intangible brands (service brands). When it comes to service brands, it is 

extremely important to build a strong and successful brand image, so that consumers can fully interpret 

the non-tangible products (Li and Wei, 2018). The service sector has changed the way of doing business, 

by transforming the traditional approach (Keller, 2019). The aforementioned sector is growing because 

a lot of service companies are developing and, as a result, an increased competition exists (Skaalsvik and 

Olsen, 2014). One important tool that enable the brands to compete effectively in this dynamic and 

challenging environment is called a power brand (Keller, 2019). The business service brand combines 

tangible and intangible elements that uniquely identify a service brand among others and distinguish it 

from competitors’ services. Li and Wei (2018) suggest that the service brand includes both physical 

products and services. As mentioned above, several definitions are associated with the concept of 

branding. The classic view of product branding approaches a brand as the overall perceptions that provide 

the differentiating advantage (Keller, 2020; de Chernatony, 2006). However, Grönroos (2007) challenges 



44 

 

the classic view, arguing that it is not applicable to the service brands. He explains that services are 

intangible, inseparable, heterogeneous, and perishable and these key elements are not included in the 

brand definitions. In addition, the various definitions given to brands do not include the fact that during 

service delivery, customers have an active and participatory role (de Chernatony and Segal-Horn, 2001). 

Therefore, service theory is more applicable to the service content and explains that consumers play an 

active role during the service process, and customers are those individuals who build the brands (Li and 

Wei, 2018). The service sector includes several different industries with different nature, so it becomes 

more complicated to understand how to manage all these service companies (Kedir et al., 2018). Alzaydi 

et al. (2018) suggest that despite this diversification among the service providers, there are some common 

service characteristics that indicate that service is intangible, the customer has an active role during the 

service delivery, and also production and consumption take place at the same time. In addition, another 

characteristic of services is the one which refers to the perishability of services (Blut et al., 2014). 

Although having a strong and powerful brand name is essential, managing a company’s service brand 

name is not an easy process. This complexity exists due to the features of the service since it is not easy 

to assess the quality of the service beforehand, because services are inseparable (Endo et al., 2019). Keller 

(2003, p.532) indicates that brands can play many different roles ‘in the brand portfolio based on 

considerations related to the consumers, the competition and the company’. Therefore, a lot of factors 

such as the competitors and customers should be taken into consideration. Because of the complexity of 

the service sector along with the strong competition in the external environment, a strong brand name is 

a powerful weapon that enables the brand to competitive effectively (Alzaydi et al., 2018; Skaalsvik and 

Olsen, 2014). Physical products as well as services have the main goal of building and leveraging brand 

equity which will allow brands to create a powerful relationship with the customers (Jeon, 2017). Rowley 

(2004) points out three aspects which conduce to a successful service brand. The first aspect is related to 

the perception that customers have of a brand. Second, this perception can be affected by the value-added 

elements of the service and, finally, all elements must be sustainable. On a similar note, Khoshtaria et al. 

(2020) highlight the three factors that determine success in the service business. First, managers need to 

understand customers, then creating an effective marketing communication strategy and, finally, interact 

effectively and communicate with customers. During the experiment of the current study, the researcher 

emphasised on understanding freshmen students, and identify their perceptions and feelings of the 

university. Furthermore, in order to effectively communicate with them, a course was prepared to present 

the university brand identity, and as a result this communication had an impact on their perceptions and 

feeling of the university.  
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2.3.1 Characteristics of Service Branding 

Service branding differs from product branding, since there is a variety of different characteristics 

between them, which create a differentiation advantage over the product branding and require different 

marketing approaches (Alzaydi et al., 2018). Each different element may bring different marketing issues 

that need to be addressed to overcome them. Considering these characteristics; intangibility is the most 

important, which distinguishes a physical product from the services (Ding and Keh, 2017). Intangibility 

refers to the nature of service since the consumers cannot use their five senses to interact with a service 

during the purchase process. Given the intangible nature of the service, is becoming more difficult for 

customers to evaluate it (Ding and Keh, 2017; Hellén and Gummerus, 2013). Although services are 

intangible, most of the service providers have some tangible aspects that make it easy for consumers to 

evaluate a service. It is worth noting that if a service firm does not have many tangible aspects, then it 

becomes even more difficult for the customers to evaluate it. Consumers, therefore, consider service 

evaluation to be a difficult process, and to facilitate this process, brands need to enhance the service’s 

physical evidence (Yusuf et al., 2020). Inseparability is the second element of service, which refers to the 

notion that the service cannot be separated from the service provide (Tešić, 2020). In other words, 

inseparability suggests that production and consumption take place simultaneously. Due to this 

inseparable nature of services, consumers can actively participate in the production process which is 

something that influence the service quality. The third characteristic of the service is heterogeneity and 

refers to the variation of the service from one service provider to another or may even differ from the 

same service provider at different time points (Taherdoost et al., 2014). To overcome this problem, 

businesses need to focus on internal marketing to eliminate the variation on the same service (Ding and 

Keh, 2017). This characteristic enables the service providers to be flexible and offer a customised service 

to each consumer. The fourth characteristic of services is called perishability and is one of the crucial 

problems that faced by service companies (Saidani and Sudiardithka, 2019). This characteristic is used 

to explain that services cannot be stored, saved of resold in the future. Once customers purchase a service, 

they cannot return it (Parasurama et al., 1988). Services are time-dependent and time-important which 

makes them perishable. Services are time-dependent and time-important which makes them perishable. 

A major difficulty faced by many service companies is the synchronisation of supply and demand. 

Service providers often face either over-demand or under-demand (Parasuraman et al., 1985). 

2.3.2 Service Quality – perceived quality 
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As previously mentioned, perceived quality is related to the customers’ perceptions of a brand, hence it 

becomes apparent that it drives financial performance while, undoubtedly, it is an important factor which 

influences brand building. In order to create an excellent perception of the quality of a brand, firms need 

to understand how customers define quality. Aaker (1996) and Afthanorhan et al. (2019) points out that 

the perceived quality can influence customer satisfaction and at the same time plays an essential role in 

the return on the company’s investments (ROI). Quality is based on consumer assessment, in terms of 

the value they received using the product or service. Parasuraman et al. (1985) define quality as the 

assessment of service excellence. Another definition given by Mahsum et al. (2019) indicate that there is 

a good evaluation of service quality when a company meets customer expectations or as there is no gap 

between consumers’ perceptions and expectations of this service provider. The above definitions make it 

apparent that quality depends on the customers’ expectations and perceptions of the service (Alzaydi, 

2018). Quality construction is therefore based on perceived quality, which refers to the overall consumer 

experience. Additionally, perceived service quality refers to the extent to which a company successfully 

serves the purpose of its customers. Based on the customer experience with the service provider, the 

perceived value of the service is determined accordingly (Afthanorhan et al., 2019). Hanaysha and 

Hilman (2015) argue that strong brand equity develops when product quality, service, customer 

satisfaction and profitability are aligned.  

2.3.3 Higher Education Marketing 

Marketing in the HE sector has been introduced in the US literature since the early 1970s (Rosenthal, 

2003). Given this highly competitive environment and the acknowledgment that branding is a powerful 

tool which enables universities to compete effectively, universities adopt strategies taken from the 

business such as relationship marketing theories, and branding concepts, to overcome the challenges 

(Koris and Nokelainen, 2015). Additionally, the higher tuition fees, as well as the intense competition 

among universities, push them to include market-oriented strategies with the aim of differentiating their 

brands and increase enrolment (Rutter et al., 2017). Brand image is important not only in the business 

field but also in the HE sector. Education marketing includes all those activities that the managers 

analyse, plan, implement and control strategic plans in order to create value for the customers and at the 

same time to achieve the business goals (Clark et al., 2019). Although early research recognised HE as a 

product rather than a service, since 1990 there has been an increase in research into the marketing of HE 

with universities being recognised as a service rather than a product (Kotler and Fox, 1985). Rika et al. 

(2016) highlight that for successful marketing, universities need to analyse the decision-making process 

and the way prospective students seek information. Therefore, it is highly important to provide accurate 
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and relevant information since will enable the potential students to make the best choice (Rudhumbu et 

al., 2017). 

2.3.4 Branding in Higher Education 

The concept of branding in HE sector has received an increased interest due to its positive influence on 

students’ willingness to enrol (Aghaz et al., 2015). Branding is a profound term used extensively in the 

world of business and marketing, and it is considered to be a relatively new concept in the HE sector 

(Amzat, 2016). This concept has been around for a few decades, and it has evolved over the last 40 years 

with the development of branded consumer products (Clark et al., 2019). In recent years, a high number 

of universities have started to include marketing techniques in their strategic plan to compete effectively 

and attract more students, with them consequently considered to be customers (Koris and Nokelainen, 

2015; Guilbault, 2018). Hence, branding is becoming the top priority for the marketing management 

department since it has become apparent that brands are one of the most valuable intangible assets that 

firms have (Wæraas and Solbakk, 2009). Branding is vital for the HE sector since it enables universities 

to compete effectively, and it managed to receive acceptance from both management and administration 

(William and Omar, 2014). According to Chapleo and O’Sullivan (2017) branding and marketing of HE 

are two vital concepts that ensure the success of a business. The correlation between marketing and 

branding are essential in a company’s marketing strategy, however, marketing refers to the actions of the 

organisation, while branding is what the organisation is. This relation was accepted by the HE branding 

literature as well. In 2004, HE marketing was recognised as underdeveloped and, as a result, this new 

concept has not been explored widely (Hankinson, 2004; Bennett and Ali-Choudhury, 2009). Although 

there is a limitation of research conducted on HE branding, this central concept has received considerable 

attention in the academia recently, and as a result more branding theories and models have been 

developed. The reason behind this growing interest, is mainly because branding in HE provides 

universities with an identity in the external environment (Rutter et al., 2017). Additionally, due to the 

highly competitive environment that the universities are operating in, marketers realised the important 

outcomes of a strong brand name (Chapleo and O’Sullivan, 2017). Given this increased competition, 

universities around the world aim at identifying the most appropriate ways to differentiate themselves 

and attract students’ attention (Musselin, 2018). Branding in HE is a strategic tool, and a powerful 

weapon that enables the brands to compete effectively and overcome the challenges they face (Rutter et 

al., 2017). Additionally, in the HE sector, a strong brand image is the greatest asset a business can achieve 

which leads to profitability (Clark et al., 2019). Following this, it is a key implication for universities to 

engage in branding activities and develop a strong and successful brand image with the aim of creating 
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a strong student-university identity that leads to the enhancement of students’ behaviours (Sharma, 2017). 

Consequently, the more attractive students find the identity of the university, the stronger the 

identification with the university will be. The purpose of universities in terms of branding is not 

necessarily to sell a product or service but to communicate an identity that will enable the university to 

compete effectively with other universities and differentiate itself. This idea of commercialisation has 

resulted in the transformation of students into consumers and academics into service providers (Chapleo, 

2015). Students are in focus of attention, as universities mainly aim to satisfy their needs. According to 

Horsha and Shah (2011), the strength of a brand lies in what customers have learnt, felt, seen, heard, 

about the brand because of their experiences over time. Hence consumers’ feelings, perceptions, image, 

and experience represent the power of a brand. William (2012) refers to the service perceived risk and 

the consumers tendency to choose familiar brand names to eliminate the risk. HE institutes around the 

world focus on developing attractive policies. Since universities are operating in a highly competitive 

and dynamic environment (Koris et al., 2015; Rutter et al., 2017), the HE sector is becoming more 

marketised, with the concept of brand building playing a vital role in the university’s strategic plans 

(Guilbault, 2018; Williams and Omar, 2014). There are four branding principles that are very important 

to understand, since they provide the starting point for building a successful brand (Amzat, 2016). The 

first principle refers to peoples’ perceptions and opinions about the university, hence it is significant to 

identify what people believe about the university. The second principle goes beyond ranking and 

universities should identify their main competitors. The third principle concerns value proposition above 

all, and presents what a university stands for and where the university wants to be. Additionally, it 

indicates the unique characteristics of a brand, both tangibly and intangibly. Brand honesty is the fourth 

principle that has to do with the attempt to admit what the university is and make sure that all the points 

in a brand are truly delivered (William, 2012). 

2.3.5 Definitions of university branding 

Universities are comparable with businesses rendering their students as the customers (Elliott and Shin, 

2002). Students are becoming more consumer-oriented, therefore universities around the world create an 

image to attract more students and transfer a unique brand image to them (Sharma, 2017). This process 

is called branding. According to Horsha and Shah (2011), a brand acts as a quality signal and provides 

information about what a university ‘‘is’’, and what it ‘‘stands for’’. Similarly, Bennett and Ali-

Choudhury (2009, p. 85) define a university brand as  
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‘‘a manifestation of the institution’s features that distinguish it from others, reflect its capacity to 

satisfy students’ needs, engender trust in its ability to deliver a certain type and level of HE and 

help potential recruits to make wise enrolment decisions’’.  

Additionally, a noteworthy definition of branding in HE is the one suggested by Frederick et al. (2000, 

p. 55) who state that within the university context ‘a brand is a name, an image, a description of an 

organisation that captures the essence of the value that your college provides’. Likewise, Alcaide-Pulido 

et al. (2017) state that university brand image refers to students’ positive or negative perceptions of their 

university. Brand image is the construction of a name, an image and a description of a university which 

reflects the quality that it provides, while consumer brand image results from the meaning that consumers 

assign to the aforementioned signs (Paul et al., 2019). On a similar note, university brand represents the 

perception and reputation that is imprinted in people’s minds about the university (Dollinger et al., 2018). 

In other words, it is the reaction that appears in the minds of people when they hear or see the name of a 

university (Bock et al., 2013). Panda et al. (2019) point out that image is considered one of the most 

significant indicators that influence the potential student’s choice of an academic institution. Sultan and 

Wong (2012), highlight that in a highly competitive environment, a good university image plays a vital 

role since it can help attract and retain students. The image of a brand implies the impressions that the 

public has in their mind about the organisation. The image of the university consists of the emotional 

(intangible) and functional (tangible) components (Nguyen and LeBlanc, 2001). The emotional 

component refers to the psychological aspects including the individual’s feeling of the organisation, 

while the functional element refers to the tangible aspect that individuals can easily evaluate. In addition, 

Azoury and Khoury, (2014) indicate that brand image in the HE sector is created through the cognitive 

and affective components. Additionally, brand image is described as the overall impression that 

consumers have on the position of a brand in relation to its main competitors (Zhang, 2015). Panda et al. 

(2019) further point out that brand image is represented by the students’ impression, opinion and belief 

concerning how good or bad a brand is. The perception, and feelings that the stakeholders have of a 

particular university can be represented by a university brand image. Importantly enough, Pinar et al. 

(2014) point out that a university brand refers to the overall perception regarding the university image 

and feelings, as well as the experience that an individual has in his mind concerning this university. 

Further to this, a university brand includes the tangible perceptions like tuition fees and teaching quality, 

and symbolic and affective quality like fun, excitement, and passion (Williams and Omar, 2014; Joseph 

et al., 2012). Most importantly, a university brand refers to the feelings and images that come into an 

individual’s mind when the brand name is mentioned, hence it is important to build, manage and develop 
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these impressions (Pinar et al., 2014). Many universities are not able to receive recognition because 

marketers are unaware of how to build a good brand name (Batra et al., 2012). Javani (2016) suggests 

that university brand is not just a logo or a slogan. It is a representation of individuals’ perception that is 

been created in their mind. It is, in fact, the feelings and impressions that come in the customers mind 

when they see or hear the name of a university. It goes without saying then, that the stronger the brand, 

the greater the association will be (Dollinger et al., 2018). 

2.3.6 The importance of branding for the Higher Education sector 

As a result of this incredibly competitive environment, the HE sector is evolving into a more marketised 

status (Rutter et al., 2017; Guilbault, 2018; Williams and Omar, 2014). Being a well-recognised 

educational institution with a preeminent and unparalleled brand image, yields higher enrolment rate 

(Rutter et al., 2017). Additionally, a strong university brand image could in turn, attract more intelligent 

students since brands can be perceived as a signal of quality (Aghaz et al., 2015). Notably, when students 

have a positive perception of university brand image, then this will positively affect the WOM (Herold 

et al., 2016). WOM is a significant source of information for consumers in such a complex and 

competitive environment as services (Sweeney et al., 2014). It is highly important to create and maintain 

a strong and successful brand image (Dollinger et al., 2018), as it offers the competitive and differential 

advantage to a company and at the same time creates loyal customers (Rather et al., 2018). Indeed, the 

benefits obtained from a strong brand image are enormous allowing companies to increase their market 

shares, which, in its turn leads to profitability (Chapleo, 2015). Although there are various attributes by 

which HE institutions can promote themselves, such as academic programme offerings, quality of 

professors and resources, facilities, campus life and services (Pinar et al., 2011), the most important 

attribute that provides the competitive advantage is called corporate branding (Gupta et al., 2020). 

Branding in HE sector plays an integral role in its growth and survival. A positive brand perception can 

positively affect students’ recruitment and academic staff, attracting resources and creating goodwill 

(Panda et al., 2019). In recent years, the HE sector has become extremely important, not only because it 

has managed to grow economically but also because it has challenged the traditional approaches to 

business. The benefits for universities are significant as enrolments may be increased and potential 

students attracted (Manzoon et al., 2020). Branding plays a vital role since it can affect students’ feelings 

and behaviours and it provides the community with an easier way, particularly for prospective students 

to differentiate them from other universities. Additionally, branding gives students a sense of belonging 

to a community (Rutter et al., 2016).  
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Clark et al. (2019) emphasise the vital role of branding in HE institutions and suggest that branding adds 

value to universities as well as provides more satisfaction to the consumers. Rather et al. (2018) state 

that, although universities are complex in nature, branding can make things simpler and create loyal 

customers. The role of the brand image during the student’s selection process is vital, since it can affect 

the willingness of students to apply to that university and thus may increase enrolments (Rudhumbu et 

al., 2017). Branding provides an identity and distinguishes it from its main competitors (Alzaydi et al., 

2018). From the students’ point of view, the brand serves as a promise to meet their expectations and 

make it easier for them to decide which university to attend (Rudhumbu et al., 2017). Since universities 

are intangible, branding can act as an indication of predetermined quality before consumption (Afcan et 

al., 2019). Girard et al. (2021) argue that to achieve effective branding in HE, a company should focus 

on understanding the perceptions of its key stakeholders such as students, employers, alumni, donors, 

and the general public. 

2.3.7 Challenges for Branding in Higher Education Institutions 

Although branding has become a popular strategy tool to distinguish a university from its competition, it 

is more challenging for a marketer to focus on building a university brand image because of the complex 

nature of HE (Panda et al., 2019). One of the challenges the university sector needs to overcome is 

cultural issues, which can give a company the competitive advantage only if values are adhered to 

(Chapleo, 2015). Moving on to the next challenge, the university includes facilities, institutions, research 

centres and departments. Thus, by creating a strong brand this will promote attraction and loyalty to the 

organisation (Manzoon et al., 2020). Chapleo (2015), points out some important obstacles that 

universities must overcome and are related to organisational resistance to change, as well as vague 

branding strategy. In addition, HE approaches students as the input (raw materials), the university is the 

processor who translates the input into a final output which refers to the graduate employees who can 

enter the labour market (Pinar et al., 2011). Thus, additional controversial issue is whether students 

should be treated as customers or not (Oeppen Hill 2019). Clark et al., (2019) explain the reasons why 

universities face many challenges during brand building, and they refer to the lack of clarity about who 

exactly the customers of the university are. On the one hand, there is a belief that students should be 

regarded as the customers of HE sector and thus universities should adopt customer-oriented business 

models (Gibbs and Dean, 2015). On the contrary, a considerable number of academics are fully confident 

that should be regarded and therefore treated as partners rather than customers (Guilbault et al., 2018). 

Both opinions have been developed during the last decades and will be analysed further in the following 

chapters.  
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2.3.8 Higher Education service branding 

HE is an experiential service a concept introduced in 1999 by Schmitt (1999) (Khanna et al., 2014). 

Experiential services can be defined as services that aim to create a consumer experience while 

interacting with a particular brand and not only provide functional benefits. Universities can also be 

discussed from a service-branding model perspective because they offer educational services to their 

customers (students) (Endo et al., 2019). Service branding is vital not only because this sector has shown 

economic growth, but also because it has challenged the traditional approach to businesses (McDonald 

et al., 2001). It is, therefore, important for the universities to provide a high level of service to students, 

since in this way universities will be enabled to enhance their brand image and attract more potential 

students. Consequently, the HE sector will attract potential customers and keep existing students 

(Manzoon et al., 2020). Branding in HE can significantly affect the perception of customers of this 

particular university (Endo et al., 2019). In addition, service quality can positively affect the level of 

student satisfaction. Notably, when students have a positive perception, it will positively affect the WOM 

communication (Harahap et al., 2017). It is significant to establish a strong university brand image since 

this may influence the students’ selection of a university. Chen (2016) identified three different brand 

concept-images resulting from different benefits to the consumer. The first brand concept is represented 

by the functional brand image which refers to the ability of the product or service to satisfy the customer’s 

functional needs and give a solution to the problems related to consumption. In other words, it entails 

students’ perceptions of the facilities, the overall environment, the material that are provided as well as 

the curriculum. The second concept refers to the symbolic brand, which focuses on the relations between 

an individual with the various specific groups and roles. To be more precise this concept includes the 

social image perception, reputation, and characteristics of human resources. The third brand concept is 

the experiential brand image, where the primary purpose is to satisfy the inner search of a person for 

excitement and different needs. The emphasis here is on brand satisfaction and includes students’ 

perceptions of the education, teaching as well as their life experience.  

Following this stream of thought, Ali et al., (2016) point out that there are two dimensions to customer’s 

perceptions of a service, under the name of technical quality and functional quality. Technical quality is 

related to what a service provides, whereas functional quality is related to how the service is provided. 

There are three different elements associated with the way that the service is delivered, namely material, 

facilities, and personnel (Polyakova and Mirza, 2015). In addition, Tamanna (2020) suggests that a 

customer’s perception of the service quality can be affected by the customer expectation. Customers’ 

perceptions can also be used as a reflection of the whole service quality of an industry (Parasuraman et 



53 

 

al., 1988; Truong, et al., 2017). It should be noted that expectation includes customers’ needs, therefore 

if a service provider meets their needs, then customers will form a positive perception of the service 

quality (Tamanna, 2020). In recent years, a growing number of universities have focused on 

understanding the elements that will help them to examine customer satisfaction. The reason behind this 

increased interest is due to the recognition of the importance of service quality since it affects students’ 

satisfaction (Twum and Peprah, 2020). To add to this, service quality can positively affect student 

behaviour (Saad et al., 2017) which means that, if students form a positive perception of a university, 

then both the WOM intention as well as the university image will be positively affected (Herold et al., 

2016). Another important contribution made by Azoury et al. (2014), concluded that university image 

significantly influences students’ satisfaction. Indeed, this is supported by Teeroovengadum et al. (2019), 

who identified that a successful higher education image leads to students’ satisfaction and loyalty. Similar 

to this, Chandra et al. (2018) identified a positive relationship between image and students’ satisfaction. 

HE branding has received considerable attention in recent years, and a growing number of research 

articles have begun to appear in literature. Yet, there is little research to indicate how students’ perceptions 

of university brand image can be actually affected. This research contributes to the existing literature, 

and it will provide new insights regarding freshmen students’ perceptions that have remained unexplored 

in literature. It will, also, identify any additional factors which contribute to shaping freshmen students’ 

perceptions. 

2.4 Brand equity 

Brand equity is one of the most significant resources in an organisation and has gained an increased 

interest in recent years, not only for researchers but also for marketing managers (Jeon, 2017). The 

concept of brand equity was originally introduced to business literature during the 1980s and received 

considerable interest from academics in the 1990s, resulting in the publication of numerous articles 

(Aaker, 1991; Kapferer, 1998; Keller, 1998). For many academics, brand equity remains the focus of 

attention (Kumar and Patra, 2017). Brand equity has now become a strategic marketing tool for 

businesses to attain a sustainable competitive advantage. Excellent brand management will have an 

impact on the organisation’s position and will also increase its profit and revenue (Rutter et al., 2016). 

Keller (1993, p.2) suggests that brand equity is ‘‘the differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer 

response to the marketing of a brand’’. Another well-known definition describes it as a collection of 

brand assets and liabilities associated with a particular brand, name, and symbol, adding to or subtracting 

the value provided by a service product to a company and/or consumers (Aaker, 1996). Jeon (2017) 
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suggests that brand equity is a customer-brand relation that results in a profit that will be made in the 

future. Another definition given by Rust et al. (2004) define brand equity as the sum of consumer 

evaluation, positive or negative, of the intangible qualities of a brand. Sadiq (2020) suggests that brand 

equity refers to the added value provided to products and services with consumers and is a reflection of 

individuals’ thoughts, feelings and actions in relation to the brand. Although different definitions were 

given for brand equity, there is an agreement that there are different ways for creating brand value. Brand 

equity is an integral factor that allows s brand to analyse marketing and branding activities and evaluate 

the value of a brand (Keller, 2020). Importantly, customers are more likely to buy a product at a higher 

price from a well-known brand with good quality, as opposed to an unknown brand (Jeon, 2017). Huang 

(2015) highlight the importance of having a high brand equity since it enables a company to receive a 

considerable purchase price, even if a company has filed for bankruptcy. In addition, a high brand equity 

enhances performance as it increases a company’s market share, and marketing efficiency since it can 

also reduce advertising and promotional expenditures associated with the brand (Mohammand, 2017). 

Brand equity facilitates the consumers to process information especially in the event of information 

overload. When it comes to brand building, brand equity plays a significant role, since it gives marketers 

a strategic bridge from their past to their future (Keller, 2003; Jeon, 2017).  

2.4.1 Service brand equity – University brand equity 

The role of brand equity is vital in the service sector because it can significantly influence customer 

behaviour. The concept of service brand equity comes from brand equity and implies the positive and 

negative perceptions that a person forms in his mind and affects the customer to proceed with the 

purchase of a service (Yu et al., 2018). Therefore, service brand equity is a significant concept for service 

brands (Steenkamp et al., 2020). Donato (2021) argues that when individuals purchase a familiar brand, 

there is less risk of frustration than purchasing from a product that they are not familiar with. Due to 

service intangibility, it is difficult to evaluate a service beforehand, hence the physical evidence must be 

taken into consideration as an indicator of quality (Yusug et al., 2020). Brand functionality plays an 

important role in the service sector, as it can reduce the risk because the quality cannot be determined 

before the purchase (Twum and Peprah, 2020). Brand name and brand equity can be used as information 

and risk reducers. Consumers are more likely to purchase a product with a high brand equity, since this 

is an element of predefined quality, thus eliminating the risk of making a bad selection (Jeon, 2017). 

Given the intangible nature of the services, there is a greater perceived risk compared to the physical 

products (Davis et al., 1979; Zeithaml, 1981; Murray, 1991). Because of this, Esmaeilpour and Hoseini 

(2017), suggest that in the case where customers are not able to evaluate the quality of the service, brand 
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reputation can give quality sings. There are two perspectives on which brand equity is assessed, namely 

organisational perspective (financial-based perspective) and consumer-based perspective. Looking at the 

first perspective, the organisational perspective, it refers to the financial equity (Guliyev, 2017) as well 

as the ‘total value of a brand which is a separable asset when it is sold or included in a balance sheet’ 

(Atilgan et al., 2005, p. 238). Regarding the second perspective, the consumer-based brand equity 

measures the value of the brand according to the perception that individuals have in their mind of this 

brand (Farjam and Hongyi, 2015). Customer-based brand equity arises from customer awareness of the 

brand’s presence. As its name suggests, the customer-based brand equity approaches it from the customer 

perspective and recognises that the strength of a brand depends on what customers have received through 

their five senses over time (Kotler and Keller, 2006). Due to the unique characteristics of the service, the 

customers seem to have a more active role in the creation of a brand (Li and Wei, 2018). Therefore, 

emphasis should be placed on customers, as a positive customer experience with a particular brand can 

lead to brand equity. Because consumers are actively involved in the service, they become co-partners in 

the business, therefore the emphasis should be given on the co-creation process. As a result, a successful 

co-creation process leads to customer loyalty (Kumar and Kandoi, 2018). As Horsha and Shah (2011), 

point out, the strength of a brand lies in what customers have in mind. This is the main reason why 

consumer-based brand equity has received considerable attention in recent years (Farjam and Hongyi, 

2015). Keller (2003) explains that customer-based brand equity is the ‘‘differential effect that brand 

knowledge has on a customer’s response to the marketing of the brand’’ (p. 60). In addition to this, 

customer-based brand equity (CBBE) is a framework developed to address customer awareness and 

refers to those customers who have maintained a positive perception about a particular brand (Keller, 

2020). In other words, a business tries to identify what customers remember as well as their perceptions 

of a certain brand. Hence, this concept enables a business to examine marketing communication success. 

The primary objective pursued by businesses through marketing communication activities is undoubtedly 

to increase sales and profit, however it is vital for them to develop and maintain a positive brand image 

in the minds of individuals (Huang, 2015). Another explanation given for consumer-based brand equity 

refers to the value that a customer receives from an organisation when he/she identifies themselves with 

this brand. A strong customer-based brand equity increases brand equity which in turn has a positive 

impact on the financial performance of a brand (Narteh, 2018). There are many positive outcomes of a 

successful customer-based brand equity since they enable the brand to increase its sales and therefore its 

profit. Consumer behaviour as well as their purchase intention, are affected by brand knowledge and 

experience (Jeon, 2017). Therefore, customer-based brand equity seems to be an essential component 
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which has an impact on consumer behaviour, as well as the financial performance of an organisation 

(Rambocas et al., 2018).  

As far as the university sector is concerned, notwithstanding the fact that it is one of the most critical 

services provided in any economy, it is difficult to determine its quality before the interaction with the 

university, so this is a risky decision for students (Twum and Peprah, 2020). Brand equity plays a pivotal 

role, as it facilitates students to choose a university and serves as a risk mitigation and a tool for 

differentiation (Pinar et al., 2014). A model developed by Mourad et al. (2011) and incorporating the 

Aaker (1991) and Keller’s (1993) models, suggests that the characteristics of the HE service that define 

the brand equity can be conceptual dual dimensions; brand awareness and brand image. Analysing the 

first dimension, it seems that the available information about the brand from the ad campaign and WOM 

can determine brand recognisability (Pinar et al., 2014). Importantly, the university-related information 

influences the level of awareness and, therefore, the perception of university brand. Advertising enhances 

the recognition of the university’s name and thus reduces the perceived risk (Keller, 2020). He also states 

that marketing activities generate brand awareness and recognition that leads to brand knowledge, and 

ultimately brand equity. Pinar et al. (2014) agree with this and highlight the importance of an effective 

marketing communication strategy that will improve the position of the university and ultimately achieve 

brand equity. Another important finding suggests that the role of WOM is of paramount importance, as 

it can affect brand equity (Virvilaite et al., 2015).  

2.5 Brand identity 

Brand identity was first introduced by Kapferer in 1986 and since then various definitions were given in 

order to define this concept. All these elements that give meaning to a brand and make it unique represent 

the definition of brand identity. Another definition given by Harris and de Chernatony (2001) reveals that 

brand identity consists of the value and aims of a brand that differentiate it from another brand. In 

addition, Aaker (1996, p. 68), explains that “brand identity is a unique set of brand associations that the 

brand strategists aspire to create or maintain. These associations represent what the brand stands for and 

imply a promise to customers from the organisation members”. According to Hemsley-Brown et al. 

(2016) brand identity refers to the way that a company communicates its unique values to the customers. 

The primary objective of a brand is to ensure that there is a strong and well-defined identity since it can 

influence consumers to proceed with a certain behaviour. Through a well-defined brand identity, a 

business can build strong bonds with its customers (Marito et al., 2019). Brand identity is used by 

companies to send visual and verbal messages to the market about their strategic positioning and to set 
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them apart from the competition. Brand identity is the vehicle which leads to customer perception 

(Mindrut et al., 2015; Venkatalakshmi, 2015). Ward et al. (2020) claim that brand identity refers to the 

way a company wants to be perceived by customers, and should include the brand’s mission, its history, 

its values and its personality. A strong brand identity leads to customer loyalty (Chaves, 2017). Urde 

(2016) indicates that there are two parts that shape brand identity under the names core and extended. 

Core identity is the heart of a company, as it plays an important role in ensuring the company’s success 

and includes its value and unique characteristics. Core identity remains the same even if the brand is 

about to enter a new market and focuses on the attributes of a product, the services, the profile of the 

consumer, the atmosphere of the store and the performance of the products. Extended identity is less 

resistant to change and includes the brand’s personality and a strong symbol association (Esmaeilpour 

and Hoseini, 2017). It is worth mentioning that brand identity and brand image are two related but 

simultaneously separate concepts, both being very important elements of strong brands both contributing 

to brand building (Karmokar, 2014). The identity of the brand refers to the targeted perception of the 

brand in the minds of customers, while the image concerns the perception of the actual customer (Urde, 

2016). For a successful branding, both the image and identity of the brand should be included, and it 

should be an integration between these two components which will enable the brand to build strong bonds 

with its customers. There must be coherence between these two components, and more specifically brand 

identity must reflect the image of the brand (Esmaeilpour and Hoseini, 2017). In case of inconsistency, a 

brand should immediately focus on identifying this gap. Brand identity is an essential element in 

developing a bond between a company and consumers. (Chaves, 2017; Aaker et al., 2012). 

2.5.1 Brand identity concepts 

Since the 1990s, a growing interest has been expressed on brand identity concepts, and many models 

have been developed (de chernatony and Segal-Horn 2001). According to Rosenbaum-Elliott et al. 

(2018), storytelling is a strong strategy for building a strong identity. Mindrut et al. (2015), suggest that 

in order to build and communicate a successful brand identity, it is vital to comprehend its components. 

Therefore, brand identity comprises of the following eight components: vision, scope, name, codes of 

expression, daily behaviour, points of difference, narrative identity, and brand ideology. As mentioned, 

many different models have been developed over the years with the Kapferer’s (1997) brand identity 

prism and Aaker’s brand identity concepts (Aaker, 1996), being one of the most important theories 

presented and analysed below: 
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2.5.1.1 Kapferer’s brand identity prism 

Kapferer’s brand identity prism model (2004), which is presented in Figure 9, is an important tool that 

allows businesses to identify and evaluate their identity. This model consists of six elements of a brand 

identity which help businesses build a strong brand. Based on these six elements Kapferer (2012) 

developed a hexagonal prism called the ‘brand identity prism’. This model shows that there are six brand 

identity dimensions with the name physical, personality, relationship, cultural, customer reflection and 

customer’s self-concept (Kapferer, 2012; Barros et al., 2020). Kapferer strongly suggests that powerful 

brands must integrate all the elements of the prism to develop a clear and an attractive brand identity. 

Although tangible elements play an important role in the brands, intangible elements are more important. 

As it can be seen from Kapferer’s brand identity prism, the only tangible assets are those with the name 

‘Physique’ and include all the factors that make a brand tangible. Analysing this image, it becomes 

obvious that a brand is flowing from the senders to the receivers. The picture of the sender includes brand 

physique (physical attributes) the personality (human characteristics) that the sender depicts. The picture 

of the recipient includes the reflection (the image of the target audience) and the self-image (how the 

brand is perceived by consumers). Finally, culture (values) and relationship (the way of conduct) form a 

connection between sender and receiver (Kapferer, 2008).  

 

Figure 9: Brand identity Prism (Kapferer, 2008) 

2.5.1.2 Aaker’s brand identity concepts 

Aaker’s brand identity theory is an important strategy that enables the brands to develop, evaluate and 

maintain the identity of the organisation. Elements such as brand essence, core identity, and extended 
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identity are included in the brand identity system. Analysing the first element, the essence of the brand 

is a short description of the scope of the brand, core identity explains the reasons of the existence of a 

brand, and its role is very essential as it determines the success of the business (Urde, 2016). Core identity 

does not include all the functions of brand identity; hence the extended identity is proposed to complete 

the building process of brand identity (Ward et al., 2020). The main conclusions drawn from the work of 

Aaker (1996), suggest that the identity of a brand comes from the business itself and not from the 

consumers. Secondly, the role of strategy is vital in formation of the brand identity (Mindrut, 2015; 

Venkatalakshmi, 2015). As already mentioned, brand identity refers to the way a brand wants to be 

perceived by its consumers and refers to what an organisation is and was it stands for (Keller, 2019).  

Moving on, the next level is represented brand identity. Figure 10 illustrates the components of brand 

identity (de Chernatony’s, 2006). Analysing the model, it seems that brand vision is in the centre of the 

image and depicts the strategic directions. Companies have a responsibility to focus on creating a culture 

that supports the vision. Moving on, the next level is represented by positioning and personality. 

According to this framework, positioning includes functional values, whereas personality includes 

emotional values. Therefore, employees in an organisation should clearly understand and manage their 

relationships with other employees, customers and stakeholders and this will enable them to support the 

positioning, personality, and vision/culture. The result of incorporating these dimensions is a consistent 

presentation that allows the brand to be distinguished (de Chernatony, 2006). 

 

Figure 10: Components of brand identity (de Chernatony’s, 2006) 

Additionally, Aaker (1996) presents four different perspectives by which a brand can be seen: brand as a 

product, brand as an organisation, brand as a person, and brand as a symbol. 
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In the first brand perspective, all those associations that customers give to a company’s products are 

included. This association is also correlated to the selection of a particular brand as well as the customer’s 

experience when they use the product. In the second perspective, brand as an organisation, all those 

characteristics that are related to the business itself are incorporated. To be more precise, this category 

includes product quality, organisational culture, the values of the company as well as business plans and 

it is not easy for competitors to copy them. Although competitors can easily copy the features of a 

particular product, it is not possible to copy the organisation, as an organisation is represented by unique 

individuals, values, and programmes. The third perspective refers to the fact that the brand has human 

characteristics, such as fun, active, formal or youthful. In other words, these traits represent the 

personality of the brand and can enhance the brand name, since individuals can relate to it in a similar 

way as they relate to human personality. Brand as a symbol indicates that a powerful symbol facilitates 

the process by which consumers recognise a brand and it is a huge disadvantage for a brand if it does not 

have it. This symbol becomes even more powerful when it offers more value when purchasing a product 

(Aaker 1996). 

2.5.1.3 Meffert et al.’s brand identity concept 

Meffert et al.’s brand identity concept is related to the concept of human identity and there are three 

primary factors that can affect the brand origin namely: the country of origin, the cultural roots, and the 

institutional roots. The secondary component includes brand competence which refers to the production 

capacity of a product as well as its quality. The third component is related to consumer perspective and 

includes brand benefits that determine the value for the consumer. Moving to the fourth factor, brand 

vision shows the future position of the brand. The fifth factor has to do with brand values and brand 

personality, which should attract emotional consumers (Melewar and Jenkins 2002). Another important 

contribution was made by Nandan (2005), who points out that brand identity consists of the following 

components. The vision and the mission of the brand include the reason why the brand exists, as well as 

its values, while brand culture provides directions and guidance. Brand positioning highlights the 

attributes that make it unique and seeks to convey the benefits that are being offered to consumers. 

Personality is represented by the emotional elements of a particular brand and is affected by its value as 

well as the culture of senior management. Another component is the relationship among the various 

stakeholders and employees shaped by the company’s culture. Furthermore, presentation style represents 

brand identity. The choice of brand elements is made to capture the essence of the brand. Focusing on 

the personality concept, Aaker (1997) defines brand personality as human elements associated with a 

brand. In addition, Keller (1998) argues that a brand’s personality reflects people’s feelings of a particular 
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brand and does not include individuals’ thoughts about the brand. Another definition given by Plummer 

(2000), claims that brand personality refers to the brand’s human personality traits that allow it to 

communicate its physical elements or attributes to the consumer. Adding to this, Aaker (1997) defines 

brand personality as the ‘personification of brand identity’ which requires that the human psychological 

attributes, as well as the brand-related attributes to be linked together. Aaker (1993, p. 150) goes on to 

point out that: 

“...brand personality construct can help brand strategists by enriching their understanding of 

people’s perceptions of and attitudes toward the brand, contributing to differentiating brand 

identity guiding the communication effort and creating brand equity”. 

Brand personality refers to the means of understanding the way customers perceive the brand, as well as 

the attitude they have of the brand. Therefore, it is important to consider the personality of the brand as 

part of the identity, to achieve the differentiation of the product or service. Brand personality is the way 

a brand speaks and behaves to achieve differentiation (Bhatia, 2012). The personality of the brand is the 

construction of brand positioning (Wu and Chen, 2019). In other words, the personality of a brand 

includes all these elements that describe the human face of the brand. The process of offering a human 

face to the brand allows consumers to relate to the brand much more easily and especially to those brands 

that have the same opinions (Kapferer, 2008). An important theoretical framework of brand personality 

was developed by Aaker (1997), to allow companies to evaluate the symbolic meanings of brands as if 

they were human (Hammerl et al., 2016). According to Aaker (1997) there are five distinct personality 

dimensions under the name sincerity (domestic, honest, genuine, and cheerful), excitement (daring, 

spirited, imaginative, up to date), competence (reliable, responsible, dependable, efficient), sophistication 

(glamorous, pretentious, charming, romantic) and ruggedness (tough, strong, outdoorsy, rugged). Brands 

are considered to have an anthropomorphic characteristic that ascribes specific human-like personality 

traits. Individuals tend to choose brands that are in line with their needs and personality characteristics. 

The personality traits of the brand are the results of consumer experience and any direct or indirect 

contact between consumers and the brand (Kumar, 2018). Mission statement is an integral part of the 

formulation of a strategy. The mission statement reflects the purpose of an organisation in line with the 

values and expectations that the stakeholders have of the university (Alegre et al., 2018). Mission shows 

why an organisation exists as well as the purpose of the business. According to Nwachukwu et al. (2017), 

a mission statement should focus on customer values which lead to the creation of a customer service 

culture and increase the levels of customer satisfaction. King et al. (2014) point out that the mission 

statement is developed to communicate the company’s directions to the stakeholders, and through it, a 
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company can promote a particular brand into the outside world. Mission statement contains elements that 

distinguish it from other businesses (Nwachukwu et al., 2017) and shape the identity, purpose, and 

direction of an organisation. Additionally, mission statement can increase the motivation of the 

employees and affect their behaviour in a positive way, and it can also positively affect financial 

performance (Alegre et al., 2018). As a result, a mission statement not only gives direction to employees, 

but it is also important for customers as well as stakeholders in implementing the fundamental principles 

which a business operates with. 

2.5.2 University Brand Identity 

In order for companies to create a successful branding, they must first focus on developing a brand 

identity and focus on understanding the importance of the brand and the effective expression of that 

identity (Mindrut et al., 2015). Businesses create and maintain brand identity, since this is a vital step in 

the branding process that ensures the reputation, as well as the image of a brand (Hussain and Ferdous, 

2014). The definition given for university brand identity describes it as how a given university wants to 

be perceived by stakeholders, including students. In other words, this is a process that creates discretion 

and represents what a university stands for (Eldegwy et al., 2018). The identity of a university gives a 

competitive advantage and implies the characteristics of a brand. There are five main elements that reflect 

the identity of the university namely corporate name, symbol and/or logotype, typography, colour and 

slogan (Melewar and Akel, 2005). For a university to gain a competitive advantage, it is very important 

for them to focus on differentiating advantages (Panda et al., 2019). It also reflects the tangible and 

intangible factors such as organisation, organisational activities, markets served, corporate ownership 

and structure, organisational type, corporate philosophy, and corporate history which make an 

organisation stand apart from another (Punjaisri and Wilson, 2007). The management of a brand should 

begin with the development of brand identity. University brand identity is a valuable source of 

competitive advantage, and this explains why a growing number of academic institutions focus on 

developing and maintaining their corporate identity (Panda et al., 2019). 

2.5.3 Benefits of a Strong Corporate Identity 

Many businesses are currently investing millions of dollars in branding activities to increase their market 

share. A strong brand name is the greatest advantage a business can achieve, which brings several benefits 

to any organisation (Melewar et al., 2017). A strong brand name increases credibility and attracts potential 

customers. Importantly, a strong brand name can positively affect the customer’s purchase decision. 

Given this dynamic economic environment, the need has arisen to find ways to meet the challenges. 



63 

 

Therefore, brand identity has become a potential strategic resource, as it will be the means by which a 

company will overcome these challenges (Melewar et al., 2017; Marito et al., 2019. The benefits of a 

strong corporate identity are numerous, as it is an important source of diversification strategy that can 

lead to a sustainable competitive advantage over time. Additionally, a powerful corporate identity inspires 

stakeholder commitment, since a well-defined identity is valuable to a variety of internal and external 

stakeholders to whom the characteristics are communicated (Melewar et al., 2017). 

2.5.4 Managing identity and branding in Higher Education 

According to Chapleo (2015), the concept of corporate brand management has received little attention in 

the HE sector. Pinar et al. (2014) stressed that brand building should not only be limited for products, as 

this concept becomes even more vital in more industries. Since the service sector is intangible and 

inseparable, it becomes even more important to develop a unique brand identity in HE (Eldegwy, et al., 

2018). In addition, due to the complexity of these organisations, branding can simplify it, attract more 

customers, and increase the loyal customers (Rutter et al., 2017). Brands in the university context have 

been described from the product and corporate branding scope. Pinar et al. (2014) indicate that, because 

universities provide students with a range of educational products and services, students may be 

considered as customers whose experience is at the core of branding. The connection between brand 

identity and brand image is made by Kotler and Keller (2006, p.288) who provide the following 

definition: 

“Identity is the way a company aims to identify or position itself or its product. Image is the way 

the public actually perceives them. For the right image to be established in the minds of 

consumers, the marketer must convey brand identity through every available communication 

vehicle and brand contact”. 

In other words, the image refers to the way an individual perceives a brand, and an identity is the way 

the brand wants to be perceived by the customers (Keller, 2020). Therefore, Thorbjørnsen et al. (2002), 

argue that brand identity is a significant factor for building any company’s image. In other words, to 

build a positive brand image, a well-developed corporate identity must be ensured (Witt and Rode, 2005). 

Additionally, Roy and Banerjee (2014) point out that a brand name allows the customer to distinguish 

one company from another. While some organisations may not have a brand, identity is something that 

every organisation has. A brand is derived from the identity of an organisation, but, according to Kotler 

and Armstrong (2010), it ultimately exists in the minds of consumers. Eldegwy, et al. (2018) conclude 

that brand identity creates a strong brand in the minds of the consumers. This study contributes to and 
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expands on the existing literature by presenting an inductively generated theoretical model to guide future 

research into the links between a positive visualisation course in brand identity and first-year students’ 

perceptions of university brand images.  

2.6 The university customers 

As mentioned above, a great number of universities employ marketing practices in order to become more 

competitive and appealing of students (Rutter et al., 2017; Oeppen Hill, 2019). Indeed, due to this 

incredibly competitive environment, the HE sector is evolving into a more marketised status to compete 

effectively and attract more students (Guilbault, et al., 2018; Williams and Omar, 2014). The term 

customer refers to the individual who purchases a product or particular service, whereas a consumer is 

the individual who uses the product or consumes the service. Although understanding the customers of 

any product is highly important, there is an ongoing debate among scholars, whether students should be 

treated as customers (Guilbault et al., 2018; Oeppen Hill, 2019). On the one hand, there is a belief that 

students should be considered as the customers of HE sector, and thus universities should adopt customer-

oriented business models (Gibbs and Dean, 2015; Parahoo et al., 2013). On the contrary, a considerable 

number of academics are fully confident that students should be regarded and therefore treated as partners 

rather than customers (Guilbault et al., 2018).  

Further analysing the school of thought which approaches students as being customers, Satgunalingam 

et al. (2017) suggest that marketing and customer orientation in the HE sector is a paramount element 

and should be an inextricable ingredient in universities’ strategic planning. The HE sector faces arduous 

challenges such as intensive competition, retention of students and the high cost of new students’ 

acquisition (Koris and Nokelainen, 2015). To overcome these challenges, marketing techniques are 

utilised to recruit and keep the existing students. Examining how other researchers have engaged in this 

heated debate, Ostrom et al. (2011) argue that students are the primary customers of universities since 

they are immediately served by the organisation. Cuthbert (2010) emphasises that when students are 

considered customers, it is more likely for universities to take marketing in HE more seriously, and the 

focus will be on the customer/student relationship. Importantly, Koris and Nokelainen (2015) point out 

that universities should consider students as customers in terms of student feedback, classroom studies 

and communication. They also added that students should not be considered customers when it comes to 

curriculum design, behaviour within the classroom, and during the grading procedure. According to 

Voorhees et al. (2017), the end consumer who uses a product or consumes a particular service is in fact 
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the primary customer. There is a clear risk for those universities that do not perceive consumers as 

customers leading to a lack of customer orientation.  

The second school of thought supports that in case a university responds to students only as customers, 

it jeopardises its quality and reputation, because students, have held some expectations and they might 

be more demanding of their rights, grades, and tests (Guilbault et al., 2018). This will potentially 

negatively affect programme quality and academic rigor might disappear (Bay and Daniel, 2001; 

Guilbault et al., 2018). The idea of a student as a HE consumer or customer is controversial. Bunce et 

al., (2016) suggest that this assumption should be re-examined, because only a small portion of students 

hold attitudes associated with consumer orientation. Clayson and Haley (2005), present some of the 

consequences that arise when students are not considered customers. First, students will have a short-

term perspective and will look for the ‘easy A’. Second, there is a lack of student accountability which 

means that students will not blame others for their failure. Additionally, students may have an impact on 

the grading system, while considering students as customers leads to grade inflation (Hassel and Lourey, 

2005). Bunce et al. (2016) also indicate that students will have a customer attitude which means they will 

behave in the same way when asking for their rights, feedback, and most of them will come to class 

expecting to have fun and not necessarily learn. Therefore, the educational process may be the main 

reason students are not seen as customers and it leads to the reduction of academic standards. 

2.6.1 Factors affecting students’ satisfaction and brand image. 

The concept of customer satisfaction has gained increased interest in recent years and as a result, a 

growing number of studies have been conducted to identify the factors that affect customer satisfaction 

and brand image. A definition given by Weerasinghe et al. (2017), delineates student satisfaction as an 

attitude resulting from the student’s overall evaluation of experience received from a specific university. 

Moreover, Hasan and Hosen (2020), suggest that student satisfaction levels are closely linked to the 

quality of student experience as well as the performance of the universities in providing educational 

services. Appuhamilage and Torii (2019) that there is a positive correlation between student satisfaction 

and student loyalty. One of the main objectives of universities is to create loyal customers, since this can 

bring many advantages such as positive WOM communication, and students’ retention. Loyal students 

are a source of competitive advantage (Ismanova, 2019). Ronal et al. (2018) define customer loyalty in 

service sector as the feeling of attachment, love, or commitment to a particular service business. In the 

field of HE, student loyalty affects the university itself, as loyal students can positively impact the quality 

of teaching as they actively participate and commit (Mihanovic et al., 2016). According to Latif et al 
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(2021), loyal students are good supporters and are willing to recommend the university to other students. 

Azoury et al. (2014), acknowledge the strong relationship among perceived image of a university, 

students’ satisfaction, and student loyalty. In other words, a good perceived image leads to satisfied 

students which in turns leads to student loyalty. This correlation is also confirmed in the past by the 

researcher Thomas (2011), who carried out research on students’ loyalty. He confirms the strong 

relationship between satisfaction and loyalty since satisfied students become loyal customers. Another 

contribution was made by Chandra et al. (2018) who highlight the strong correlation among service 

quality, student satisfaction and student loyalty. Moreover, Paul and Pradhan (2019), emphasise that 

student satisfaction can positively influence students’ perceptions of the university, and plays a vital role 

in the university context. Therefore, students who are not entirely pleased, are more likely to terminate 

their studies with the selected university. Hence, student satisfaction leads to a decrease in student 

attrition which in turns leads to an increase in resources (Al-Sheeb et al., 2018). In addition to this, Elliot 

(2002), supports that it is a considerably more cost-efficient process for universities to invest on retaining 

existing students rather than acquiring new students. Student satisfaction has proven to be even more 

pivotal in terms of freshmen students’ experience which can determine student satisfaction and 

perception of the university (Mihanovic et al., 2016). Many studies have been conducted in order to 

identify the factors that influence student satisfaction and brand image. Moving back to 1993, Theus, 

identified many factors including the size of the university, location, appearance, variation in course, 

distinctiveness, climate, financial resources, diversity among students, and the number of services 

provided by the university as sources of university image. One year later, the study conducted by 

Treadwell and Harrison (1994), concluded that the following factors play a leading role in university 

image; commitment to academic prominence, friendly climate, national image of the university and 

image of studies conducted by it, homogeneity of students, academic reputation, and expenses. 

Importantly, a study conducted by Panda et al. (2019), suggest that brand image can be affected by the 

overall image of the university, image of programmes offered by the university, focus on teaching and 

research, quality of education, environmental factors, financial factors, and sports programmes. Appleton 

– Knapp and Krentler (2006), indicate two categories of factors namely, personal factors and institutional 

factors. The first category includes gender, employability, student learning style, as well as the GPA. The 

second category includes institutional factors, which consists of factors such as the university quality, 

feedback from the professor, teaching style. It should be emphasised that students’ relation with other 

students, teaching and learning materials, equipment, and labs, as well as the library, seem to have the 

strongest influence on student satisfaction (Garcia-Aracil, 2008). According to Gibson (2010), there are 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1031314
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nine factors affecting student satisfaction and these include (1) academic staff/teaching, (2) 

classes/curriculum, (3) advising support, (4) skills developed by students, (5) preparation for future, (6) 

service/facilities, (7) social integration, (8) student centeredness/responsiveness, and (9) pre-enrolment 

factors. Another study conducted by Duarte et al. (2010), has categorised the factors influencing 

university image into four groups: institutional, academic, social, and individual factors. They believe 

that university image is significantly related to course image, communication, employment opportunities, 

and social climate of the university. In addition to this, Karna and Julin (2015) conclude that the facilities 

have a leading role in students’ satisfaction. On a similar note, Hysi and Shyle (2015) state that the 

university’s image can be determined by the university’s facilities, including the library, computer labs, 

as well as areas for study. More importantly, William and Omar (2014) emphasise that students tend to 

perceive the university’s image in relation to other universities.  

Parahoo et al. (2013), argue that student satisfaction can be affected by the perceived university 

reputation, perceived faculty competency, quality of interactions with administrative/IT staff, and 

interactions with other students. The perception that students and specially freshmen students have of the 

faculty, is very important since it can affect their overall perception of university brand image 

(Schee, 2011). Alhazmi (2020) agrees on this since they believe that faculty plays a leading role in 

affecting students’ perceptions of service quality. On top of that, the overall students’ classroom 

experience including lecture quality delivery, is the most important factor for students’ perception of 

education quality and the most significant determinants of students’ overall satisfaction (Azoury et al., 

2014; Vnoučková et al., 2017). Another study conducted by Aghaz et al. (2015), identified four key 

factors that contribute to university brand image including university members, university environment, 

academic planning, and internal and international reputation. According to Duarte et al. (2010), the 

behaviour of university members can influence students’ perceived image. Importantly, the role of alumni 

and graduate students is significant since they can communicate a favorable or unfavorable university 

image (Khanna et al., 2014). Furthermore, Vnoučková et al. (2017), believe that academic staff and their 

relations with students can influence students’ perceived university image. Moving to the second 

category, university environment can affect students’ perception of the university image. The university 

environment is further divided into the physical or psychological environment. Physical environment 

includes the university size, its appearance, and the number of facilities provided for students (Mihanovic 

et al., 2016; Khanna et al. 2014). The psychological environment refers to the friendly climate of a 

university, which can influence students’ perceived university image (Duarte et al., 2010). The third 

category, academic planning, refers to how a university aims to offer services for students and can 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1059919
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1031314
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influence the perceived university image. Academic planning includes the curriculum and courses, 

teaching quality, and range of courses for academic majors and minors (Azoury et al., 2014; Gafoor and 

Ashraf, 2012). The last category, internal and international reputation refers to the tendency of students 

to compare a specific university with other universities and evaluate a university quality in relation to its 

reputation (Yang et al., 2008). There are two levels contributing to the student’s university experience 

namely core and supplementary. The first category, core, refers to the learning experience (Clemes et al., 

2013). In regards to the second level, supplementary factors include the quality of the physical 

environment (Parahoo et al., 2013), library facilities and educational technology, university layouts, 

social environment, and campus climate (Clemes et al., 2013). 

Addition to this, Temizer and Turkyilmaz (2012) identified that the perceived quality and image can 

significantly affect the level of satisfaction. Sriyalathka (2019), suggests that image is one of the most 

important factors that can influence students’ satisfaction. Twum et al. (2020) believe that there is a strong 

relation between service quality and student satisfaction, and they recommended that in order to improve 

the level of satisfaction, emphasis should be placed on improving service quality. Reynolds (2007) 

identified that university facilities are an important factor which influences the choice of students in a 

university. They also concluded that facilities have a strong impact on undergraduate students’ choice of 

a university. According to a recent study conducted by Evelyn (2016), identifies that the factors affecting 

the student’s choice of a university include access and opportunities, marketing and advertising, influence 

from others, teaching and learning, tuition fees, academic reputation, and recognition.  

2.7 University Service Quality - Models 

As previously mentioned, SERVQUAL is considered as the most widely used service quality model. This 

model is proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1985) which consists of many instruments that measure service 

quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988; Cronin and Taylor, 1992). There is a high tendency for using 

SERVQUAL in an educational setting (Gupta and Kaushik, 2018). The reason behind this increased tend 

is because SERVQUAL has been tested on many service industries including HE sector, (Yilmaz et al., 

2018). In addition, Jiewanto et al. (2012) suggest that the SERVQUAL model can positively affect 

student satisfaction and university image and has a positive influence on the positive WOM intention. 

Cronin and Taylor (1992) used the dimensions of the SERVQUAL model in order to develop another 

model namely SERVPERF. The SERVQUAL model can measure both expectation and perception, 

whereas SERVPERF measures only perceptions of service (Bayraktaroglu and Atrek, 2010). According 
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to Cronin and Taylor (1992), perceived service quality can predict customer satisfaction which plays a 

stronger role in future purchase intentions than service quality.  

More theoretical models have been developed over time to measure the quality of services in HE, 

including HEdPERF developed by Abdullah (2006) and HiEdQUAL developed by Annamdevula (2012). 

HEdPERF scale was developed by Abdullah (2006), with the aim of measuring service, especially in the 

field of HE. The reason for the development of this model is because, the previously developed models 

were very generic in terms of the scales presented. Hence, this model can be used by HEIs in order to 

understand the student’s perspective and take some necessary actions in order to improve the service 

delivered. In addition, HEdPERF scale suggests that service quality equals performance; that is, Q 

(service quality) = P (performance). This model includes the following five dimensions namely non-

academic aspects, academic aspects, reputation, access, and programme issues (Abdullah, 2006). A more 

recent model, proposed by Annamdevula (2012), namely HiEdQUAL is analysed in this section. The 

five dimensions that constitute the HiEdQUAL scale are administrative aspects, academic aspects, 

support services, campus infrastructure, and academic facilities. This model has many advantages which 

are explained below. First, HiEdQUAL with its five dimensions, is a representation of the different 

services consumed by students in the university. Thus, it can be concluded that this model can be applied 

in the HE sectors, and it is industry specific. Second, after the statistical analysis, a high reliability was 

showed (Cronbach alpha = 0.90). Third, each dimension in HiEdQUAL organises items to reflect a 

certain functional area within a HE institution. Such grouping facilitates the identification and 

measurement of perceived SQ for each functional area (Annamdevula, 2012). Another model developed 

by Icli and Anil (2014), namely HEDQUAL, measures service quality among MBA students in HE. This 

model includes five dimensions: namely academic quality, administrative service quality, library services 

quality, quality of providing career opportunities, and supporting services quality. In the following table, 

a summary of SQ models in HE is presented. 

 

Table 1: Summary of SQ models in HE (Icli and Anil, 2014) 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2019.1648360?src=recsys
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Although SERVQUAL is a well-known model used in service marketing (Parasuraman et al., 1985), 

scholars such as Buttle (1996), Asubonteng et al. (1996), Aldridge and Rowley (1998) and Waugh (2002), 

have criticised this model and believe that the SERVQUAL model does not focus on the tangible element, 

and argue that it pays attention to the quality of the service providers. When it comes to the university 

context, there are a few other factors that can affect students’ satisfaction with the service provider 

playing a minor role. There is another model created by Weerasinghe and Fernando (2018), which 

consists of six components and can sufficiently explain how customer satisfaction occurs. Analysing the 

first dimension, the quality of academic staff includes the professors’ knowledge, the way in which they 

deliver the knowledge, the support they provide to the students as well as student evaluation 

(Weerasinghe and Fernando, 2018). Alhazmi (2020) agrees, state that the quality of academic faculty and 

their behaviours can significantly affect the level of students’ satisfaction. Moving on to the second 

component, the quality of university facilities, Karna and Julin (2015) suggest that the facilities are 

offered to facilitate the smooth operation of a business. University facilities include classrooms, library, 

computer labs, social areas, accommodation, and cafeterias. Yusoff et al. (2015) highlight that university 

facilities as well as the level of student satisfaction, are closely correlated. Regarding the third 

component, the quality of the degree programme, this refers to the well-established curriculum that will 

offer good knowledge and skills to students and this will have an effect on the level of satisfaction 

(Farahmandian et al., 2013). The quality of administrative staff consists of components such as reliability, 

responsiveness, caring attitude, accuracy, fairness, respect, and cooperation between students during their 

studies. Malik et al. (2010), provide an additional contribution and they suggest that cooperation, 

kindness, and responsiveness of administrative staff play an important role in affecting satisfaction levels 

of students. What is more, Insch and Sun (2013) found that another factor that can influence student 

satisfaction is the university’s location. Moreover, university image has a strong impact on determining 

student satisfaction levels (Cassel and Eklöf, 2001). Furthermore, there are two sources that contribute 

to university image, and these are namely outside community and students’ personal experiences within 

the university. Before students enter the university and in the early stage of university experience, their 

perception of university image is affected mainly by external factors. As soon as students enter and 

interact with the university, their perception is expected to change (Clemes et al., 2013). According to 

Sohail and Shaikh, (2004) the elements contributing to this change are innovation, involvement in the 

community, and up-to-date programmes to capture university reputation. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1059919
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2.8 Introduction to the case university – European University Cyprus 

2.8.1 Background  

The education sector in Cyprus has flourished in recent years, making it a key area that the country’s 

government is determined to further promote. Universities compete with each other to introduce new 

programmes and attract more students. The University of Cyprus was the first HE institution in Cyprus 

and was founded in 1989. Today, the landscape is completely different and features eight fast-growing 

universities, five of which are private. The number of students has increased by more than 80% in the 

last decade, reaching 47,000 in 2018. In the previous five years, the number of international students 

studying in Cyprus has almost tripled, with students representing more than 60 countries; this influx has 

and contributed to the country's transformation into a worldwide educational centre (Siathas, 2020). In 

2019, there was a 5.6% rise in university enrolment, with half of the students coming from foreign 

countries (Busfield, 2020). 

2.8.2 History 

The European University is located in Cyprus and was established in 1961 by Ioannis Gregoriou as 

Cyprus College, which is the oldest college of HE in Cyprus. In 2007, Cyprus college has expanded into 

the European University under the rectorship of Professor Dr. Andreas G. Orphanides, after the reform 

in the Cypriot law to allow private universities in Cyprus to operate. Today, European University attracts 

students from many countries including Cyprus, Greece, Europe, the Middle East and Asia. With its 

recent expansion and upgrade, the new campus can accommodate up to 7000 students and features up-

to-date facilities, well-equipped labs, amphitheaters, student accommodation, and entertainment venues. 

The university offers 30 undergraduate programmes graduate programmes and six doctoral programmes. 

The Cyprus Agency of Quality Assurance and Accreditation in HE has approved all the programmes. 

Notably, European University has also developed a reputation for quality education with a particular 

emphasis on the employability of students and has been recognised for its investment in high tech-

innovation and its contribution to industry and society (European University Cyprus, 2020). 

2.8.3 University brand identity 

Taking a closer look into some of the university’s awards and recognition, there are two Nobel prize 

winners among the professors of the Medical School. The fact that Microsoft chose European University 

to set up the only Microsoft Innovation Centre in Cyprus is another achievement of the university. This 

is one out of the 110 innovation centres around the world. In addition, European University is the first 

and the only university to offer a dentistry programme in Cyprus. Also, European University is the only 
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university in Cyprus to be ranked by QS Top Universities (QS stars) with the highest five-star rating in 

employability. To be more precise, 86% of students find jobs within six months of graduation. Moreover, 

European University has a five-star ranking based on the EFQM model of excellence. Over 500 points 

have been awarded to the university in the filed of leadership, strategy, collaborations, and resources, 

processes, products, and services. Furthermore, the European Commission’s U-Multirank rating 

mechanism, confirms the excellence, innovation, and reputation of the European University. U-Multirank 

is the largest independent ranking instrument for universities around the world, which compares more 

than 1,600 universities from 95 countries. European University, ranked amongst the best academic 

institutions in the 2018 ranking, positioned in the top 300 in the fields of research, knowledge, 

professional development of students and staff, international orientation, international joint academic 

publications and in the regional engagement category. Also, the university reached a high percentage of 

82% in bachelor’s degree graduates and a very high percentage of 95% in master’s degree graduates 

working in the country. In addition, the European University received one of the top prestigious awards 

from the European Commission, for its contribution in research excellence. Another award that European 

University managed to receive is in the “HR Excellence in Research Logo,” after an in-depth review of 

its HR policies that provide and encourage a favourable working atmosphere for researchers and ranks 

European University among the top 392 academic institutions worldwide. Moreover, the European 

University is the first university in Cyprus and Greece to be ranked by QS top universities, putting 

European University in many categories among the top universities in the world based on its 

performance. In several fields, the QS Stars University Ranking assesses an institution on 50 different 

measures and rewards universities between one and five stars. In teaching, services, inclusiveness, 

employability, social responsibility and internationalisation, the European University was evaluated with 

the highest distinction of 5 stars. In 2018, the international organisation "The Green Metric Ranking of 

World Universities" rated European University among the top universities worldwide. The organisation 

seeks to increase awareness of universities that demonstrate dedication to environmental protection and 

action. European University earned the highest score amongst all the private universities in Cyprus in 

‘Energy and Climate Change. The Investors in People award has been granted to European University, 

demonstrating its dedication to high performance through effective people management. More than 600 

staff are currently active in the university's academic and administrative functions. In term of its social 

and economic impact, the annual time Higher Education Ranking, rated European University 

among the 301+ universities in the world. In terms of decent job and economic development, European 

University ranks 76th, measuring fields such as sustainable growth, student placement and graduate 
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employability, while being included in the 101+ brackets as one of the best universities in the business, 

innovation, and infrastructure market (European University Cyprus, 2020). 

2.8.4 European University’s Mission and values 

Its mission is to educate students to succeed, understand and satisfy the needs of the community, create 

knowledge through research and innovation. The advancement of teaching, learning and research are key 

principles at European University. Through investing in centres and institutes, rewarding creativity and 

motivating staff and faculty and constantly expanding facilities and services, the university strives to 

respond positively to the needs of the members of the university’s community and society. The 

university’s values are commitment to excellence, customer-concentrated approach, individual-oriented 

attitude, innovation, transparency and social responsibility.  

2.9 Conclusion 

Branding in HE has received considerable attention in recent years, and a growing number of research 

articles have begun to appear in literature. This is because of the rapidly changing business environment 

that the universities are operating in, and the undeniable fact that universities have many benefits to gain 

from a successful branding. Being a well-recognised educational institution with a preeminent and 

unparalleled brand image, yields higher enrolment rate. Indeed, the benefits gained from strong branding 

are numerous. Many researchers highlighted the strong relation between the concept of branding and 

perception. Hence, it is of paramount importance to communicate university’s identity to students, in 

order to achieve a positive perception in their mind which leads to the formation of a positive brand 

image. Consumers are bombarded with lots of ads daily, that is why they ignore some ads that are not 

relevant to their current needs. In order to affect consumers’ perceptions of a particular brand, emphasis 

should be placed on identifying their current perceptions and on providing the most appropriate 

information. This study focuses on filling this gap in the literature, since there is little research to indicate 

how students’ perceptions of university brand image can be actually affected. An investigation of this 

central concept is of paramount importance, since it will provide new insights regarding freshmen 

students’ perceptions that have remained unexplored in literature. Similarly, it will identify any additional 

factors which contribute in shaping freshmen students’ perceptions, and present an inductively generated 

theoretical model to guide future research in the links between a positive visualisation course in brand 

identity and freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image The following chapter presents 

and explains the methodology and method used for the current research in order to collect and analyse 

the data. 



74 

 

3 Chapter 3 Research Design: Methodology and methods 

3.1 Introduction 

The research methodology and methods that will be applied throughout this research in order to answer 

the research question is presented and explained in this chapter. A qualitative design was adopted 

following a Classic Grounded Theory approach to address the study aims and research questions. 

Initially, the two main research approaches are analysed, and elaboration is provided on the debate 

between quantitative and qualitative research. Subsequently, the rationale of choosing qualitative 

research as the most appropriate method of carrying out this research is explained. These are followed 

by the presentation of the three types of qualitative methodologies: phenomenology, ethnography, and 

Grounded Theory and the justification of the rationale for choosing the Grounded Theory method. 

Following this, a historical overview, the development of Grounded Theory, the differences in the ideas 

of Glaser and Strauss are examined. In addition, the decision to use a Classic Glaserian Grounded theory 

approach that stems from the original work of Glaser and Strauss (1967) is justified. The next section of 

the chapter presents the theoretical sensitivity and sensitizing concepts, as well as the data collection 

method in Grounded Theory. Afterwards, the primary data section is presented where the sampling 

design, the history of sampling design, as well as the quantitative as opposed to the qualitative sampling 

design are explained. Additionally, relevant theories regarding the sampling, the sample size, the 

sampling method, the data analysis, the constant comparative analysis, coding, theoretical memos, and 

how to generate substantive theory in Grounded Theory, are analysed. Thereafter, the methods of 

verification and trustworthiness of the study are analysed. The next section of the chapter presents, the 

pilot study, ethical considerations and emphasises on the research design and experiment, including the 

data collection method, the secondary sources as well as the primary sources, the target population, the 

sampling frame/selection, the sampling size, the sampling method. Eventually, the chapter finishes by 

presenting the experiment. 

3.2 Research Approaches 

Patel and Patel (2019) define research methodology as the approaches that a researcher uses in order to 

undertake research. There are two approaches used by researchers worldwide to examine and analyse 

phenomena, namely qualitative and quantitative (Goodwin and Goodwin, 2017). However, for many 

decades there has been a heated debate regarding the most appropriate method of conducting social 

research (Wilson, 2012). This debate is still ongoing, and each method has a unique way to gather and 
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analyse data (Robson, 2011; Poudel, 2014). The quantitative or qualitative method can be carried out, so 

that a certain goal is reached; each method requires the use of different tools and procedures (Flick, 2017; 

Oberiri, 2017). Both quantitative and qualitative research methods will be defined below. 

3.2.1 Quantitative Research 

Quantitative research was introduced around the 1250s and was used by researchers in order to quantify 

data. Quantitative research is being used by researchers as a method to develop new theories and 

knowledge, since the 1250s. According to Creswell (2014), the quantitative research originated in the 

physical sciences – especially in chemistry and physics – where mathematical models were used by many 

researchers, as a methodology to analyse data. Researchers have used this approach with the aim of 

exploring human communication phenomena through the numerical data collection and analysis. Hence, 

the term “quantitative” refers to the quantification of the communicational phenomena (Oberiri, 2017). 

It is worth mentioning that quantitative research can also be called positivist, a term that was first 

introduced by the sociologist, Auguste Comte. Quantitative investigation is being presented since 

individuals started to record events or objects that had been counted; the modern idea of quantitative 

processes, though, has its roots in Auguste Comte’s positivism framework (Malterud, 2016). More 

specifically, it is based on the numerical representation of observations to describe and explain 

phenomena and how they have occurred. Positivist scholars, like Comte, believed that only scientific 

methods could advance, rather than previous spiritual explanations for human behaviour (Shirish, 2013). 

The positivist paradigm, by which the quantitative approach is guided, indicates that social reality has an 

objective ontological structure and individuals respond to this environment (Morgan and Smircich, 

1980). Quantitative research includes the measurement and counting of the various events and the 

performance of statistical analysis of several numerical data (Disman and Barliana, 2017). The positivist 

paradigm assumes that there is an objective truth in the world that can be measured and explained 

scientifically. Hence, reliability, validity and generalizability are components of the prediction of cause 

and effect. The term quantitative research can be defined as the systematic empirical investigation of 

events through statistical software, as well as other mathematical approaches (Malterud, 2016). 

Additionally, Apuke (2017), point out that this particular method can provide a comprehensive 

explanation of the various phenomena, by collecting numerical information and analysing it through 

relevant statistical software. Leedy and Ormrod (2014) argue that the purpose of quantitative researchers 

is to create explanations and predictions for other individuals and places. The quantitative researchers 

aim to establish, confirm, or validate correlations and to develop generalisations that contribute to the 

theory. This method is structured, where a sample of the whole population is taken, targeting the 
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collection of data about a specific topic and it is the most appropriate one for the study of natural 

phenomena (Wilson, 2012). Additionally, it aims to collect quantitative data by using tools such as 

surveys, experiments, physiological measures, panel, and scanner data, and collect data on predefined 

variables that provide statistical data (Creswell, 2014; Malhotra and Birks, 2003). Its purpose is to test 

hypotheses and make predictions it demands a large number of participants, and the data is in the form 

of numbers (Goertz and Mahoney, 2012; Disman and Barliana, 2017). The analysis of the data requires 

the contribution of the advanced statistical tools (Martin and Bridgmon, 2012) and the results are 

generalisable to the whole population (Choy, 2014). This is the most relevant method to test a theory 

(Johnson and Christensen, 2012).  

3.2.2 Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research is one of the two primary methods of performing a social science research, which is 

being used for several centuries. Nonetheless, it was brought to the forefront by anthropologists in the 

20th century and it is deeply rooted in the development of social sciences. More specifically, qualitative 

research has gained popularity in social research methodology since the 1960s. That is when social 

scientists recognised the need to understand complex social issues much more than before, 

when they relied on quantitative methods (Flick, 2018). Thus, this researcher began to be used in the 

1960s and 1970s (Gibson, 2006). At the beginning of the 1900s, the common notion that there is an 

objective world from where data can be collected and verified through empiricism, was rejected. The 

researchers attempted to make qualitative research as rigorous as quantitative research, and create many 

methodologies for qualitative research (Silverman, 2021). Significantly, during the 1920s and 1930s, 

social anthropologists Malinowski (1920) and Mead (1935), as well as sociologists Park and Burgess 

(1985) made an important contribution to the qualitative research. In addition, the way in which 

psychology can provide a framework to interpret human behaviour, and he thus introduced the 

unstructured interviews and group discussions, and also pointed out the significance of answering the 

important ‘why?’ question (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). The period from 1900 to 1945, qualitative data 

analysis had the main aim to describe objectively the social phenomena in society or in other cultures. 

Accordingly, this period has been characterised as the traditional age of qualitative research (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2005). In the 1960s and 1970s, literature of qualitative research and its textbooks started to be 

presented (Flick, 2018). Moving to the second stage, the period from 1950 to 1970, is named the golden 

age of qualitative research and has experienced modern approach (the modernist phase). During this 

period the analysis of the data was implemented by using a lot of coding approaches resulting from the 

participant observation. The symbolic interaction perspective, the Grounded Theory development 
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(Glaser and Strauss, 1967), the attempt in ethnography commenced the modern qualitative research 

(Spradley, 1979). Additionally, the period between 1970 and 1986, is considered the period of 

development of several qualitative perspectives, such as hermeneutics, structuralism, semiotics, 

phenomenology, cultural studies, and feminism. What is particularly noticeable, is the fact that during 

the period from 1970 to 1986 the first data analysis software programs for computer were developed. In 

the 1970s and 1980s qualitative research became popular in Britain, because of its use in educational 

sociology (Burgess, 1985). Moving to the period from 1986 to 1990, three main issues have characterised 

this period. Firstly, the crisis of representation, secondly, researchers find it difficult to locate themselves, 

and thirdly, their subjects in reflexive texts. There was a shift from the identification of linear models to 

the interpretation when it comes to the data analysis (Geertz, 1973). More specifically, in 1990, Strauss 

and Corbin suggested that the paradigm model assumes that causes lead to phenomena (Corbin and 

Strauss, 2008). In 1988, the first volume of the International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 

was published; and in 1995 the first volume of the journal, qualitative inquiry, was also published (Pierre, 

2019). In addition, the beginning of the postmodern period of qualitative research, is marked from 1990 

to 1995, when a lot of experimental and new ethnographies were presented. One major characteristic of 

this period is the replacement of theories by narratives (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). In the late 19th 

century, qualitative research has developed in the North American continent and spread to the European 

continent as well. The period from 1995 to 2000 is called the post-experimental inquiry where qualitative 

research connects to democratic policies and becomes more prominent. The period between 2000 and 

2010 was characterised by the establishment of qualitative research through a variety of new journals. 

As a consequence, 2010 onwards has been characterised as the future period and confronts the 

methodological reaction related to the documented social movement. The development of qualitative 

research was based on the rise of evidence-based practice as the new criterion of relevance for social 

science, and to the new conservatism in the USA (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative research is a 

holistic approach and is characterised as a model that unfolds in a natural environment, which allows the 

researchers to create a level of detail from high involvement in the actual experiences (Creswell, 2014). 

Qualitative methods deal with how individuals’ behaviour can be explained, in the context of the social 

structures in which that behaviour occurs (Flick, 2018). Analysing the definition further, qualitative 

research can be defined as: “the systematic collection, organisation, and interpretation of textual material, 

derived from talk or conversation. It is used in the exploration of meanings of social phenomena as 

experienced by individuals themselves, in their natural context” (Malterud, 2001, p. 483). A further 

definition given, describes it as a model which emerge in the natural context and allows the development 
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of a detailed explanation by the researcher being highly involved in the actual experiences (Flick, 2018). 

Qualitative research observes and interprets individuals’ perception in a natural setting (Silverman, 

2021). The aim of the qualitative research is to provide information and in-depth understanding of a 

problem or phenomenon (Malhotra et al., 2012; Myers, 2020). Additionally, the analysis of the data leads 

to the identification of patterns, features, and themes. Although the findings are not generalised to the 

population (Johnson and Christensen, 2012), the nature of a qualitative study is not to generalise, but to 

disclose new phenomena. Qualitative research requires a careful selection of a small number of 

individuals, from whom non-quantitative information regarding their perceptions, attitudes, opinions, 

and behaviour will be collected, and provides non-numeric and unstructured data (Flick, 2018). This is 

an inductive approach, and it is the most appropriate for developing a theory (Myers, 2020). According 

to Leedy and Ormrod (2014) qualitative research is less structured in description, because it formulates 

and builds new theories. Some types of the qualitative methods used to collect data, are observation, 

open-ended questions and in-depth interviews. The data is in the form of a text or verbal responses 

(Johnson and Christensen, 2012). The methods used to obtain data provide a detailed explanation of the 

research in relation to the participants involved. This observation of each individual creates a broader 

understanding of a certain behaviour (De Vaus, 2014). Therefore, the qualitative research method offers 

plenty of data regarding people’s real-life and situations (Leedy and Ormrod, 2014; Aspers and Corte, 

2019). 

3.3 The debate about quantitative and qualitative research 

Over the past decades, quantitative and qualitative research are strongly debated as to which of them is 

the most relevant one in conducting social research (Lucas, 2008). This debate started in the 1960s and 

has affected many disciplines especially sociology, social psychology, education, research, organisation 

studies and evaluation research (Bryman, 1984). According to Robson (2011) there was a paradigm war 

between constructivists and positivists, however these methods are completely different since different 

approaches are use in each one during the data collection and analysis procedure. In the 1970s and 1980s 

qualitative research managed to gain an increased popularity in other sectors becoming an important type 

of research in the fields of women’s studies, disability studies, education studies, social work studies, 

information studies, management studies, nursing service studies, human service studies and many other. 

After a lot of criticism from the quantitative researchers, in the late 1980s and 1990s new methods of 

qualitative research were emerged in order to find solutions to the problems with reliability and imprecise 

modes of data analysis (Bogdan, 1975). Piergiorgio, who entered this debate, supported that the debate 
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between the qualitative and the quantitative approaches to sociological research has seen both decline 

and flow (Corbetta, 2003). Additionally, he identifies that the clashes of the 1920s and 1930s have 

significantly contributed to the advancement of the discipline (with particular regard to the qualitative 

perspective, can be quoted the so-called ‘Chicago School’)”. Moreover, Piergiorgio insists that in the 

1940s and 1950s and in the first half of the 1960s quantitative perspective dominated; qualitative research 

was considered a sort of stepchild of social research and later throughout the 1990s and continued until 

today, qualitative research experienced a vigorous development. In addition, Bogdan (1977) added that 

the interest in qualitative methodology has dropped during the 1940s and 1950s with the growth in 

prominence of positivist theories and quantitative methods. He also claimed that the qualitative methods 

first became popular in American sociology in the studies of the ‘Chicago School’ sometime after the 

turn of the century and in the 1960s and 1970s have, nevertheless seen a re-emergence in the use of 

qualitative methods. This debate is still ongoing with the quantitative researchers who on the one hand 

strongly believe the only approach to examine casual relationships and make generalise the results in the 

social science research is the systematic statistical analysis. On the other hand, the qualitative researchers 

challenge this belief since they support that the social phenomena are complex and therefore, cannot 

effectively be understood using quantitative approaches. There is a common opinion among the authors 

that qualitative and quantitative approaches are incompatible because they are based on different views 

of the status of knowledge and truth and the nature of social behaviour. In contrast to this, a different 

view which claims that these two approaches are complementary, since each of them can supplement and 

complement the other has been introduced in the recent year (Norman, 2017). Additionally, Ahmad et 

al., (2019) explain that there is no best method since they all depend on what the researchers are studying 

and what they want to find out. Hence, a researcher can select which approach to employ based on his/her 

own experience, preference, the population, time, money, and other resources available (Daniel, 2016). 

Qualitative and quantitative research are two methods which enable the researcher to analyse phenomena 

in the social science. However, researchers use these methods for different purposes (Norman, 2017). 

Quantitative methods are ideal for providing a description of social phenomena, especially on a larger 

scale, whereas qualitative methodology focuses on interpreting various social phenomena and on the 

relations among a larger number of attributes across relatively few cases and to understand people from 

their own standpoint (Aspers and Corte, 2019). Analysing the objectives of each approach, quantitative 

research aims at predicting and controlling social phenomena and is hence suitable for justification, 

whereas qualitative method emphasises on applied and theoretical findings or discoveries, based on 

research questions through field study in natural conditions. Consequently, the qualitative method is 
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sufficient and excellent for discovery, considering its goal and specific procedures. Additionally, 

quantitative research aims at the measurement, evaluation, and generalisation of the findings to the 

population. It also predicts and control social phenomena, whereas qualitative method aims to understand 

and explore similarities and differences between various social events (De Vaus, 2014; Daniel, 2016). 

Nonetheless, Johnson and Christensen (2012) did not agree with the above approach, since they believed 

that qualitative researchers approach the social world as being dynamic and not static. The above means 

that qualitative researchers limit their findings to a certain group of individuals being studied rather than 

making generalisation of the results to the whole population (De Vaus, 2014). Shank and Brown (2007), 

express their views regarding this debate and they commented that if the qualitative approach was able 

to generalise the results to the whole population, then this method would be a good one. Another issue 

which raises this debate is related to the distinctions in the way phenomena or subjects are approached 

in qualitative and quantitative research. Quantitative social research studies social phenomena which 

mean that researchers develop hypothesis testing in a controlled environment and the data is collected in 

an environment where the contextual factors are under control. Such examples are laboratories and other 

researcher-controlled situations, so that the possibility that variables other than the ones under study can 

account for the relationships identified, is ruled out (Aspers and Corte, 2019; Bogdan and Biklen, 2007). 

On the contrary, qualitative social research aims at understanding the social world from the point of view 

of the subjects and employs approaches that do not rely on numerical measurements (Pathak et al., 2013). 

Therefore, qualitative research employs contextual understanding so that social phenomena/behaviours 

are conceived in the context of meaning systems employed by a particular group or society in their natural 

settings (Aspers and Corte, 2019). On the one hand, testing hypothesis helps the quantitative researchers 

to easily identify the cause-and-effect relationships, which enable them to predict and generalise their 

findings to a relevant larger population. The hypotheses, theories and variables facilitate the work of a 

positivist when it comes to making it clear. In such cases, it is more likely that a quantitative research 

approach is more transparent than a qualitative research approach (Gorard, 2001; Bryman, 2008). On the 

other hand, according to Cohen et al. (2018), quantitative research approach studies human behaviour as 

an object which can be controlled, ignores individuals’ opinions, and contributes as opposed to a 

qualitative approach. In fact, qualitative research approaches enable the researcher to identify the areas 

to be studied when there is no theory regarding a particular topic and variables are not known (Leedy 

and Ormrod, 2014). In contrast to this, quantitative approaches use theory to generate data. Additionally, 

the variables that the quantitative researchers have selected will only enable them to evaluate some 

selected aspects of peoples’ beliefs or actions. In contrast to this, quantitative approaches use theory to 



81 

 

generate data. Additionally, the variables that the quantitative researchers have selected will only enable 

them to evaluate some selected aspects of peoples’ beliefs or actions (Lichtman, 2006), as opposed to 

subjectivist. Conversely, qualitative research has no structured procedure and depends on the researchers’ 

interpretation and ingenuity who collects, interprets, and analyses the data. According to Bryman (2008) 

it is impossible to conduct the same research and get the same result at any other time and place. This 

means that qualitative research is not replicable as opposed to quantitative research. Researchers use 

qualitative methods for the data collection and analysis and therefore focus on visual and verbal 

(conceptual or thematic) rather than numerical data, handling techniques to gain knowledge and 

understanding of subjects, as well as exploring the framework of social settings and culture (Aspers and 

Corte, 2019; Myers, 2020). Therefore, qualitative research aims at a deeper understanding of a particular 

case, instead of providing a description of a large sample of a population. (Rashid et al., 2019). While 

the data collection in quantitative research can be implemented through survey questionnaires and focus 

on numerical data and measurable variables (Malterud, 2016), qualitative research approach uses 

methods. For instance, participant observation, documentary analysis, in-depth interview, ethnography, 

focus group discussion and life histories to collect data (Flick, 2017). This detachment of the researcher 

from the participant is a weakness in quantitative research, because it is impossible to get the in-depth 

study of the phenomena within its natural settings (Daniel, 2016; Christensen and Johnson, 2012). This 

separation will always prevent the researcher from gaining a better understanding, interpretations, and 

explanations of the phenomena under study (Daniel, 2016). Additionally, quantitative research has 

received criticism for silencing voices, since it ignores the subjects’ perspectives, excludes the meaning, 

and focuses on theories that are not related to the research topics, removing the framework from research 

questions, and creating only superficial data inapplicable to individual cases. This is criticised by critics 

of qualitative research, because it relies on the researcher’s interpretations, producing findings which are 

not generalisable or replicable (Smith, 2017). When it comes to the data analysis, qualitative research 

holistically analyses the cases, and every case is viewed as an interpretable whole (Masue et al., 2013). 

The term quantity is an amount of something and refers in measurement of things (Berg, 1995). 

Consequently, quantitative is a research method dealing with numbers and anything that is measurable. 

The result of the research is a number, or a series of numbers and it is presented in tables, graphs, or other 

forms of statistics such as percentages and proportions of the data in the form of charts, tables, and graphs 

(Oberiri, 2017). It becomes apparent that quantitative research uses numbers, whereas qualitative 

research uses words. As a result, qualitative research is sometimes criticised for being non-scientific and 

thus invalid. A great part of qualitative research is simply descriptive while quantitative research is more 
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specific (Leedy and Ormrod, 2014). One important conflict between the two approaches is that 

quantitative researchers believe that non-use of numbers by qualitative researchers makes it difficult and 

impossible to simplify findings and observations. In contrast, qualitative researchers argue that the social 

world has many dimensions, so the explanations are based on the researcher’s interpretations (Leedy and 

Ormrod, 2014; De Vaus, 2014). Another issue that enhances the debate is the fact that quantitative 

research is characterised as structured with predefined variables, hypotheses, and design (Mellinger and 

Hanson, 2017; Bryman, 2012). The outcome of using predetermined working strategies, is the 

elimination of the imaginative, critical, and creative thinking. This approach of using predetermined 

working strategies is only useful for studying what is already known, rather than helping to uncover the 

unknown (Mellinger and Hanson, 2017). Qualitative research is called ‘case-oriented research’ because 

it is trying to identify the outcome in ‘individual cases’ (Ragin, 1999). Additionally, it seeks to provide 

an in-depth understanding regarding the way that society is thought to operate and the related historical, 

cultural, social, and political influences that affect how decisions are made and so on (Myers, 2020). In 

addition to this, qualitative researchers may attempt to identify the causes of historical events and/or 

policy trends, such as World War I. To achieve this objective, it moves backwards by first identifying the 

cases and their outcome, and then proceeds to their causes. In different words, case-oriented research 

seeks to identify causes of outcomes for each of the cases that fall within the scope of the theory under 

investigation. This is what is called the ‘cause-of-effects’ approach to explanation. In contrary to 

qualitative research, quantitative researchers are interested in the ‘effects-of-causes’ (Goertz and 

Mahoney, 2006, p. 228). This approach involves a variable-oriented strategy with the aim to evaluate the 

correlation between aspects of cases across a large sample of observations to specify general patterns that 

hold for a population (Ragin, 1999). Quantitative research aims at identifying laws and principles which 

will facilitate the prediction regarding how the world works (Nielsen, 2011). It integrates methods such 

as surveys, analysis of records, different types of archival data and census to collect data (Ragin, 1999). 

Researchers in quantitative approach deal with many cases and do not have enough information on 

individual cases. On the contrary, in qualitative research the researchers are well informed about the cases 

under investigation to the extent that when a case displays a different causal pattern. They can find out 

how to explain the deviation/lack of fit. Therefore, if a case in quantitative research does not provide an 

explanation regarding the theoretical model it is not considered to pose any serious problem as long as 

the model provides good estimates of parameters for the population as a whole (Nielsen, 2011). In this 

case researchers cannot waste their time, hence this case is simply acknowledged and then ignored. This 
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situation has managed to raise a hot debate since qualitative researchers support that a case not 

conforming to the model needs to be ‘explained’ rather than simply being acknowledged (Ragin, 1997). 

3.3.1 Rationale for choosing Qualitative Research/ Researcher Positionality  

The choice of methodology is directed by the research question being raised. Taking into consideration 

the research question, qualitative research has been selected as the most suitable one for carrying out 

research for this study, for the following reasons.  

o Qualitative method is the most appropriate method for examining students’ perceptions and attitudes 

on a certain topic (Kumar, 2011). 

o The purpose of the qualitative research is to gain a deep understanding of the individuals’ motivation 

and emotion of a brand (Long and Godfrey, 2004; Miles et al., 2020). 

o It provides richer data than quantitative research (Ahmad et al., 2019). 

o The involvement of the researcher with the participants can provide an in-depth understanding of a 

phenomenon within its natural settings (Christensen and Johnson, 2012). 

 As Opoku et al. (2016) indicate, the aim of the research should determine the selection of the appropriate 

methods. According to Gentles et al. (2015) qualitative method focuses on exploring the individuals’ 

perceptions and attitudes of a certain topic, and deeply understanding a specific case, rather than 

providing a generalisation to the whole population. Similarly, this study focuses on brand building in HE, 

with the aim to examine the impact of the positive visualisation course in brand identity on the perception 

of freshmen students of a university brand image. This undoubtedly leads to the conclusion that the most 

appropriate method for this research, is qualitative method. Qualitative research has as a main purpose 

to get a deep understanding regarding customer motivation and emotion and this approach is useful to 

uncover aspects about the customers of a brand. Additionally, due to the complexity in today’s world, it 

is difficult to understand what people think and perceive, hence qualitative research methods facilitate 

this procedure, and it is more communicative and descriptive. Due to the unexplored nature of the 

phenomenon, a qualitative method is selected since it would provide the researcher with richer data than, 

for example, a survey. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research approach uses methods, such as 

participant observation, documentary analysis, in-depth interview, ethnography, focus group discussion 

and life histories to collect data (Long and Godfrey, 2004; Miles et al., 2020). This detachment of the 

researcher from the participant is a weakness in quantitative research, because it is impossible to obtain 

an in-depth study of the phenomena within its natural settings (Daniel, 2016; Johnson and Christensen, 



84 

 

2012). This separation will always prevent the researcher from gaining a better understanding, 

interpretations, and explanations of the phenomena being studied (Daniel, 2016). In other words, a 

qualitative method enables the researcher to reveal certain attributes of the impact of the positive 

visualisation course in brand identity on the perception of freshmen students of a university brand image, 

which have not been introduced in earlier studies, and to broaden our understanding of the concept of 

brand building in HE. Indeed, the use of a qualitative study is well justified, especially when there is a 

limited amount of empirical research concerning the topic that the researcher attempts to examine, as 

was this study. Another reason for choosing a qualitative method is because of the limitation of the studies 

in literature that concentrate on brand building in HE and more specifically on how to affect students’ 

perceptions. Those studies would not have offered a sensible starting point for conducting a quantitative 

study. The data collection could be gathered through semi-structured or even unstructured methodology 

from a relatively small number of participants such as focus groups, observation, interviews etc. 

(Gopaldas, 2016; Flick, 2018). 

3.4 Types of Qualitative methodologies 

The qualitative approach includes several excellent methodologies which have received worldwide 

acceptance under the name phenomenology, ethnography, and Grounded Theory. Each of these 

methodologies has its purpose that the researcher must understand to select the most relevant one. 

3.4.1 Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is an approach to qualitative research which aims on exploring people’s life experiences 

(Shosha, 2012; Polit and Beck, 2017). In addition, Neubauer et al. (2019) stressed that the purpose of 

phenomenology is to describe a phenomenon from the points of view of those who have experienced it. 

According to Creswell (2014, p. 25) this type of study searches: 

“The central underlying meaning of the experience that emphasise the intentionality of 

consciousness where experiences contain both the outward appearance and inward 

consciousness based on the memory, image, and meaning.”.  

Indeed, phenomenology focuses on providing a better understanding regarding the experiences in human 

life (Teherani et al., 2015). The fundamental goal of this approach is to enlarge and deepen the 

understanding of the range of immediate experiences, as well as describe the nature of the phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2014). Hence, phenomenology provides a comprehensive description of the meaning of this 

experience in terms of what and how it was experienced. Thus, a phenomenological researcher focuses 
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on investigating subjective phenomena and especially this particular method is selected when lack of 

information about a particular topic is noticed (Guerrero-Castañeda et al., 2017). The interviews are 

usually carried out with a group of people who are familiar with a certain situation. Other forms of data 

such as documents, observations, and art may be also used (Creswell, 2014). More importantly, 

phenomenology does not provide an in-depth explanation of phenomena; on the contrary it provides 

details for humans in order to understand a phenomenon that occurs in the real world (Hancock, 2002). 

Phenomenological research is derived from philosophy and psychology where the researcher describes 

the individual’s experiences of a particular phenomenon as described by participants (Creswell, 2014). 

This methodology provides a popular study in psychology as well as, in some areas of nursing (Tuffour, 

2017). 

3.4.2 Ethnography 

Ethnographic observation is the most intensive and in-depth observational qualitative approach. The 

word “ethnography” has a Greek origin since it derives from the two words ethnos and grapho. Ethnos 

means people, and nation, and grapho means ‘I write’. Ethnography is rooted in anthropology and reflects 

the ‘portrait of a people’ (Hughes, 1992). In this approach, the researcher actively participates in 

observations of the individuals’ daily life. The researcher in an ethnography methodology studies, 

describes, and interprets the behaviours, values, and interactions among the individuals of a particular 

group (Creswell, 2014). Ethnography can be any full or partial description of a group, as a means of 

identifying common threads, whether these are of religious nature, or they might derive from social 

relationships, or even management styles. The main aim of ethnography is to understand the way of life 

or patterns of those individuals in the environment that is familiar to them (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 

Another definition given by Taylor (2006), defines ethnography as the description of the conceptual 

reality, of a specific group of people who share their personal experiences. Ethnography studies the 

culture of a specific ethnic group, with the main goal to describe and understand a culture or a 

phenomenon and provide an explanation regarding the nature of individuals who are part of this culture 

(Reeves et al., 2013). In other words, this method is defined as the examination of opinions, social 

interactions, and behaviours, all of which occur among individuals in a society, where the researcher 

should participate, observe as well as interpret the data (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). An ethnography 

study has seven main characteristics which are described below (LeCompte and Schensul, 1999). Firstly, 

the researcher interacts face-to-face with the participants and provides a punctual image of their 

behaviours and views. Secondly, this research approach does not require any laboratory experiment since 

it should be implemented in natural settings. Thirdly, many different data can be used to understand the 
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individual’s behaviours. Moreover, it uses inductive, interactive, and recursive data collection and 

analytic strategies to build local cultural theories. Essentially, the final characteristic refers to the use of 

the culture to assign meaning to the collected data (Hancock, 2002). The researcher can choose an 

ethnographic study for two reasons. Firstly, because an ethnography approach provides a better 

understanding of a phenomenon for the researcher and describes the realities designed by the people who 

have participated in the study in a particular culture (Streubert and Carpenter, 1999). Secondly, the 

researchers choose this research design when they want to study a complex culture (Pettigrew, 2000) 

since the main aim of ethnography research is to explain the ways through which culture shapes 

individuals. Therefore, ethnography requires extended participation within a specific culture or sub-

culture. Lastly, the potential of ethnography lies in applying multiple data collection methods at a single 

phenomenon such as surveys to observational data, video tapes, photographs, and recordings of speech 

in action (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Creswell, 2014). 

3.4.3 Grounded Theory 

Grounded Theory is a methodology of qualitative research that aims to produce a new theory in order to 

explain a phenomenon (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), and it is a powerful methodology for collecting and 

analysing research data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Chun-Tie (2019) defined Grounded Theory as the 

examination of the persons’ experience from their own point of view. 

The aim is to develop a new theory that explains a phenomenon adequately and within a specific social 

context through the experience of people operating within (Creswell, 2005). It is suitable when there is 

no pre-existing theory or in cases the existing theory is not sufficient because it lacks important concepts. 

The Grounded Theory can be used when the correlation among the concepts is not elaborate enough and 

when the relevance of the concepts and their relationships has not been corroborated for the population 

or the context under study (Knipping and Reid, 2014). There is no pre – existing theory; theory is 

grounded to the data, and it is appropriate for researchers who want to describe the topic of study well 

and develop adequate theoretical conceptualisations of findings (Flick, 2018). Moreover, Grounded 

Theory uses inductive strategies for analysing data and is concerned with the generation of a new theory 

emerging from the data the aim of which is conceptualisation, in contrast to a deductive approach which 

has verification as its purpose (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Chun-Tie et al., 2019). Inductive analysis refers 

to the themes and categories of analysis derived from the data. In other words, the categories are derived 

from the data rather than imposed before data collection and analysis (Pattonn, 1980; Bowen, 2006). 

Therefore, Grounded Theory takes a very open approach to the process being studied as it starts with an 

area of interest, collects the data and this enables the idea to develop (Flick, 2018). Strauss and Corbin 
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(1990) state that a good Grounded Theory consists of the following four criteria: fit, understanding, 

generality and control. Fit ensures that the theory fits the essential data, understanding ensures that the 

theory is comprehensive. Generality ensures that the theory is relevant in many different contexts and 

control suggests that the theory provides control regarding the actions toward the phenomenon. 

Furthermore, Grounded Theory has two main features; the first is the continuous comparison method 

with the aim of developing codes, categories, and themes through data analysis; and the second feature 

is the theoretical sampling which requires the selection of rich data sources to explain a phenomenon 

(Khan, 2016). One characteristic of the Grounded Theory is that it merges the processes of data collection 

with analysis. A researcher moves back and forth to analyse the data. Therefore, there are no specific 

steps that a researcher must follow since Grounded Theory enables the researcher to continuously review 

earlier stages of the research and change direction if needed. There are numerous techniques a researcher 

can use to collect data. Semi-structured interviews, participant observation, focus groups and even diaries 

can provide data for Grounded Theory (Morse and Field 1995; Foley and Timonen, 2014). Lastly, the 

formation of the theory occurs during the actual research (Strauss and Corbin, 1994). 

3.4.4 Rationale for Choosing Grounded Theory Method 

Grounded Theory has been selected as the most appropriate method to answer the research question since 

there were no relevant theories to explain how a positive visualisation course in brand identity can affect 

freshmen students’ perceptions toward a university brand image. The contribution of theory using the 

Grounded Theory method is based on a systematic analysis of empirical data in order to develop and 

expand theory regarding brand building in HE. Grounded Theory is appropriate when a respective theory 

is not available to explain or understand a process and this theory is generated from the data (Creswell, 

2014; Flick, 2018). In this case, there is no published data on how a positive visualisation course in brand 

identity can affect freshmen students’ perceptions of a university brand image. Therefore, the qualitative 

design of grounded theory was determined as the most suitable to address the research question in this 

study. The Grounded Theory allowed the researcher to develop a theory of how this course can affect 

their perception of a university brand image. 

3.5 Grounded Theory historical overview and development 

Grounded Theory originated in the mid-1960s, and was developed in the School of Nursing, University 

of California San Francisco by two sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss while they were 

undertaking the study of Awareness of Dying (1965). Although, Glaser and Strauss have a sociology 

background, they come from different settings (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; Glaser, 1998). 
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Strauss was trained in qualitative research, whereas Glaser was trained in quantitative methodology and 

qualitative mathematics at Columbia University (Glaser, 1998; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The 

diversification of their backgrounds and the collaboration during the early 1960s was the cause of the 

Grounded Theory development (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In 1967 Glaser and Strauss published ‘The 

Discovery of Grounded Theory’ in order to highlight the Grounded Theory methodology they had 

developed and used during the Awareness of Dying study (Glaser, 2002). During the research they 

criticised the excessive emphasis of verifying theories to the detriment of generating the theory itself. 

They did not agree with the way in which existing theories dominated sociological research and they 

supported that a new method was needed which will enable researchers to move from data to theory to 

develop a new theory. They confirmed that the process of collecting data and verifying a theory 

afterwards, should receive equal attention in social research. After observation, they concluded that while 

verifying a theory is a primary goal, the desire to generate this certain theory receives secondary attention 

and in some cases the attention is completely lost. They highlighted that a gap occurs when it comes to 

the generation of a theory as they believed that it is very important to generate a theory which emerges 

from social research, as this would be more successful compared to the theories deriving from previous 

assumptions (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). They also supported that the aim of Grounded Theory was not 

the verification of an existing theory. On the contrary, the primary aim is to develop a new theory 

emerging from the methodological analysis of data. Therefore, they developed various tools appropriate 

for the Grounded Theory. They point out that the process of collecting and analysing the data should 

happen at the same time and should take place by following a certain procedure of theoretical sampling, 

coding, constant comparison, saturation, and memo writing. The reason for creating these techniques is 

because they wanted to make sure that while they are collecting, coding, comparing, and organising data 

into categories, a new theory will start appearing. On a final note, they argued that the concepts and 

hypothesis occur from the data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Grounded Theory was developed during a 

period where qualitative research was dominated by a prevailing positivistic paradigm (Chamber et al., 

2013; Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Grounded Theory was developed by Glaser and Strauss as opposed to 

the predominant reliance on positivistic research approaches, and perceived lack of rigour in qualitative 

methods. It is worth mentioning that Grounded Theory did not receive immediate recognition in the 

academic world. Strauss realised that in decade in which Grounded Theory came up, qualitative research 

sunk into a low state because it was unable to contribute to the verification process (Strauss and Corbin, 

1994). Some years later, the sociologists agreed that during this time qualitative research was 

underestimated (Charmaz, 2014). It took about twenty years for the Grounded Theory to begin to be 
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appreciated amongst American sociologists (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The contribution of the 

Grounded Theory was important for the development of qualitative research, especially at a time when 

qualitative research was underestimated. Importantly, Glaser and Strauss highlighted that qualitative 

analysis could be methodical, rigorous, and structured and, they determined the rationale and strong 

capacity to produce theories linked with data. Consequently, Bryant and Charmaz (2007) confirm that 

the epistemological challenge of Grounded Theory changed the conversation about methodologies and 

inspired generations of qualitative researchers. The Discovery of Grounded Theory book published by 

Glaser and Strauss in 1967 played an essential role since it has become a central pillar of Grounded 

Theory. Grounded Theory giving rise to the publishing of additional books on Grounded Theory. Glaser 

and Strauss published two Grounded Theory books named Time for Dying (1968) and Status Passage 

(1971). Some years later and inspired by their collaborative work, the two sociologists wrote four new 

books on Grounded Theory; Field Research: Strategies for Natural Sociology, Theoretical Sensitivity 

(Glaser, 1978), Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists (Strauss, 1987) and Basics of Qualitative 

Research (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). In the fourth book, Strauss and Juliet Corbin provide a clear 

description of the research approach and it is not as confusing as the original book. However, this book 

has received some criticism due to the fact it is too structured and thus maintains a totally contradictory 

approach from the original book. Still, not surprisingly, this book has gained popularity in the past 

decades and is used by researchers who find the original book ‘‘not very clear’’. As time went by, Glaser 

and Strauss began to disagree regarding the nature of the method. Glaser adopted a more creative and 

open structure to analyse data, whereas Strauss with the assistance of Corbin adopted a more structured 

design (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Locke, 1996). Therefore, after their publication in 1967, they decided 

to start developing Grounded Theory apart from each other, following different directions and providing 

their own view of Grounded Theory. Glaser used to work on his own, whereas Strauss was collaborating 

with Juliet Corbin (Glaser, 1978; Strauss and Corbin 1990). In 1990 Strauss and Juliet Corbin refined 

some features of the initial work, resulting in the introduction of a new approach. Strauss and Juliet 

presented new ways of analysis and stages for developing the theory, founding the Straussian or relativist 

perspective of Grounded Theory (Shukla and Santos, 2017).  

It is worth noting that in the 2000s Glaser’s former student Kathy Charmaz introduced her own version 

of Grounded Theory, launching the constructivist perspective of the method. The consequence of this 

ongoing debate and focus on refining and analysing the original version of Grounded Theory, was the 

development of three distinct versions of Grounded Theory, which are presented below (Polit and Beck, 

2017).  
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1. Classic Glaserian Grounded Theory (CGGT) - representing Grounded Theory in a pure form that 

stems from the original work conducted in the 1960s (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1992; Holton 

and Walsh, 2017). 

2. Straussian Grounded Theory (SGT) - representing the first main departure from classic Grounded 

Theory, offering clear procedures and a defined coding paradigm drawing on a huge fund of ‘coding 

families.’ (Strauss and Corbin 1998; Corbin and Strauss, 2015). 

3. Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) - a further remodelling of the grounded theory approach, 

rooted in pragmatism and relativist epistemology, assumes that neither data nor theories are 

discovered, but are constructed by the researcher as a result of his or her interactions with the 

participants (Charmaz, 2006). 

The main difference among them is the data analysis system, which brings about particularities according 

to each methodological perspective. More specifically, Glaser continued supporting the original version 

of Grounded Theory in regard to the data analysis, whereas Strauss with Juliet Corbin had reformulated 

the original version (Heath and Cowley 2004; Walker and Myrick 2006). Apart from the differences, 

these three approaches have some common characteristics such as theoretical sampling, constant 

comparative analysis of data elaboration of memos, and the differences between substantive theory and 

formal theory. These aspects can be considered inherent principles of the Grounded Theory method 

(Kenny and Fourie, 2015; Shukla and Santos, 2017). 

3.6 Differences in the ideas of Glaser and Strauss and Corbin  

As it aforementioned, the consequence of this ongoing debate and focus on refining and analysing the 

original version of Grounded Theory, was the development of different versions of Grounded Theory. 

Although different versions were presented, the most notable derived models are the Glaserian model 

which is considered the original model of Grounded Theory and was first established by Glaser and 

Strauss in 1967, as well as the Straussian model developed by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Glaser (1992) 

is a strong advocate of the original approach to Grounded Theory and the emergence of theory, while 

Strauss and Corbin had revised the data analysis process (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). One of the most 

important differences between Glaser’s and Strauss’ ideas is that the former supports that Grounded 

Theory is a methodology with which a researcher can analyse data linked with collection by using various 

methods which enable the inductive theory to emerge. Another difference is the way of application of 

theoretical sensitivity; in fact, they challenge the absence of literature and emphasise the importance of 

an ‘open mind’ versus an ‘empty mind’ (Jones and Alony, 2011, p.99). To be more specific, Glaser 
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believes that when the researcher starts collecting data, they should not have any knowledge of the pre-

existing literature with the aim of keeping an “open mind”, free of external influences. Indeed, at the 

beginning of the development of the Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss suggested ignoring the 

literature at the initial steps of the research and ideally start examining it after the collection of the data 

or even until after the substantive theory has been generated. Glaser (1978) supports that the researcher 

in the traditional or classical Grounded Theory must be a tabula rasa. On the other hand, Strauss seems 

to revise his view on this specific topic as time elapsed. More specifically, Strauss and with Corbin claim 

that although the study of the literature review at an early stage can lead to the familiarity of the researcher 

and can block creativity, this familiarity can also enhance sensitivity in data (Straus and Corbin, 2008). 

Keeping this in mind they highlight the importance of the literature during all stages in the research while 

pointing out the difference between an “empty head” and an “open mind” (Glaser, 1998). It is worth 

noting that the role of the literature is important since it helps the researcher to assist theoretical sampling 

and add that it can direct the researcher to situations they might not have considered otherwise. It should 

also be stressed that Strauss and Corbin arrived at the conclusion that the researcher ought to be very 

careful and not let the literature affect the data collection as it can be used as a tool of analysis to foster 

conceptualisation (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Additionally, Glaser seems to remain loyal to the initial 

version of Grounded Theory when it comes to the data analysis, whereas Strauss with Corbin 

reformulated the original version (Heath and Cowley, 2004; Walker and Myrick, 2006). Since the data 

analysis is not described very well in the original book, Strauss with Corbin decided to publish two books 

to explain the data analysis procedure better (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; 1990). Therefore, in the second 

edition Strauss and Corbin (1998) changed the original approach. The main objective of Classical 

Glaserian Grounded Theory (CGGT) is to objectively seek the emergence of the Grounded Theory 

through data analysis procedures (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). When it comes to the coding procedure, 

there are two phases, as these were originally described by Glaser and Strauss in 1967. The first one is 

the substantive coding, which includes two sub phases of open and selective coding, and the second is 

theoretical coding, which occurs at the conceptual level and involves the use of coding families in some 

studies and weaves the categories into a Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). On the other hand, 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) pointed out that there are three levels of coding namely open coding, axial 

coding, and selective coding. Interestingly, in 1987 Strauss suggested that induction, deduction, and 

verification are integral (p.12), while Glaser (1992) continues supporting that Grounded Theory is simply 

inductive. Importantly, Strauss highlights the significance of considering the broader contextual factors 

that may have an impact on a situation. Strauss and Corbin (1998) argue that “events that occur out there’’ 
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are not just interesting background material.” This focus suggests that Strauss’s version of Grounded 

Theory has evolved and is more in line with contemporary constructivist thinking. Therefore, today we 

have the ‘Straussian School’ of thought and ‘Glaserian School’ of thought of Grounded Theory (Stern, 

1994). Glaser’s Grounded Theory is called classical because of its greater adherence to the original ideas, 

published in 1967, and he was consistently publishing his ideas in the following books: ‘Theoretical 

Sensitivity’ (1978), ‘Emerging vs. Forcing: Basics of Qualitative Research’ (1992), ‘Doing Quantitative 

Grounded Theory’ (2008); ‘Jargonizing: Using the Grounded Theory vocabulary’ (2009) and research 

articles. 

3.7 Version of Grounded Theory applied in this study 

Considering the two main versions of Grounded Theory, this study adopts the Classical Glaserian 

Grounded Theory version for a number of critical reasons which are analysed below. 

o The original version of Grounded Theory proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) was developed 

mainly based on the idea that theory emerges from, and is grounded in, data. The Glaserian model 

strongly relies on inductive thinking. In contrast, Strauss stresses the importance of deduction and 

verification, and suggests that the role of induction has been overstated (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007; 

Heath and Cowley, 2004). 

o  Secondly, the Straussian approach emphasises the need for integrating the researcher’s personal and 

professional experience, as well as the literature, that could influence the data prematurely as well as, 

the verification and generalisation principles (Seidel and Urquhart, 2013). On the contrary, the 

Glaserian approach supports that the researcher should ignore any preconceived ideas (Glaser, 1992), 

and first enter the research environment with no predetermined ideas and knowledge, avoiding 

preconceptions and biases that a comprehensive literature review may introduce prior to the 

completion of the data collection and analysis stages. Glaser (1992) stressed the importance of 

ignoring the literature at early stages until the theory is developed from data and is advance enough 

to relate to existing literature. The purpose of this dictation is to help the researcher prevent existing 

theories from infecting, stifling, or preventing the creation of categories from the data. It assumes 

that in Grounded Theory studies, the existing literature is one of the data sources, and usually, no 

theoretical framework should be used before the study begins. Glaser (2013, p.5) proposes that “when 

using Grounded Theory, forget what you are supposed to find and just see what you are finding” 

since a Grounded Theory should be “free of preconceived frameworks of any kind”.  
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o The Glaserian model emphasises on the importance of the ‘theoretical sensitivity’ (Heath and 

Cowley, 2004). In contrast, the Straussian model reduces the importance of theoretical sensitivity by 

refocusing Grounded Theory onto a more rigid structure of procedural rules that emphasise greater 

data generalisability, replicability, and verification (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Since the primary 

goal of Grounded Theory is theory building, it is essential for the researcher to have such theoretical 

sensitivity (Seidel and Urquhart, 2013).  

o The Glaserian model is the most appropriate, since the main objective is to examine a social 

phenomenon requiring an emphasis on emergence and inductiveness rather than verification or 

validation.  

o The Glaserian approach is more flexible and enables an open, free-flowing exploration of the 

phenomenon (Seidel and Urquhart 2013) and it is less prescriptive than the Straussian Grounded 

Theory. The fact that it enables the research to give emphasis on the actual emergent data concepts 

and categories was another reason for selecting CGGT. 

o The Straussian model is more likely, due to its rigidity, to focus on methodologically imposed and 

overdrawn explanations instead of the theory (Heath and Cowley, 2004), making the Glaserian model 

more appropriate for this research.  

3.8 Theoretical sensitivity and sensitizing concepts 

Theoretical sensitivity is a key concept of Grounded Theory studies since it enables the researcher to 

undertake effective coding (Glaser and Holton, 2004). This term was introduced by Blumer (1954, p.7), 

an American sociologist, who contrasted definitive concepts with sensitizing concepts. He defined 

theoretical sensitivity as follows. 

A definitive concept refers precisely to what is common to a class of objects, by the aid of a clear 

definition in terms of attributes or fixed benchmarks…. A sensitizing concept lacks such 

specification of attributes or benchmarks and consequently it does not enable the user to move 

directly to the instance and its relevant content. Instead, it gives the user a general sense of 

reference and guidance in approaching empirical instances. Whereas definitive concepts provide 

prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest directions along which to look. 

The concept of theoretical sensitivity refers to the researchers’ “openness to new or unexpected 

interpretations of the data, the skill with which they combine literature, data, and experience, and their 

attention to subtleties of meaning” (Suddaby, 2006, p. 640). Specifically, theoretical sensitivity is “the 

ability to see relevant data and to reflect upon empirical data material with the help of theoretical terms” 
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(Keller, 2006, p.11) in the process of theory building. In addition, Glasers and Holton (2014) and Chun 

Tie et al. (2019) stressed that theoretical sensitivity refers to the ability to develop concepts derived from 

data and correlate them according to normal models of theory in general and the development of theory 

in sociology in particular. Developing a theory from data means that most assumptions and concepts do 

not just derive from the data but are processed systematically in relation to the data during the research 

(Rieger, 2018). Additionally, Corbin and Strauss (2015) mentioned that sensitivity means having 

knowledge, coordinating, tracking relevant issues and events in the data. In other words, the researcher 

should be able to present the participants’ standpoint and take on the role of the other through immersion 

in the data. In other words, theoretical sensitivity refers to the ability of the researcher to make sense of 

the data (Knipping and Reid, 2014; Vollstedt and Rezat, 2019). It is worth mentioning that Glaser and 

Strauss have different views on how a researcher develops theoretical sensitivity. Glaser (1969) claims 

that in order for the researcher to gain theoretical sensitivity they must first enter the research 

environment with ideally no predetermined ideas. In contrast, Strauss and Corbin (1990) support that 

there is a variety of sources of theoretical sensitivity, including the respective literature, the professional 

and personal experience of the researcher and the analytical process itself. This does not necessarily mean 

that the researcher should be driven by his personal experience or follow the literature by rule, but to 

challenge everything in order to gain new theoretical insight. Taking this into consideration, Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) introduced techniques including questioning, analysing and comparing single words, 

phrases or sentences, namely techniques that pervade Grounded Theory in general. While analysing 

Glaser’s and Strauss’s approach of theoretical sensitivity, it can be seen that Glaser supports that 

theoretical sensitivity occurs from immersion in the data, while Strauss claims that theoretical sensitivity 

comes from methods and tools (Onions, 2006). Thus, the researcher believes that theoretical sensitivity 

may emerge from both data as well as analytical tools. To support this statement, it is important to 

mention that the term “analytical tools” refers to the careful examination of the literature, coding, 

category building, and reflecting in memos (Birks and Mills, 2015).  

3.9 Data collection method in Grounded theory 

3.9.1 Secondary Data in Grounded theory 

The concept of secondary data was introduced into the literature almost 50 years ago when Glaser (1963) 

considered the possibility of re-analysing data originally collected for a different reason. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) were the first to introduce of secondary data in Grounded Theory. Analysing the definition 

of secondary data, he describes it, as a different type of research where the previously collected data is 
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re-analysed in a later study (Rubin and Babbie, 2008). Another definition given by Heaton (2004) defines 

secondary data analysis as the approach where researchers use previous data with the aim to investigate 

new questions or verify previous studies. In other words, secondary data refers to the previously collected 

data by others for a different purpose than their own. When it comes to the Grounded Theory, the term 

secondary data refers to the data that were collected by other researchers and are not originally related to 

the current research (Glaser, 1998). The benefits of employing secondary data are various as the use of 

secondary data sets in the research is less time consuming, allowing researchers to save time and use 

significant data that might otherwise be inactive (Glaser, 1998; Rubin and Babbie, 2008). Additionally, 

secondary data provides basic information about the problem under study (Johnston, 2014). 

3.9.2 Primary data in Grounded Theory 

Primary data is information collected by a researcher from first-hand sources and is collected and 

analysed by the researcher for a specific reason (Malhotra and Birks, 2003). Primary data collection is 

very constructive for researchers since it enables them to collect up-to-date information for a certain 

topic; however, this is a time-consuming process compared to the secondary data, and there also is a risk 

of non-response (Bryman, 2008). 

One feature of Grounded Theory is that the collection and analysis of the data as well as the development 

of the theory are not sequential steps but are interrelated and interconnected. Thus, the actions alternate 

when it comes to data collection, data analysis and theory development. There are some different 

approached to the Grounded Theory regarding the primary data, such as participant observation, informal 

interviews, and formal interviews (Malhotra and Birks, 2003; Morse, 2004). Smith (2018) indicates six 

different sources of evidence in qualitative research: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct 

observation, participant-observation, and physical artefacts. 

Based on the various definitions, the word interview is defined as a normal conversation between the 

researcher and the participant, where the researcher asks questions, and the participants answer them 

(Reinharz and Chase 2002). In Grounded Theory, both formal and informal interviews can be used for 

data collection. The formal interview consists of structured and unstructured interviews (Adhabi and 

Anozie, 2017). Adding to this, according to Jamshed (2014) there are two different approaches to 

qualitative interviewing under the name unstructured and semi-structured interviewing, and in both cases, 

the data is gathered from a relatively small number of participants. The unstructured interview enables 

the participant to respond to a question freely, whereas a semi-structured interview follows a checklist of 

issues and questions that the researcher wishes to cover during the session (Wilson, 2013). Nevertheless, 

it can be argued that a semi-structured interview is a commonly approach of interviewing in qualitative 
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research studies. Furthermore, Wimpenny and Gass (2000) suggest that in Grounded Theory, the 

continuous analysis of the data can affect the research questions, with the direction of the interview being 

guided by the emerging theory. Using semi-structured interviews still allows some flexibility. For 

example, they allow the interviewer to pursue issues of particular significance that relate to the research 

question (Mclntosh and Morse, 2015). Both unstructured and semi-structured interviews appear 

congruent with the Grounded Theory approach as a means of data collection. Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

highlight the importance of making the collection of the data rigorous in qualitative research; hence, it is 

significant that the interviews are conducted within a strong but flexible plan (Sunstein and Chiseri-

Strater, 2012). 

3.9.3 Open ended questions in semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews include a number of open-ended questions related to the topic that the 

researcher focuses on and according to McIntosh and Morse (2015), such questions are considered the 

most popular way to lead the conversation in a semi-structured interview. Open-ended questions refer to 

the questions that require more than one-word answers. The answers could come in the form of a list, a 

few sentences or something longer such as a speech, paragraph, or essay. The open-ended nature of the 

question enables both the researcher and the participant to discuss certain topics in detail. In case the 

participants face difficulties answering a specific question or provide a short answer, then the interviewer 

can encourage them provide more explanations. An open-ended question enables the interviewee to 

freely provide the response they want to. There are no specific answer alternatives since the researcher 

believes that the alternatives may influence the answer. It is easier to develop questions of this type, 

despite being time-consuming to analyse and understand the responses (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Lastly, 

open-ended questions are commonly used in in-depth interviews. 

3.10 Sampling design 

3.10.1 Sample 

In order to answer the research questions, the researcher must collect data from all cases. Thus, there is 

a need to select a sample. Researchers focus on identifying a group of people from whom the data will 

be gathered. This group of people in a study is referred to as the sample. As it is costly and impossible to 

include the whole population in research, the researchers apply sampling techniques to reduce the number 

of cases. The population refers to the set of cases from which the sample is drawn (Taherdoost, 2016). 

Wilson (2013) explains that the term population refers to the total number of people from whom 

researchers wish to obtain data on a particular topic, while the term sample is defined to the portion of 



97 

 

the whole population and consists of a smaller number of individuals that were chosen to represent the 

total population. Also, sampling frame can be explained as a list of people within the target population 

who can contribute to the research. Another definition given for sampling is the procedure followed when 

the researcher selects specific participants in order to draw statistical conclusions from them and assess 

the characteristics of the whole population. Sampling is widely used by researchers to exclude the need 

to research the entire population for the data collection. This is a time-efficient and cost-effective process 

for the researchers to conduct research (Turner, 2020). Sampling consists of sample size and sampling 

design. Sample design refers to the methods that researchers follow to select a sample from the population 

and the type of technical estimate for the calculation of statistical samples (Taherdoost, 2016). Sampling 

is essential in all researches because it allows the researchers to proceed with the selection of sample 

sizes and sample designs that are most pursuant to the aim of their research (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 

2005). 

3.10.2 History of sampling design 

The concept of sampling has been developed over a period of more than 100 years. The linguistic origin 

of this definition is not clear, however there is a belief that the Dutch word for sample is “steekproef”, 

other beliefs indicate that it is a translation of the German word “Stichprobe”. This term consists of two 

parts: “Stich”, which means to dig, stab or cut, and “Probe”, which means to test or to try. In 1583 this 

word was introduced in German literature, which was described as a “Stichprobe”, a method used in 

mining. A kind of spoon (“Problöffel”, test spoon) was used to take a small amount of molten substance 

to determine the amount of metal contained in it. Moving to the 19th century, sampling was also used in 

other industries, like manufacturing paper. Others claim that the word steekproef dates back to the cheese-

making produced in the Netherlands since prehistoric times. The cheese master cut a sample from cheese 

and tasted its quality. Intuitive application of the principles of sampling in science has been taking place 

for a long time. However, it was not called sampling but inductive reasoning. This terminology, inductive 

reasoning, has been applied in everyday life and science for a long time. However, the history of sampling 

as a well-defined statistical method started just more than a century ago, in the year 1895 (Bethlehem, 

2009). The field of survey sampling can claim many roots. These roots include several activities over the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries in agriculture, forestry, government administration, and social 

research (Bellhouse, 1988). From 1890 on, statisticians have been conducting surveys in order to find 

solutions to practical administrative problems. Regarding the selection of the first samples, they were 

selected systematically, using lists provided by village heads. Regarding the application of probability in 

statistics, Quetelet and Lobatto used probability theory to prove that the average number of such 
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observations had a normal distribution. From the first ideas in 1895 it took about 50 years before the 

principles of probability sampling were widely accepted. It took until the 1920’s before more attention 

was paid to sampling aspects. In 1936, up-and-coming pollster Ghodesw Gallup made history when he 

successfully predicted the outcome of the presidential election using quota sampling methods. By 1948, 

sampling seems to have become an accepted data collection method for polls (Bethlehem, 2009). 

3.10.3 Sampling design Quantitative VS Qualitative 

The selection of the most appropriate sampling method is crucial in the quantitative approach since it 

will enable the researcher to identify a representative sample to participate in the research and the results 

will be generalised to the population (Marshall, 1996). When it comes to the qualitative approach, the 

aim is to identify the individuals’ attitudes of a certain issue, and deeply understand a specific case rather 

than provide a description of a large sample of a population (Kumar, 2011). In quantitative research, 

samples should be selected in a way that allows the researcher to generalise the results to the whole 

population, to achieve external validity (Bryman and Bell, 2007; Carminati, 2018). In the quantitative 

study the composition of the participants is vital since it can indicate the quality of the results. According 

to Wilson (2012), there are two main categories for the sampling method under the name of probability 

and nonprobability. A probability sampling approach is appropriate for quantitative research, with its sub-

forms of random sampling, stratified sampling, systematic sampling, cluster random sampling or a 

combination of these (Taherdoost, 2016).  

In qualitative research only a few participants participate, hence the aforementioned sampling criteria are 

not applicable. Hence, the sample should be selected purposefully (Palinkas et al., 2015). Thus, the main 

objective is to select information-rich cases for in-depth study, from which they can learn topics of central 

importance for the research. The study of information-rich cases yields knowledge and in-depth 

understanding rather than empirical generalisations (Patton, 2002). To further analyse the sample size, 

quantitative research requires a large sample size, whereas qualitative research focuses on a smaller 

sample where the researcher actively participates during the data collection procedure in the natural 

setting. The researcher is aims to reveal its meaning in a variety of qualitative ways such as description, 

explanation, and exploration (Suter, 2011). While in qualitative research the sample is much smaller than 

the quantitative research, it should not be that small since it will make it hard for the researcher to reach 

theoretical saturation, but also not too large since it would be difficult to make a deep, case-oriented 

analysis (Russell, 1995; Vasileiou et al., 2018). As far as the qualitative research is concerned, smaller 

sample is not useful because of the response rate which is generally low (Newby et al., 2003) and 
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responses less than 100 cannot be used to draw statistically significant results (Shook et al., 2004). Such 

a small size might lead to weak generalisation of results. However, this is not an issue for qualitative 

research since its aim is not generalisation of the results to the examination of a specific social reality in 

details (Suter, 2011) which is not possible in quantitative research. Although sampling and data collection 

methods such as random sampling and surveys are appropriate for quantitative research, they are not 

helpful when it comes to the qualitative research as they are non-feasible of researching large samples 

due to time and cost constraints (Marshall, 1996). Additionally, in quantitative research, the use of 

complex mathematical formulation is required for the sample size selection, whereas in qualitative 

studies they are neither mathematical nor systematic. Researchers in qualitative studies, are responsible 

for making several important decisions regarding the number and the way of individuals’ selection to 

include in a study, as well as the conditions under which this selection will take place (Curtis et al., 2000). 

Sampling is important in dealing with the representation crises, which includes the difficulties faced by 

the qualitative researchers in capturing their experiences (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). Poor representation 

leads to negative results as in the case of a poor representation, a researcher has not adequately captured 

the data (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2005). Good sample size and design should mitigate this crisis. 

3.10.4 Sampling in Grounded Theory 

3.10.4.1 Sample size in Grounded Theory 

In qualitative research and especially in Grounded Theory, the generation of enough data plays a leading 

role in illuminating patterns, concepts, categories, properties, and dimensions of the given phenomena 

can emerge (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Hence, it is vital to obtain a suitable 

sample which will generate sufficient data (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003). The collection of adequate 

data in order for the concepts, categories, properties, and dimensions of the given phenomena to emerge, 

is the most crucial part of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Determining the sample size refers to specifying the number of respondents who should take part in the 

research is the most challenging decision for the researchers (Wilson, 2013). When it comes to the 

qualitative approaches a representative sample is not necessary since the researcher aims at understanding 

the individuals’ behaviour rather than explaining any statistical patterns (Malhotra and Birks, 2003). 

Regarding the sample size, in Grounded Theory the number of participants is fewer than quantitative 

studies. The question that arises is what the appropriate sample size is. The answer to this question is 

given by the concept of ‘theoretical saturation’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

The concept of theoretical saturation was introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1999) as a certain feature of 
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the constant comparison (Malterud et al., 2016). According to Morse (2004, p.1123), this concept refers 

to: 

“The phase of qualitative data analysis in which the researcher has continued sampling and 

analysing data until no new data appears and all concepts of the theory are well developed and 

their linkages to other concepts are clearly described”, and thus data collection could be 

terminated.’’ 

Theoretical saturation occurs in data collection when no new data about a category seem to be emerging, 

when the category is well-developed in terms of its properties and dimensions and showing variability, 

and when the correlations among categories are well-established and validated (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, 

p.212). Saturation occurs when more participants are added to the study, this does not result in additional 

perspectives or information. Baker et al. (2012) point out that a sample size of twelve individuals is a 

good number for ensuring a realistic time frame for planning, conducting, transcribing, and analysing the 

interviews. Additionally, Morse (1994) suggested that 30-50 interviews are adequate for Grounded 

Theory, while Creswell (1994) suggested only 20-30. Importantly, Guest et al. (2006) indicate that 

saturation occurs within the first twelve interviews, especially in the cases that the researcher wants to 

describe the individuals’ perception (Vasileiou et al., 2018). In addition, Charmaz (2014) remarks that a 

small study with modest claims might allow a proclaiming saturation era. A study of 25 interviews may 

be enough for some small projects, but it is sceptical when the researcher’s claims concern human nature 

or contradict standard research. Theoretical saturation plays an important role since for researchers who 

ignore theoretical saturation, there is a risk of creating a theory based on insufficient development of 

themes and the result might be findings based on a lack of credibility and/or validity (Jones and Noble, 

2007). The aim of the Grounded Theory researcher is to achieve theoretical data saturation (Charmaz, 

2006). By reaching a saturation point, the sample is described as an adequate one (O’Reilly and Parker, 

2013). 

3.10.5 Sampling method -Theoretical sampling 

The generation of the data in qualitative research should be relevant to the selection of the appropriate 

participants who can add meaning to the research by expressing their thoughts and experiences of the 

phenomenon under study (Cleary et al., 2014). Sampling is the process of selecting observations from 

the study and the sampling method is a technique which can be used by the researcher for selecting a 

sample (Rubin and Babbie, 2008; Taherdoost, 2016). In order to plan the sampling of the research, it is 

important to define the method. As it has been mentioned above, a well-known data collection process 

in Grounded Theory is called purposive sampling where the researcher should strategically identify and 
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select information-rich cases related to the topic under study (Patton, 2002). Theoretical sampling 

involves collecting and analysing data at the same time to decide what data to collect next and where to 

find it in order to develop the theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). A definition presented by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) describes theoretical sampling as the data collection process aiming at developing theory, 

where the researcher collects, codes and analyses the collected data and decides which to collect next 

and where to find them. Theoretical sampling includes a selection of a group to be studied with the aim 

of developing new categories until theoretical saturation is reached (Charmaz, 2006). Therefore, 

theoretical sampling is not selected prior to the study, but runs parallel with the data analysis until it 

provides categories which enable the theory to be developed. 

The main difference between theoretical sampling and other types of sampling is the time and 

continuance. Unlike other methods, sampling in Grounded Theory is not planned beforehand but is 

continuous during the study (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Theoretical sampling implies various methods 

where the choice of new cases which are to be included in the analysis are determined by the unfolding 

theory. The main purpose of the theoretical sampling differs during the process to theory development. 

During the early stage of the process, the selection of the cases may allow a new concept to be developed. 

Subsequently, cases are chosen according to the chances of contributing and differentiate, elaborate, 

consolidate, and validate the categories regarding their properties, dimensions, and interrelations. 

Theoretical sampling and theory development are ongoing until theoretical saturation is achieved. 

Therefore, this correlation between the categories is well developed and validated (Strauss and Corbin, 

1990). While analysing the different views given for the theoretical sampling, Glaser remained loyal to 

the theoretical sampling as mentioned in the original book and described it as the data collection process 

to develop a theory where the researcher collects, codes, and analyses the collected data and decides 

which to collect next and where to find them (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). On the other hand, Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) argue that theoretical sampling is the means that data collection is based on concepts 

derived from developing theory and is based on the concept of making comparisons. This is a non-

random method of sampling which aims to identify data-rich sources to gather insights into a certain 

area, rather than represent a population (Breckenridge and Jones, 2009). 

3.11 Data Analysis in Grounded Theory 

Data analysis for Grounded Theory research is an ongoing process which starts simultaneously with data 

collection and continues in parallel. The researcher is reviewing the data until the concepts emerge, and 

in further stages, he/she compares the concepts with other data sources to ensure their validity (Corbin 
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and Strauss, 2008). The Grounded Theory analysis steps consist of collecting data, coding data, 

organising data around concepts from categories of related concepts, elaborating patterns and linkages 

between categories, and developing a theoretical explanatory model. The main objective in the Grounded 

Theory is the development of a new theory thus the contribution of the data is essential as it enables the 

new theory to be developed. Therefore, the data is evaluated with the help of coding. The process of 

analysing the information collected can be implemented by using a variety of different coding procedures 

(Matavire and Brown, 2008). The coding approaches become a fundamental procedure which enables 

the researchers to systematically categorise data. The role of coding is essential since it links together the 

empirical data collected by researchers and the theoretical concepts that emerged from the data 

(Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). Additionally, through this process the researcher can find patterns and 

the empirical analysis of those patterns can develop a theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). However, to 

develop a theory, the evidence used in the analysis must be accurately described. This means that 

researchers should present how classification, theme identification and the linking of key properties 

emerge. Interestingly, a debate has started concerning the conflicting assumptions of the inherent 

positivist or interpretivist philosophical position of Grounded Theory (Bryant, 2007). As a result, this 

debate has changed the way researchers perform data analysis. Glaser indicates that the coding and 

analytical method of Strauss and Corbin has caused a lot of problems. Despite the fact that Glaser and 

Strauss and Corbin agree that coding is an integral part of translating data into constructions (Kendall, 

1999), they have different views. On the one hand, Glaser (1992) suggested two ways of coding: 

substantive and theoretical, while on the other hand, Strauss and Corbin have pointed out three levels of 

coding; open, axial, and selective. Parker and Roffey (1997), who entered this debate, stressed that the 

approach of Straus and Corbin is more structured when it comes to the data analysis, while the approach 

of Glaser is difficult to operationalise. One more debate has emerged regarding the previous theoretical 

ideas when it comes to data coding. Dey (1999) highlighted the need for the researcher to set aside the 

theoretical ideas prior to data coding to enable the theory to occur. 

3.11.1 Constant Comparative Analysis. 

The methodology for analysing data is called constant comparative analysis where the researcher closely 

analyses data into minute units or indicators (Strauss, 1987). This method is referred to as comparative 

because the researcher systematically compares units of the study to each other. Therefore, the analysis 

begins during the first interview using memo writing. The aim is to identify similarities and differences, 

which will help the researcher develop concepts and categories. Then the researcher compares these 

concepts to other sources for verification (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Constant comparative analysis 
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occurs throughout the research process, because the data is collected and analysed simultaneously. This 

is an inductive technique that enables the integration of many views into a single idea as well as the 

validation of concepts that have been developed from previously collected data (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). The constant comparative method is the main strategy of Grounded Theory that provides a 

procedure where new theory will be emerged by comparing and methodologically analysing the cases. 

There are four stages contributing to the constant comparative method including, comparing, and 

categorising incidents, integrating categories and their characteristics, developing, and writing up the 

emerging theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). ‘‘Constant comparative analysis occurs when the researcher 

compares incident to incident when coding using the above questions as the framework; data is related 

to ideas, which relate to other ideas, creating a pattern where a fitting concept emerges’’ (Glaser, 1998, 

p.25). 

3.11.2 Coding 

Coding in Grounded Theory is a process by which concepts are identified during the analysis (Strauss 

and Corbin 1990). Coding is the most fundamental process in Grounded Theory by which concepts or 

themes are identified and named during the analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1990). The purpose of the data 

coding procedure is to categorise and summarise data, and its primary goal is to discover the profound 

meaning hidden behind the data. Coding enables the researcher to form linkages within the data in order 

to form a theory (Charmaz, 2006). Following the Glaserian Grounded Theory principles, the coding 

process used within this thesis is a fusion of two main stages: substantive and theoretical (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967).  

3.11.2.1 Substantive coding 

Substantive coding is the first stage of Grounded Theory’s coding process and is composed of two levels: 

open and selective coding (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). It focuses on data analysis to identify preliminary 

categories and data properties that can then be analysed for greater abstraction and generalisation (Walker 

and Myrick, 2006).  

Open coding is the first stage of theoretical analysis in Grounded Theory and the first level of substantive 

coding (Glaser, 1978) which begins immediately after the first interview. Open coding involves the 

researcher listening to the digital recordings, reading and re-reading interview transcripts and field notes 

and then coding each line of the transcript. Line-by-line coding allowed the researcher real intimacy with 

the data and enabled detailed consideration of the text. Glaser (1978) states that it also helps free the 

researcher of any preconceptions. It “conceptualises the empirical substance of the research area” (Glaser, 
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1978, p.55) by fracturing the data into smaller units for pattern analysis and categorisation which is a 

long process that requires the researcher to be strongly involved with the data (Heath and Cowley, 2004). 

The coding is deliberately ‘open’ to all potential and possibilities contained with it, so as not to close 

down any future directions. During the open coding stage, the data gathered from the research field was 

fractured to “produce a set of categories that fit, work and are relevant for the purposes of theory” (Gibson 

and Hartman, 2013, p.91). Open coding makes initial connections with categories (Creswell, 2009) and 

the purpose is to group data under one unifying concept (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). The coding process 

can be implemented line by line, sentence-by-sentence, or word-by-word analysis, through a process of 

induction, and continuously assigning codes to the emerging concepts from the collected data (Lowe, 

1996). Glaser (1998) points out that the open coding should start by comparing line by line incidents 

while constantly asking questions regarding the category the incident indicates, the property of category 

the incident displays, and the participant’s main concern. During open coding, the researcher 

continuously focused on three questions regarding the emerging data to guide the process as suggested 

by Glaser (1978, p.57): (1) What is this data a study of? (2) What category does this incident indicate? 

(3) What is actually happening in the data?  

Open coding was considered complete when the researcher is able to identify emerging categories that 

include all the data and saturation is achieved as required by Grounded Theory’s framework (Gibson and 

Hartman, 2013).  

Selective coding is the second level of substantive coding, and it began when open coding concluded 

with the identification of categories and their properties. Beyond what is identified throughout the open 

coding process, the researcher would not pursue any additional concepts at that point. According to 

Glaser (1978), selective coding should only start when the researcher is certain that the core category has 

already been discovered during the open coding process. This is not a linear process since the researcher 

should constantly re-evaluate the data allowing the researcher to combine the codes and categories into 

themes (Scott and Howell, 2008). Glaser (1978) describes selective coding as the stage during which 

coding becomes limited to only categories that relate to the research problem. This process is complete 

when the researcher is confident that the core categories are clarified and that all the codes and 

subcategories are included. 

3.11.2.2 Theoretical coding 

Theoretical coding is the final level of coding, whereby theoretical codes are used to “conceptualise how 

the substantive codes may relate to each other as hypotheses to be integrated into a theory” (Glaser, 1978, 
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p.72). Once the core category emerged, theoretical coding is undertaken to connect, and build theory. By 

utilizing codes developed during the substantive coding stage, after saturation has occurred, the 

researcher relates those codes to each other in order to identify a relationship, whilst significantly relying 

on the constant comparison of data (Holton and Walsh, 2017). For the current study, the literature was 

being reviewed as the emerging theory was developed, to consider its relevance and credibility. 

Conceptual codes developed during the substantive stage were “sorted, written, theorised, and cross-

referenced with literature” (Jones and Alony, 2011, p.7) leading to new perspectives, increased scope, 

consistency, and objectivity (Glaser, 1978). This is the final stage in Grounded Theory’s data analysis 

procedures (Holton and Walsh, 2016). 

3.11.3 Theoretical Memos - Memo writing 

Glaser (1998) points out that memos are an important stage in the process of generating theory and an 

integral tool when it comes to the production of Grounded Theory, since they can ensure the quality of 

Grounded Theory (Birks and Mills, 2015). In addition to this, LaRossa (2005) points out that the 

questions play a vital role pertaining to the new concept development since a researcher should focus on 

those questions which enable them to think more abstractly and theoretically. Glaser (1978) encourages 

the use of theoretical memo writing to ensure the retention and development of ideas that otherwise might 

be lost. Writing theoretical memos helps theorise about codes and categories, the relationships, and 

connections between categories and what might be an important and novel finding. Glaser defines memo 

as “theorizing write-up of ideas about substantive codes and their theoretically coded relationships as 

they emerge during coding, collecting and analysing data and during memoing” (Glaser, 1998, p.177). 

During the data analysis, the researcher writes memos about the events, cases, categories, or relationships 

between categories. Memos also include theoretical notes regarding the data and the correlation between 

categories (Glaser and Holton, 2004) and these can be a sentence, a paragraph or a few pages which give 

a detailed record regarding the participants’ feelings and thoughts (Birks and Mills 2015). This is an 

effective tool that allows the researcher to keep records of the analysis. This process occurs throughout 

the research starting with the first interview. Memos can provide an in-depth analysis off the data 

describing the correlation among concepts (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Once all the interviews are 

completed, memos should be shortened and integrated. Sorting memos is the process of putting together 

the same category in order to distinguish it from other categories. Importantly, Glaser points out that 

"sorting cannot be implemented by using a computer software since only the researcher is able to know 

all the conceptual meanings, to properly sort memos" (Glaser, 2014, p.90). 
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3.11.4 Generating Substantive Theory 

According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), there are two elements of generated theory: “conceptual 

categories and their conceptual properties; and second, hypotheses or generalised relations among the 

categories and their properties” (p.35). The processes of developing the conceptual categories and the 

identification of the core categories help the researcher formulate the hypotheses and afterwards the 

theory itself. Glaser and Strauss (1967) indicate that at the first stage, the researcher may find everything 

important and that work quickly leads to the generation of hypotheses: “In the beginning, one’s 

hypotheses may seem unrelated, but as categories and properties emerge, develop in abstraction, and 

become related, their accumulating interrelations form an integrated central theoretical framework - the 

core of emerging theory” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p.40). Consequently, after generating hypotheses 

the generation of theory occurs and involves the integration of concepts and, categories into an emerging 

theory. In addition, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.37) arrive at the conclusion that “in short, our focus on 

the emergence of categories solves the problems of fit, relevance, forcing, and richness”. The theory 

building process can be carried out either to a well-coded set of propositions or to a current theoretical 

discussion, ‘‘using conceptual categories and their properties” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p.31). In short, 

the theory-building process involves simultaneous data collection, coding, and data analysis. These 

processes must be vague and interconnected, from the beginning of an investigation to its end (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967). 

3.11.5 Criteria for Quality in Grounded Theory Research  

Birks and Mills (2011) point out the significant ongoing debate regarding the way that quality can be 

evaluated in relation to the research conducted in various exemplary contexts. Verification refers to the 

process where a researcher checks, confirms, and ensures that the research is reliable and valid and 

therefore ensures the rigour of a study (Morse, 2004). There is a debate whether the methods of 

verifications should be used in qualitative research or not. On the one hand, Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

believe that the verification methods play an important role in quantitative research or in cases where a 

qualitative researcher wants to replace or test an existing theory. They claim that the methods of 

verification are not an issue when the qualitative researcher generates a theory.  

On the other hand, Morse et al. (2004) highlight the importance of verification. They define verification 

in qualitative research as “the mechanisms used during the process of research to incrementally 

contribute to ensuring reliability and validity and, thus, the rigor of a study” (p.17). Rigour is of utmost 

importance in research since without it the research is fiction and rather pointless. This is the reason why 
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all the researchers want to ensure that their research is reliable and valid. According to Morse et al. 

(2004), the researcher in qualitative research should move from the research design to the 

implementation, and back to ensure that the research is good. This enables them to ensure congruence 

among the questions, the literature, the strategies used for the data collection as well as the analysis. The 

verification strategies enable the researcher to realise whether to stop or not modifying the research 

process to achieve reliability, validity and ensure rigour. Adding to this, Bagnasco et al. (2014) 

acknowledge that the consistency between the research question and methodology play an essential role 

in achieving quality in qualitative research. Guba and Lincoln (1986) maintain that trustworthiness is the 

most appropriate criterion for evaluating qualitative studies. They list four criteria for qualitative 

researchers to ensure that the process is trustworthy: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. Thus, the trustworthiness in Grounded Theory can be categorised by considering the 

aforementioned criteria. However, it should be mentioned that the trustworthiness of qualitative research 

is questioned by positivists since validity and reliability cannot be used in the same way in naturalistic 

work. Therefore, naturalistic prefer to use different terminologies to distance themselves from the 

positivist paradigm, prefer to use different terminology. 

3.11.5.1  Credibility 

Credibility in quantitative study is known as internal validity and includes the aspect of truth-value 

validity (Morrow, 2005). According to Polit and Beck (2012), the role of credibility in qualitative 

research is remarkable since it refers to the trust in the truth of the data and their interpretations. Merriam 

(1998) points out that credibility answers the question “How congruent are the findings with reality?” In 

other words, credibility refers to the extent to which the data have been collected accurately and reflects 

the multiple realities of the phenomenon. Lincoln and Guba (1986) argue that credibility is an integral 

characteristic of every research since it leads to the trustworthiness of the study. They suggested some 

strategies that enable the researcher to ensure credibility namely prolonged engagement with the 

participants, persistent observation, peer debriefing, triangulation of the data (getting data from many 

different sources) and member check. 

3.11.5.2 Transferability 

One of the trustworthiness concepts includes transferability, which refers to external validity (Rolfe 

2004; Morrow 2005; Burchett et al., 2011). Transferability is established by providing readers with 

evidence that the findings of the research could be applied to other contexts, situations, times, and 

populations (Polit and Beck, 2017). As it has been mentioned by Polit and Beck (2012), qualitative 

studies do not aim at generalising the results but at providing a rich contextual understanding of certain 
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aspects of the individual’s experience through the intensive study of specific cases. The researcher can 

enhance the transferability of the research by clearly describing the research, the context, the location, 

the participant’s diverse perspectives and experiences, the methodology, the interpretation of results, and 

the contribution from peer debriefs (Brown et al., 2002). Additionally, explaining the researcher’s role 

and the relationship with the participants is believed to enhance transferability (Morrow, 2005). 

Qualitative research is specific in a certain context; therefore, it is important to include a thick description 

since this is one of the strategies to reinforce transferability. The thick description should include more 

information about the participants, methodology, interpretation of results, and emerging theory (Bowen, 

2009; Cooney, 2011). Such details allow the reader to assess whether it is transferable to their situation 

or not. 

3.11.5.3 Dependability 

Another criterion for ensuring trustworthiness is called dependability which is closely associate with 

reliability (Rolfe, 2006; Morrow, 2005). Dependability refers to how consistent the findings are over the 

period. The participants should evaluate the findings as these arise from the study, interpret them and 

then proceed with suggesting any necessary changes to be made regarding the study so that everything 

supported by the data in parallel with the findings obtained from the participants of the study (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1986; Brown et al., 2002). This can be done by another person who is responsible for 

monitoring and confirming that all the GTM procedures are being followed and verify that they are being 

used correctly (Brown et al., 2002). The strategy used to ensure dependability is called audit trail. This 

is critical since it allows the researcher to track the progress of the research step-by-step through decisions 

made and procedures described. The origins of the audit trail process in qualitative research can be traced 

to the work of Lincoln and Guba (1985). Furthermore, Akkerman et al. (2006) indicate that audit trails 

represent a means of assuring quality in qualitative studies. It is worth mentioning that the audit trail 

should provide extensive information in order for the researcher to be able to repeat the same enquiry in 

a similar setting (Cooney, 2011). Audit trail describes the steps that followed throughout the research 

from the beginning of the project to the development and reporting of the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 

1986).  

3.11.5.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability in Grounded Theory refers to the degree to which other researchers can confirm the 

research findings and test the ‘objectivity’ of research. In other words, other individuals can confirm the 

findings to make sure that the results reflect the perceptions and experiences of the observed participants 

rather than the researcher’s preferences. Likewise, with dependability, the most appropriate strategy for 
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ensuring confirmability is audit trail. An audit trail provides the necessary materials for confirming 

research (Brown et al., 2002). 

3.11.5.5 Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is an essential component of qualitative research (Morse et al., 2002) as it is used to ensure 

rigour and quality (Jootun et al., 2009; Lambert et al., 2010). Reflexivity plays an essential role in 

research since it targets the increase of the trustworthiness of the research. This is an ongoing process 

where the researchers control themselves to gain awareness about their actions, feelings, and perceptions 

(Holt and Thorpe, 2010; Hughes, 2014).  

Since 2000 reflexivity has gained considerable attention in the Grounded Theory (Mruck and Mey, 2007) 

and taking into consideration the Glaserian Grounded theories, there is a tendency to perceive reflexivity 

as an essential intrinsic part of every research process (Neill, 2006). Hall and Callery (2001) refer to the 

examination of a person’s beliefs, judgments, and practices during the research process and how these 

may have influenced the research and the monitoring of the interaction between the researcher and the 

participant during data construction. In other words, the data collected during the interviews should be 

understood as constructed during the interaction between the researcher and participant during the 

interview process. The constructing data process reveals that the participant in the research interprets and 

ascribes meaning to questions as well as to the gestures of the researcher. At the same time, the research 

should carefully observe the participants responses based on his/her own interpretations of what is going 

on in the interview (Hall and Callery, 2001). Thus, reflexivity is about the detailed attention to the role 

of the researcher in qualitative research (Dowling, 2006). In addition, reflexivity pertains to a specific 

level of consciousness, and according to Lamber et al. (2011), it consists of self-awareness, where the 

researcher is actively involved in the research process. Thus, it is extremely important to realise that the 

researchers are part of the social worlds they study (Morse, 1991; Shaffir and Stebbins, 1991; Ackerly, 

2020). Reflexivity examines the subjectivity in the research process (Parahoo, 2006), and aims 

establishing a relationship and influence between the researcher and the participants (Jootun, et al., 2009). 

During the data collection process reflexivity acts as a means of filling a quality gap in Grounded Theory. 

Moreover, reflexivity already exists in Grounded Theory since “theoretical sensitivity emphasises the 

reflexive use of self in the processes of developing research questions and doing analysis” (Hall and 

Callery, 2001, p. 263). During reflexivity, the researcher consistently evaluates and reassesses his or her 

own contribution, and influence. As Carolan (2003), mentioned, the researcher is subject to the same 

critical analysis and scrutiny as the research itself. 
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3.12 Ensuring credibility of the research 

The following table presents the strategies used to ensure quality and trustworthiness in this study. 

 

Table 2: Ensuring trustworthiness of the study. 

An effective way to ensure the trustworthiness and the enhancement of rigour in qualitative research is 

called member checking (Lincoln and Guba, 1986; Creswell and Miller, 2000). According to Birt et al. 

(2016), member checking can guarantee the credibility of qualitative research. Member check is the 

process by which researchers ask participants questions relevant to various aspects of the research. For 

example, they may be asked whether the themes are accurate or whether the interpretations are fair so as 

to guarantee the accuracy of the research. Also, Lincoln and Guba (1986) point out that crosschecking 

data refers to the process of using several sources to verify the themes. Adding to this, Maxwell (2005, 

p. 93) indicates that triangulation minimises the risk for the research conclusions to reflect only the 

‘‘systematic biases or limitations of a specific collection method". Moreover, the concept of triangulation 

indicates that it is crucial to engage the participants by focusing on member checking. Hence, the 

informants had the opportunity to check and verify their transcripts before their analysis. Thus, after the 

interviews, the researcher sent the transcripts to the participants for feedback to enhance the tenet of 

credibility in trustworthiness (Anney, 2014). Moreover, the researcher sent the key interpretations to the 

informants in order to provide feedback. In that way, the researcher gave the participants the opportunity 

to either confirm or reject the accuracy and interpretations of data. This increases the credibility of the 

qualitative study (Lincoln and Guba, 1986; Birt et al., 2016). Also, considering the challenges of video 

conferencing, namely the occurrence of inaudible segments, in some interviews due to the internet 

connection, the researcher was not able to clearly hear the participant’s words correctly. Therefore, this 

Trustworthiness Procedure to ensure trustworthiness of the research 

Credibility (internal validity) 

o Respondent validation of interview (Member check)  

o Data collection and interpretation was discussed with other research 

team members 

o Use of participant transcripts/abstracts in the emerging theory 

Transferability (external validity) o Thick descriptions 

Dependability (reliability) o Examination of a detailed audit trail by the supervision team 

Confirmability o Examination of a detailed audit trail by the supervision team 
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was another reason for performing the member check. In addition to this, the researcher used the 

participants’ transcripts/abstracts in the emerging theory to enhance credibility of the study. 

As it has been mentioned, a strategy used to reinforce transferability is thick description which includes 

information about the participants, methodology, interpretation of results and emerging theory. A thick 

description enables the reader to evaluate whether the research findings are transferable to other settings. 

Since qualitative research is specific in a certain context, it is important to include a thick description 

since this is one of the strategies to enhance transferability (Brown et al., 2002; Bowen, 2009; Cooney, 

2011). In order to ensure the dependability and confirmability of the study the examination of a detailed 

audit trail by the supervision team was implemented systematically to confirm that the Grounded Theory 

procedures are followed and used correctly (Brown et al., 2002). The audit trail presented below, 

describes the steps that followed throughout the research from the beginning of the project to the 

development and reporting of the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). It should be also mentioned that 

the researcher spent one year on data collection and analysis to ensure the consistency of the findings 

and hence to enhance dependability. Additionally, in order to guarantee confirmability of the research 

the concept of reflexivity should be taken into consideration. As already stated, reflexivity plays a vital 

role in research since it aims at increasing the trustworthiness of the research. This is an ongoing process 

where the researchers control themselves to generate awareness about their actions, feelings, and 

perceptions (Holt and Thorpe, 2010; Hughes, 2014). Reflexivity is about the detailed attention to the role 

of the researcher in qualitative research (Dowling, 2006) and refers to a specific level of consciousness. 

Hence the role of the researcher has clearly been described in the following section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



112 

 

3.12.1 Audit trail 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Audit trail 

 

Prior to the research 

 Research Design 

 Approval from bioethics committee 

 Pilot testing 

Participant recruitment and selection 

 Using snowball sampling technique (non-probability sampling) and the theoretical. 

sampling. 

Data collection 

 Informed consent sheets given to participant prion to the first interview. 

 Interviews undertaken with participants. 

 Recording of interview made together with brief notes (memo writing). 

 Interviews transcribed. 

Analysis of codes 

 Transcriptions coded. 

 Substantive coding, Theoretical coding. 

 Memo written. 

 Theoretical sampling - Participants theoretically selected as needed until theoretical 

saturation achieved. 

 Concepts formed into a theoretical framework. 

Rigorous of emerging codes, concepts and frameworks ensured by: 

 Respondents validation of interviews (Member check). 

 Use of participants transcript/abstract in the emerging theory. 

 Data collection and interpretation were discussed with other research team members. 

 Thick description. 

 Examination of a detailed audit trail by the main supervisors. 

 Participating in an international conference. 

 Reflexivity. 

Writing up of the dissertation  

 Continuously analysis of the data (1 year). 

 Finalise the emergent theoretical model. 

 Submission of PhD thesis. 
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3.12.2 The role of the researcher 

The relationship between the participants and the researcher has a leading role in research. The Classic 

Grounded Theory research contends that this relationship should be independent, while the Straussian 

approach supports a more active engagement between the researcher and the participants (Corbin and 

Strauss, 2008). Researchers need to understand their own biases, mitigate them, and decide whether to 

use an initial literature review. The only bias that could have affected this study would be the fact that 

the researcher had presented the positive visualisation course in brand identity to the participants in the 

experimental group, hence during the interviews, the researcher had to maintain a neutral approach. In 

order to overcome this challenge, the researcher asked the questions prepared in advance and encouraged 

the participants to freely express both positive and negative views. Another debate between Glaser and 

Strauss concerns the application of theoretical sensitivity; in fact, they challenge the absence of the 

literature and stress the importance of an ‘open mind’ versus an ‘empty mind’ (Jones and Alony, 2011, 

p.99). On the one hand, Glaser (1978) believes that when the researcher begins to collect data, he/she 

should not have knowledge of pre-existing literature in order to maintain an “open mind”, free of external 

influences. Thus, the researcher in the traditional or classical grounded theory must be a tabula rasa. On 

the other hand, Strauss and Glaser argue that while studying the literature review in the early stages can 

lead to the researcher’s familiarity and hinder creativity, this familiarity can also enhance the sensitivity 

of the data (Straus and Corbin, 2008). Thus, following the principles of CGGT, the researcher ignored 

the literature at the initial steps of the research and started examining it after the substantive theory had 

been generated in order to keep an open mind, free of external influences. Hence, the researcher avoided 

letting any preliminary theory dictate the process of research. However, one challenge the researcher 

faced during the interviews was the icebreaking between two parties which was necessary so as to make 

the participants feel comfortable. In some cases, the participants were relaxed and were able to express 

their opinion and experience, in other cases some participants did not respond extensively rather provided 

a one-word answer. Then the researcher asked questions to get participants to explain and elaborate on 

their thoughts and ideas. The goal of the researcher was to make the interviews be collaborative 

conversations, as stipulated in Grounded Theory methods (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Sunstein and 

Chiseri-Strater, 2012). The aim is to make the interviews active in the sense that the researcher and the 

respondent interact and engage. Another challenge the researcher faced during the interviews was to 

listen to the respondents’ answers very carefully which would allow her to pay attention to the word 

choices as this could help her ask follow-up questions and produce more complex observations. The 

researcher avoided using closed-ended questions and used more open-ended questions to draw out 
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participants’ stories. Furthermore, the researcher approached each participant with great respect while in 

some cases some participants seemed to apologise by adding the phrase “I may be wrong, but this is my 

opinion” at the end of a statement, and the researcher replied, “your opinion is what we are talking 

about.”. During the coding process, the researcher reads and re-reads the transcripts and carefully 

examines the words that would allow meaningful ideas and theories to emerge (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 

3.13 Pilot study 

Even though pilot studies were used in the quantitative approach as a method to test a particular research 

instrument, the significance of pilot tests has been expanded to qualitative research as well (Majid et al., 

2017). Therefore, pilot tests are used in both qualitative and quantitative, even in mixed methods research 

as well. A pilot study is a methodological test that ensures the selected method works in practice (In, 

2017). Furthermore, pilot tests can provide the benefit of identifying the difficulties of the research and 

controlling the methods and instruments. In addition, the researcher can identify the problems or issues 

regarding the recruitment of the participants (Sampson, 2004). It should also be mentioned that pilot 

studies enable the researcher to become familiar with the qualitative research while improving their skills 

in carrying out semi-structured interviews. More specifically, they help the researcher deal with 

participants, select the most appropriate venue for the interview and identify any challenges in the 

interview process (Nunes et al., 2010). Importantly, pilot test act as an evaluation for the researchers to 

realise whether they are prepared to carry out the qualitative research and thus increase the credibility of 

a qualitative research (Majid et al., 2017).  

When it comes to Grounded Theory, a pilot test plays a significant role since it provides contextual 

sensitivity, an integral part of the inductive analytical process that also involves the theory development 

process by expanding the range of theoretical concepts. In addition, pilot studies increase the theoretical 

sensitivity in Grounded Theory. Therefore, the researcher in Grounded Theory studies must collect 

relevant information regarding the way that they design the research by considering human interaction 

systems. The ignorance of this information leads to contextual sensitivity, which leads to the inefficiency 

of theoretical sensitivity or even misleading of purposeful sampling. Last but not least, contextual 

sensitivity serves as an initiator of theoretical sensitivity and equips researchers with the ability to 

conceptualise the data and distinguish between important and less important data (Janghorban et al., 

2013). For this research, pre-testing is necessary to examine whether the questions are relevant and 

entirely understandable. Similarly, the interview questions have been exposed to pre-testing, prior to the 

actual interviews to ensure their functionality and refine and eradicate any unforeseen errors or 
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misinterpretations. The questions were both in English and Greek, and for this reason, the pilot test was 

implemented with three students to provide feedback on whether the questions were comprehensible or 

not. The results were used for reviewing and refining the questions due to unclear wording, which was 

confusing to some of the participants (Wilson, 2012). Nevertheless, minor changes had been made in the 

questions. Also, through this process, the researcher realised that two questions were identical.  

3.14 Ethical considerations 

Ethical consideration is crucial for the validity of the results of this study. There are some criteria that the 

researchers should follow in order to perform ethical practices. First and foremost, as Creswell (2014) 

and Sanjari et al. (2014) point out, the researcher should respect the participants of the study and ensure 

anonymity and confidentiality. It is therefore essential to obtain their permission to participate in the 

study, while maintaining anonymity. Additionally, the researcher should explain the purpose of the study 

and inform the participants on how the results will be used. By applying ethical practices, the disturbance 

is significantly reduced. Moreover, by presenting proper research, the researcher extends an invitation to 

all participants to receive a condensed version of the results (Burles and Bally, 2018). For this research, 

ethical guidelines were carefully followed during the data collection process. Before the semi-structured 

interviews, a consent form (Appendix 2) was given to each participant to be signed. The consent form 

explains the aims of the study and clarifies that the data will remain anonymous and be used exclusively 

for the research (McLeod et al., 2018). Also, in order to ensure confidentiality, a number has been 

assigned to each participant. It is worth mentioning that the initial plan was to carry out all the interviews 

in person (face-to-face). However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic some of the interviews were carried 

out using video and conference technology, also known as Voice over internet protocol (VoIP). Therefore, 

some significant ethical considerations should be taken into consideration in advance. An essential ethical 

consideration that should be regarded it maintaining the confidentiality of information from the 

participants (Nehls, 2013). Thus, the researcher assures the participants that the results remain 

anonymous and that no other people are in the room during the interview process. Moreover, the 

participants were aware that the interview was going to be recorded. It should finally be noted that ethical 

approval for the present study was obtained from the Cyprus National Bioethics Committee in March 

2020 (Appendix 3). 
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3.15 Research Design / Experiment: 

3.15.1 Data collection method 

In the current research both primary and secondary data was collected, with the main focus being on 

primary data. Secondary data was used to provide relevant theories and concepts regarding brand 

building in HE as well as brand identity, brand image, and students’ perception. The secondary data used 

has been critically evaluated and collected from relevant literature, databases, and internet sources. In 

order to address the theoretical literature of the study, the researcher used a variety of secondary data 

resources, such as books, reports, papers published in scientific journals and magazines, and websites 

that were retrieved through various databases such as Google Scholar, Scopus, Emerald, Science Direct, 

and Open Athens. For the present research, the primary data was collected by semi-structured interviews 

with freshmen students. A semi-structured interview approach has been selected as the most appropriate 

method, and this choice was based on the following considerations.  

The semi-structured interview is a valuable method of interpretive enquiry which allows an in-depth 

exploration of a particular phenomenon. Semi-structured interviews are more flexible than other 

standardised methods, such as the structured interview or survey. Through face-to-face interviews, the 

researcher can overcome misunderstandings by clarifying a question or reformulating it. Furthermore, 

the semi-structured design enables the participants to elaborate on their own ideas and diverse views 

while allowing the researcher to follow up on emerging ideas and unfolding events (McIntosh and Morse, 

2015). Semi-structured interviews provide the researcher with the ability to explain or rephrase any 

question in case the question is not fully answered or is not completely understood by the interviewee. 

In addition, if a question needs to be re-asked or if an interviewee begins going off onto an irrelevant 

course of conversation, the interviewer can bring the topic discussed back on to the required focus (Ary 

et al., 2006; Mclntosh and Morse, 2015). Overall, it is a useful way of accessing people’s perception, 

meaning, and definitions of situations and constructions of reality (Robson, 2011). Open-ended questions 

have been used since they offer the participants the chance to express their thoughts and opinions and 

minimise the influence of the researcher's attitudes and previous findings (Johnson and Christensen, 

2012). Also, the fact that anonymity is guaranteed allows the participants to express their views freely. 

To conclude, semi structured interviews are the most appropriate research method for the present study, 

notably because they allow for an in-depth understanding of the participant’s viewpoint. Therefore, a list 

of guiding questions was prepared beforehand and used to guide the participants. The final formation and 

structure of the questions have been adapted to ensure the flow of the conversation between the 
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interviewer and interviewee (Robson, 2011). In interviews like this, it is expected that the researcher 

might notice body language or tone of voice or level or emotional strengths during an interview; so, 

should provide such observations in field notes or memos, which, along with the transcripts of the 

interview, become part of the study object. The interviewer must listen very carefully, use strong 

interpersonal skills, ask good and relevant questions, and produce useful and informative feedback 

(Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, 2012). In addition, the interviewer must convey and persuade the 

participants that what matters is the subjective view of the respondents.  

The initial plan was to carry out all the interviews in person (face-to-face), however due to the COVID-

19 pandemic, some of the interviews have been carried out using video and conference technology, also 

known as Voice over internet protocol (VoIP). Video conferencing enables real-time communication 

through video and sound and, in most cases, can replace the traditional face-to-face interviews, and 

although it has numerous advantages, it can bring forth challenges and considerations (Lo Iacono et al., 

2016). Many free video-conferencing options are available such as Skype and Zoom. However, for this 

study, the Facebook messenger application has been selected as the most appropriate one as it the most 

commonly used application among this population. According to Aslam, (2019), 88% of online users on 

Facebook are aged from 19 years old to 29 years old. 

Analyzing the advantages, Irani (2019) suggests that video calling is an internet-based technology, an 

alternative to face-to-face interviews that enables synchronous communication. Video conferencing 

allows the interviewer to see the participant during the interview while being in a different location. 

Another benefit of video conferencing is that it allows communication in real-time in the comfort of 

one’s own space (Hanna, 2012; Deakin and Wakefield, 2013). Another advantage of online conferencing 

is that the online methods are more attractive because of their features and, the participants are familiar 

with such technological tools and, therefore feel more comfortable when they use them (Irani, 2019). 

Additionally, the participants remain in a ‘safe location’ without imposing on each other’s personal space 

(Hanna, 2012, p.214). As a result, participants feel less nervous and less pressured during video 

conferencing compared to face-to-face interaction.  

Despite the various benefits of online conferencing certain challenges should be taken into consideration. 

One of the main disadvantages of video conferencing includes dropped calls and pauses due to poor 

internet connection. Such issues impede the interview flow. Another major challenge is the occurrence 

of inaudible segments since sometimes the researcher is not able to clearly hear the participant’s words 

correctly (Yilmaz, 2013). Likewise, the inability to read body language is another disadvantage of video 

conferencing since the researcher does not have a full picture of the participants’ body language. 
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Consequently, it is more difficult for the researcher to read the participants’ body language and the 

nonverbal cues compared to face-to-face interviews (Deakin and Wakefield, 2013). 

3.15.2 Selection of the sample  

The target population of this study consists of freshmen students, both males and females, studying at 

the European University. The university was unable to provide the researcher with the student lists of 

September 2019 and January 2020 registrations due to the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). 

For this reason, sample identification emerged through the use of the snowball technique. Snowball 

sampling refers to the process during which research participants recruit other participants for a specific 

study. It is widely accepted that it constitutes the most appropriate method when the potential participants 

are not easily accessible (Ghaljaie et al., 2017). At a further stage, potential interviewees were asked to 

recommend other candidates whom they believed could contribute to the field of study. Before 

confirming their willingness to participate, all candidates were informed about both the purpose of the 

research and the research procedure. The researcher had been undertaking data analysis in parallel with 

data collection. After conducting the first interviews and analysing the collected data, a repetitive pattern 

was observed in the coding process, also known as saturation. The term ‘theoretical saturation’ was 

developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and refers to the process during the data collection stage when 

no additional information or insights have arisen from the data and when all the concepts and categories 

have been identified. In other words, saturation occurs when adding more participants to the study does 

not result in additional perspectives or information. In addition to this, theoretical saturation can 

determine the appropriate sample size (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Furthermore, Strauss and Corbin, (1998, p.212) point out that theoretical saturation occurs in data 

collection when: 

“(a) no new or relevant data seem to emerge regarding a category, 

(b) the category is well developed in terms of its properties and dimensions demonstrating variation, and  

(c) the relationships among categories are well established and validated”  

Baker et al. (2012) suggest that a sample size of twelve individuals is a good number for ensuring a 

realistic time frame when planning, conducting, transcribing, and interpreting the interviews. 

Additionally, Morse (1994) suggests that 30-50 interviews are adequate for the Grounded Theory, while 

Creswell (1994) argues that a sufficient sample consists of 20-30 participants. It should be mentioned 

that Guest et al. (2006) indicate that saturation occurs within the first twelve interviews, especially in 

cases that the researcher wishes to examine the individuals’ perception. Therefore, the researcher decided 

to include forty-two in the present research. Twenty-one students were in the experimental group and 
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twenty-one in the control group. Even though theoretical saturation had already been reached in the first 

interviews, it was determined that more participants would involve in the research since this is a 

longitudinal study and the researcher would observe the same sample over the period of one year. It was 

thus expected that some students would decide not to proceed with the research any further. 

3.15.3 The participants 

Forty-two students participated in the research, including 25 women (60%), and 17 men (40%). 

Participants were divided into two groups (an experimental and control group). Further analysing the 

demographic characteristics (table 4), four students were 18 years old, eighteen were 19 years old, nine 

were 20 years old, three were 21 years old, three were 22 years old, two were 23 years old, two were 24 

years old and only one student was 27 years old.  

 

Gender Group Frequency % 

Female 25 60 

Male 17 40 

Total 42 100.0 

Age 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18 years 4 10 

19 years 18 43 

20 years 9 21 

21 years 3 7 

22 years 3 7 

23 years 2 5 

24 years 2 5 

27 years 1 2 

 Total 42 100.0 

Table 4: Sample demographic characteristics 
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One person was studying accounting, seven students were studying biomedical sciences, one student 

studied business economics, two students were enrolled in computer engineering, two students in 

electrical and electronic engineering, three students were in business studies, five students studied 

graphic design, one student was studying hospitality and tourism management, two students music, four 

students nursing, eight students nutrition and dietetics, three students physiotherapy, and two students 

sports science. A summary of the participants’ profile is presented in the following table. 

 

Table 5: Summary of the participants’ profile 
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3.15.4 Experimental Group and Control Group 

Participants were divided into two groups (an experimental and control group) based on programme of 

study to eliminate any possible interaction between the study participants of each group. The participants 

of the experimental group attended the positive visualisation course whereas the participants of the 

control group did not attend the course. 

The experimental group consisted of twenty-one students, thirteen of whom were female and eight males. 

It was represented by one student from the accounting course, three students from business studies, five 

students from the graphic design course, one student from the hospitality and tourism management 

course, two students from music, four students from nursing, three students from the physiotherapy 

course and two students from sports sciences.  

The control group consisted of twenty-one, twelve of whom were female and nine were male. The control 

group was represented by seven students from the course of biomedical sciences, one student from the 

course of business studies, two students from the course of computer engineering, two students from the 

course of electrical and electronic engineering, one student from the IT course, and eight students from 

the course of nutrition and dietetics.  

As it can be seen from the table above, there were four students from two similar programmes of studies, 

one student from business economics and three students from business studies. The three students from 

the business studies were members of the experimental group, whereas participant 009 from business 

economics was included in the control group. This is because participant 009 were introduced by 

participant 023, who studied IT and was included in the control group. Therefore, these two participants 

were included in the same group to eliminate the possibility of discussing the course.  

3.15.5 Theoretical sampling and Theoretical saturation  

Glaser and Strauss (1967) describe theoretical sampling as the data collection process aiming at 

developing a theory during which, the researcher collects, codes and analyses the collected data and 

decides which to collect next and where to find the data. For the present research, participants were 

selected entirely through theoretical sampling. Essentially, participation in the research is voluntary, 

which means that contribution to the research depends on the responder’s willingness to take part. For 

this research, non-probability sampling was made, using the snowball sampling technique. This method 

is the fastest and one of the most cost-effective ways to gather data from respondents and participation 

in the research is voluntary (Wilson, 2013). 
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The term theoretical saturation was developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and refers to the process 

during the data collection stage when no additional information or insights have arisen from the data and 

all the concepts and categories have been identified. In other words, saturation occurs when adding more 

participants to the study does not result in additional perspectives or information. Guest et al. (2006) 

indicate that saturation occurs within the first twelve interviews, especially when the researcher wants to 

describe the individuals’ perceptions. For this research, theoretical saturation occurred within the first 

fourteen interviews (interviews carried out in stage 1). However, during the following stages, small 

subcategories occurred. The following table presents the emerging codes as well as the categories. 
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Partici

pant 

Numb

er 

Key category/Perception Factors affecting their perception Indicators 

P010 Before joining: Neutral Perception  

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Facilities, (2) Environment, (3) 

Academic staff/advisors (4) Employment 

opportunities, (5) Satisfaction 

Modern facilities, Moodle, satisfaction, pleasant 

environment, excellent professors, organised, small 

classroom, employment opportunities. 

P022 Before joining: No perception 

First interview: Positive Perception 

(1) Academic staff/advisors, (2) 

Environment, (3) Facilities, (4) Financial 

aspect and Employability, (5) Satisfaction 

Excellent professors, good university, expensive 

tuition, friendly environment, small groups in the, 

accessible location, small library, Meet expectations. 

P030 Before joining: Positive perception  

First interview: Negative 

perception 

(1)Dissatisfaction, (2)Environment, (3) 

Facilities 

Disorganised, good people, good professors, not wide 

selection of courses, clean, good equipment  

P031 Before joining: Negative 

perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1) Environment, (2) Facilities, (3) 

Financial aspect and Employability, (4) 

Satisfaction, (5)Sustainable competitive 

advantage 

Nice university, positive feelings, good environment, 

excellent communication, comparison with other 

university, limited parking, not bright colours/library, 

intensive timetable, only one cafeteria, QS stars 

P032 Before joining: Negative perception 

First interview: Negative 

perception 

(1) Dissatisfaction, (2) Environment, (3) 

Facilities 

Dislike the environment, good university, only one 

cafeteria, good level, limited parking, nice location, 

Microsoft innovation centre, international students. 

P033 Before joining: Negative 

perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Satisfaction, (2) Environment, (3) 

Facilities, (4)Academic staff/advisors, 

(5)Sustainable competitive advantage 

Pleasant place, modern, good professors, satisfaction, 

professional, social place, high level, good facilities, 

good environment, clean, good ranking. 

P038 Before joining: Negative 

perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Financial aspect and Employability, 

(2) Satisfaction, (3) Sustainable 

competitive advantage, (4) Academic 

staff/advisors, (5) Environment 

Expensive tuition, underestimated it before entering, 

good rankings, meets expectations, good professors, 

good environment, not that modern, good location, nice 

courses, organised, Nobel prize, employment 

opportunities, comparison with other universities. 

P041 Before joining: Positive perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Environment, (2)Facilities, (3) 

Academic staff/advisors 

Organised, good reputation, good impression, keep 

their promises, meets expectations, good location, 

excellent communication with professors, limited 

parking, trust, reliable. Nobel prize. 

P039 Before joining: Positive perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Environment, (2) Academic 

staff/advisors, (3) Financial aspect, (4) 

Sustainable competitive advantage 

Recognised university, good teaching, cafeteria needs 

improvement, good knowledge, good professors, 

expensive tuition fees, recognised degrees, good labs, 

library, recognised, fees pay extra if you fail your 

exams, comparison with other universities. 

P026 Before joining: Positive perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Academic staff/advisors, (2) Financial 

aspect, (3) Satisfaction 

301 top university, Expensive tuition fees, purchase 

material, clean, good professors, professional, master. 

P027 Before joining: Positive perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Satisfaction, (2) Environment, (3) 

Financial aspect 

Expensive tuition, good professors, supportive 

advisors, difficult to get scholarship, meets 

expectations, good education, good communication, no 

parking, organised 

P028 Before joining: Negative perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1) Facilities, (2) Environment, (3) 

Financial aspect, (4) Satisfaction 

International students, Wi-Fi, technology, expensive 

tuition fees, food should be provided for free, 

organised, good library, good environment, good 

courses. 

P029 Before joining: No perception 

First interview: Positive perception 

(1)Environment, (2) Academic 

staff/advisors, (3) Tuition fees 

Organised, good university, good professors, expensive 

tuition fees, good advisors. 

P002 Before joining: Excellent 

perception 

First interview: Excellent 

perception 

(1)Facilities, (2) Academic staff/advisors, 

(3) Employability and financial aspect, 

(4) Environment, (5) Satisfaction  

friendly environment, good knowledge, variation of 

courses, excellent technology, good professors, up to 

date labs, history, many achievements, employability, 

staff very supportive. 
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Table 6: Theoretical saturation 

3.16 The Experiment 

Participants were divided into two groups (an experimental and control group) based on programme of 

study to eliminate any possible interaction between the study participants of each group. The participants 

of the experimental group (21 students) attended the positive visualisation course whereas the 

participants of the control group (21 students) did not attend the course. A detailed experimental 

procedure is provided in Table 7. 

The experiment 

 

Experimental Group 

The participants of the experimental group 

attended the positive visualisation course in 

brand identity 

Control Group 

The participants of the control group did 

NOT attend the positive visualisation course 

in brand identity 

Stage 1 Pre-course semi-structured interviews Pre-course semi-structured interviews 

Stage 2 Implementation of the course / 

Stage 3 
Post-course semi-structured interviews: 

This stage comprised four parts ↓ 

Post-course semi-structured interviews 

This stage comprised three parts ↓ 

 

Stage 3/Part 1 One week after the course / 

Stage 3/Part 2 Four months after the course Four months after the first interview 

Stage 3/Part 3 Eight months after the course Eight months after the first interview 

Stage 3/Part 4 One year after the course One year after the first interview 

 

Table 7: The experiment 
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Experimental group: 

Stage 1: Pre-Course Semi-Structured Interviews: Prior to the course, face-to-face semi-structured 

interviews were carried out to evaluate students’ perceptions of university brand image prior to 

completing the positive visualisation course. A total of twenty-one semi-structured interviews were 

conducted in March 2020. All interviews were implemented face-to-face in a private room in the library 

in order to ensure that nobody would interrupt the process and at the same time to make it more 

comfortable for the participants to express their thoughts. (The questions are presented in Appendix 4). 

Stage 2: Implementation of the Positive Visualisation Course in Brand Identity: The positive visualisation 

course in brand identity was conducted with the experimental group only. During the course, the 

university’s history, value, mission, past achievements, recognitions and awards were presented. Due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, it was impossible to implement a face-to-face course; hence, a 25-minute 

online presentation was carried out on 21/03/2020. (The presentation is presented in Appendix 5). 

Stage 3: Post-Course Semi- Structured Interviews: The third stage of the experiment involved post-

course-semi-structured interviews. This stage comprised four parts. 

Part 1: One week after the course, semi-structured interviews were carried out with the participants of 

the experimental group to identify whether students’ perceptions had changed. Twenty-one online semi-

structured interviews were conducted in March 2020. (The questions are presented in Appendix 6). 

Part 2: Four months after the course, semi-structured interviews were conducted online to identify 

students’ perceptions. Eighteen semi-structured interviews were conducted in July 2020. It should be 

noted that two participants (038 and 040) withdrew from the study prior to these interviews, and one 

participant (018) decided to terminate their studies. (The questions are presented in Appendix 7). 

Part 3: Eight months after the course, semi-structured interviews were conducted online with the aim of 

identifying freshmen students’ perceptions. Following the withdrawal of a further one student (017), 

seventeen online semi-structured interviews were carried out in November 2020. (The questions are 

presented in Appendix 7). 

Part 4: One year after the course semi-structured interviews were carried out online, to identify how 

students’ perceptions of university brand image had changed. Seventeen online semi-structured 

interviews were implemented in March 2021. (The questions are presented in Appendix 7). 
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Control group: The experiment for the control group comprises two stages; The first stage is referred to 

as pre-course semi-structured interviews and the second stage is called post-course semi-structured 

interviews which is comprised of three stages.  

Stage 1: Pre-course semi-structured interviews: Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were carried out 

with the aim to examine freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image. All interviews were 

implemented face-to-face in a private room in the library in order to ensure that nobody would interrupt 

the process. Twenty-one interviews were conducted in March 2020 (The questions are presented in 

Appendix 4). 

Stage 2: Post-course semi- structured interviews: The second stage of the experiment is referred to as 

post-course semi-structured interviews and was carried out in three parts. The fact that the control group 

had not been exposed to the positive visualisation course in brand identity should be kept in mind. 

Part 1: Four months after the end of the first interview, semi-structured interviews were carried out 

online, in order to examine how freshmen students’ perceptions had changed throughout the months. 

Eighteen semi-structured interviews were conducted online in July 2021. It should be noted that one 

participant (participant 008) withdrew from the study prior to these interviews, and two participants 

(participants 013 and 009) decided not to proceed further with their studies (The questions are presented 

in Appendix 8). 

Part 2: Eight months after the first interview, semi-structured interviews were carried out online with the 

participants of the control group to identify whether students’ perceptions had changed. Seventeen online 

semi-structured interviews were conducted in November 2020. Another participant (participant 023), 

decided to terminate his studies. (The questions are presented in Appendix 8). 

Part 3: One year after the first interview, semi-structured interviews were carried out online with the 

participants of the control group in order to identify how students’ perceptions of university brand image 

had changed. Seventeen online semi-structured interviews were implemented in March 2021. (The 

questions are presented in Appendix 8). 
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Figure 11 presents the processes of data collection and analysis that were applied in this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Data collection and analysis procedure 
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3.17 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the justification for the methodological research approach undertaken. The study 

adopted a qualitative design following a classic Grounded Theory approach to address the research 

questions. This chapter began with the analysis of the two main research approaches and elaborates on 

the debate between quantitative and qualitative research. The chapter continued by explaining the 

rationale of choosing qualitative research as the most appropriate method for carrying out this research. 

Moving on, the three types of qualitative methodologies, phenomenology, ethnography, and Grounded 

Theory, were presented and the rationale for choosing the Grounded Theory method was justified. 

Additionally, a historical overview, the development of Grounded Theory, and the differences in the 

ideas of Glaser and Strauss were examined. In addition, the argument behind the decision of using a 

Classic Glaserian Grounded theory approach (1967) was justified.  

The next section of this chapter presented the theoretical sensitivity and sensitizing concepts, as well as 

the data collection method in Grounded Theory. Afterwards the primary data section was presented where 

the sampling designs, and the disparity between the quantitative and the qualitative sampling design were 

explained. Additionally, relevant theories regarding the sampling, the sample size, the sampling method, 

the data analysis, the constant comparative analysis, coding, theoretical memos, and how to generate 

substantive theory in Grounded Theory were discussed. After that, the methods of verification and 

trustworthiness of the study were explored. Furthermore, the pilot study, ethical considerations, and 

emphasises on the research design and experiment, including the data collection method, the secondary 

sources as well as the primary sources, the target population, the sampling frame/selection, the sampling 

size, and the sampling method were analysed. Lastly, the chapter concluded by presenting the experiment. 

The following chapter presents and analyses the findings as they emerged from the current research.  
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4. Chapter 4 Analysis and results 

4.1 Introduction  

The following chapter presents the key findings that emerged from the research. In particular it presents 

the how a positive visualisation course in brand identity influence freshmen students’ perceptions of 

university brand image. The collected data was analysed in accordance with the principles of Classic 

Grounded Theory principles as described in the previous chapter. The present chapter starts by presenting 

the substantive theory that emerged from this research study. The emergent theoretical framework, 

namely the Formation of Perception model (FOP model), clearly defines the contribution of this study. 

The chapter continues by providing an in-depth analysis of the results. Finally, the chapter finishes by 

presenting the comparison of the results between the experimental and the control groups in order to 

determine the impact of the positive visualisation course in brand identity on students’ perception and 

identify the factors that contribute to the formation of their perceptions.  

4.2 Emergent Theoretical Model 

The Formation of Perception Model (FOP Model) presented below has been designed to explain how 

freshmen students formulate a perception of university brand image, the factors that influence this 

perception throughout the year, as well as the impact of the positive visualisation course in brand identity. 
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Emergent Theoretical Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Emergent theoretical model
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Formation of perception before students enrolling. 

This is the first stage in the formation of the perception process, during which freshmen students establish 

a perception before enrolling in the university. Before entering the university, students had developed 

one of the following views: negative perception, no perception, neutral perception, positive perception, 

excellent perception. The findings of this study reveal that the way that students formulated their 

perceptions before enrolling was affected by positive/negative word-of-mouth (WOM) and/or marketing 

communication activities. The marketing communication message can be intentional when an individual 

chooses to be exposed to particular information driven by their own intention and goal-directed 

behaviour, or accidental, when a student is accidentally exposed to a TV, radio, billboard, YouTube, and 

social media advertisement. Thus, participants’ perceptions prior to their enrolment were influenced by 

the WOM and/or by marketing communication. Based on the data analysis the following categories of 

perception are presented and an explanation is provided of how perceptions were formed. 

o Excellent perception: Intentionally exposed to information related to the university (achievements 

and awards) and positive WOM. 

o Positive perception: Marketing communication activities and/or because of positive WOM. 

o Neutral perception: The marketing message did not reach students, students did not pay attention to 

the message, it was not strong enough to shape a perception and/or no WOM. 

o No perception: The marketing message did not reach students; students did not pay attention and/or 

WOM had no impact on students’ perceptions. 

o Negative perception: Negative WOM. 

Formation of perception subsequent to enrolment and during a one-year period. 

After students entered the university and during the experimental period of twelve months, their 

perceptions were influenced by the following factors: 

o Academic staff and advisors, including professors (reliability, assurance, empathy, responsiveness, 

quality of teaching, communication, friendly approach, personal relationship, overall behaviour) and 

advisors (reliability, assurance, empathy, responsiveness, availability, overall behaviour). 

o The university environment, which includes the university environment (friendly, supportive, 

welcoming, organised), the physical environment/ building (cleanliness, colourful walls, appearance, 

modern, architecture, green surroundings), the social environment (events, meeting new people, 

clubs), the learning environment/education (quality of education, activities in the labs, and 
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unique/unusual courses, timetable, attendance at courses, organised education) and location 

(accessibility, place/amenities around the university). 

o University facilities including the cafeteria (atmosphere, quality of food and coffee, prices, behaviour 

of the staff, cleanliness), the library (variety of books, atmosphere, cleanliness), the labs (modern, 

equipment and facilities, cleanliness), the sports centre (equipment), technology (Wi-Fi, place to 

charge mobile phones, Moodle) and parking places (availability of space). 

o Student satisfaction, that is, before-service expectations vs after-service experience. There is a 

correlation between the concepts of perceptions and expectations. More specifically, freshmen 

students’ perceptions of university brand image are the result of the comparison between their before-

service expectations and their actual service experience. Moreover, some students had a positive 

perception of the university prior to enrolment which remained positive after joining. Undoubtedly, 

this is due to adequate and positive WOM information as well as the marketing communication 

message. 

o Sustainable competitive advantage: in comparison with other universities. 

o Financial aspect and employment opportunities: employment opportunities (86% of students find 

jobs within six months of graduation), tuition fees, financial issues (pay extra for: food, books, fitness 

centre). 

o The handling of the COVID-19 lockdown, which concerned how the university responded to critical 

events, and more specifically, the COVID-19 lockdown and the transition to online teaching. It 

should also be noted that during the COVID-19 lockdown students did not have direct interaction 

with the whole university, therefore, the academic staff as well as the university’s refusal to reduce 

tuition fees were the main determinants that positively or negatively influenced students’ perceptions. 

Formation of perception after being exposed to the positive visualisation course in brand identity. 

The findings strongly suggest that perceptions of the university’s brand identity improved among 

students who attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity. Therefore, the course had a 

strong impact on freshmen students’ perceptions of the university’s brand image. 

Students’ perceptions of university brand image can affect their behaviour 

The findings show that students’ overall perception of the university’s brand image can affect their 

behaviour. Students who attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity were more likely to 

complete their studies (5% student attrition rate), compared to those who did not attend the course 

(14% student attrition rate). In addition, students who developed a positive or excellent perception of 
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the university’s brand image were more willing to continue their postgraduate studies at the university 

(loyalty). They were also more inclined to recommend the university to other students (WOM). In 

contrast, students who formed a negative perception were more likely to terminate their studies at the 

university and spread negative comments about it. 

An overall conclusion emerging from this study is that the positive visualisation course in brand identity 

had a substantial impact on freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image. However, the 

following factors are of critical importance in maintaining or changing students’ perceptions: (1) 

academic staff and advisors, (2) university environment, (3) university facilities, (4) student satisfaction, 

(5) sustainable competitive advantage, (6) financial aspect and employment opportunities, (7) handling 

of COVID-19 lockdown. It should also be noted that given the current circumstances and the fact that 

students did not have direct interaction with the entire university, the academic staff as well as tuition are 

the main determinants that can influence students’ perceptions. Hence, a combination of a positive 

visualisation course in brand identity and the proper management of the aforementioned factors leads to 

an excellent perception of a university, which, in turn, can affect students’ overall behaviour. 
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4.3 The five types of perception in branding before any interaction with the brand 

Figure 13 presents the five types of brand perceptions of university brand image before students 

interacted with it. The findings of this study reveal that before students interacted with the university, 

they developed one of the following views: (1) negative perception, (2) no perception, (3) neutral 

perception, (4) positive perception, (5) excellent perception. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: The Five types of perception in branding before any interaction with the brand 
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Figure 14: The three types of perceptions in branding after the interaction with the brand  
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4.5 Findings 

On reviewing the transcripts, one main category was identified of ‘‘freshmen students’ perceptions’’ that 

addresses the research question directly. This main category is supported by the following five codes: (1) 

negative perception, (2) no perception, (3) neutral perception, (4) positive perception, (5) excellent 

perception. The following section presents an analysis of each stage of data collection.  

4.5.1 Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image before joining – Experimental and 

Control group. 

The sample for this study consists of freshmen students who met with the researcher during the first year 

of their studies. Although their perceptions of university brand image were unknown in the early stages 

of this research, throughout the different stages of data collection, the researcher successfully figured out 

the perception the students had before attending this university. Hence, ten out of forty-two participants 

(24%) of this research had a negative perception before entering the university, nine out of forty-two 

participants (21%) had no perception, four out of forty-two participants (10% of the participants) had a 

neutral perception of university brand image. In addition, most of the participants, 43% (eighteen 

students), reported a positive perception, while a minority - one student from the control group (2% of 

the total participants) – had an excellent perception. More information is provided below. 

Negative perception of university brand image before joining 

Negative perception Indicators 

 (1) Negative WOM 

(2) Lack of information 

(3) No consumption experience 

As mentioned above, 24% of the participants (ten out of forty-two participants) of the study had a 

negative perception of university brand image before joining. As previously stated, the students’ 

perceptions before joining, became apparent in the different stages of the study. Therefore, it was 

impossible to separate participants with a negative perception. Hence, three out of these ten participants 

having a negative perception were included in the experimental group while seven students were included 

in the control group. The findings show that the aforementioned negative perceptions of the European 

University and other private universities in Cyprus stemmed primarily from the fact that they 

underestimated their level. In line with the lack of consumption experience, the negative WOM led these 

individuals to develop a negative perception (Riezebos, 2003). This is evident from the following 

transcriptions excerpt from the interviews carried out with the specific participants. 
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Participant 038: To be honest, before I enrolled, I underestimated its level a little bit… I believed 

that public universities were much better. 

Participant 033: Basically, I have heard some misconceptions before enrolling, one of them being 

that private universities are undervalued. 

Participant 036: I had in mind the perception I had developed in the past about Cyprus college. 

As a result, I had no idea about the university’s level, and I did not have a good image in my mind 

about it. 

Participant 031: Before I started my studies, I was not a fan of private universities. I had my 

doubts about its quality and its level. 

No perceptual awareness of university brand image before joining 

No perceptual awareness Indicators 

 (1) Lack of information 

(2) No consumption experience 

Additionally, 21% (nine out of forty-two participants) had no perceptual awareness of university brand 

image. Of these nine participants, three students came from the experimental group and six from the 

control group. The reason why these students could not form any perceptions was the lack of opportunity 

to interact with the university. Furthermore, some students had no prior knowledge of the university and 

therefore were unable to form a complete perception.  

Participant 022: To be honest, before joining I did not have any view about the university. 

Participant 007: Because I am a freshman, I do not have an image in my mind.  

Participant 034: I had no image in mind because I did not know anything about the university. 

Participant 021: I had no perception; I liked the field of study and that was the reason I enrolled 

in this university. 

Neutral perception of university brand image before joining 

Neutral perception Indicators 

 (1) Lack of information 

(2) No consumption experiences 

Another 10% of the participants (four out of forty-two students) had a neutral perception of university 

brand image (neither positive nor negative). Of these four participants, three students were included in 
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the experimental group and one student in the control group. These specific participants may be aware 

of the university and they received feedback from people in their social environment, however, they did 

not develop a perception. These participants relied on their personal consumption experience rather than 

on social influences or marketing communication activities. 

Participant 010: From what I heard from other people, I knew it was a respectable university, but 

I had a neutral perception. 

Participant 042: It was not something targeted, nor something specific. It was very generic.  

Participant 003: I heard good comments before I came, but I did not search for more information. 

To be honest, the European University was not my first option. Therefore, I cannot answer your 

question since I did not have a complete perception of the university. 

Positive perception of university brand image before joining 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) Positive WOM - Recommendations from other 

students 

Perception can be defined as the consumers’ experiences, thoughts, and feelings of a certain brand 

(Aslam, et al., 2018). Most of the participants, 43% (eighteen out of forty-two students), had a favourable 

impression of university brand image because other students had suggested it. They had therefore 

developed a favourable impression before enrolling. Proboyo and Soedarsono (2015), report that 

students’ perceptions of the university image before joining are greatly influenced by external factors, 

such as recommendations from friends, and can affect an individual’s perception of services and brands. 

Participant 020: I had a positive perception due to the fact that my sister is studying at this 

university, then I decided to enrol as well. 

Participant 001: I had a positive perception since other students had recommended the university.  

Participant 041: I had a positive perception; this is a good university indeed. 

Participant 027: My perception was positive. 

Excellent perception of university brand image before joining  

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) Positive visualisation course in brand identity – awards and 

achievements 
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A minority of participants, one student from the control group (2% of the total participants), reported that 

his perception was excellent. This participant was well-informed about the history of the university, its 

previous achievements, recognition, and awards before joining the university, so an excellent perception 

was developed. The findings that emerged from this interview are supported by Ward et al. (2020), who 

point out that brand identity plays an essential role in the formation of the brand image 

Participant 002: …It was first called Cyprus college, and around 1960 it became Laurent 

international university. I did my research. I know that in 2007 it acquired the status of a 

university, and after that they collaborated with Galileo. Many courses were introduced and today 

we are the only university in Cyprus that offers a dentistry programme. (Confidence in his voice, 

his eyes are shinning, he is proud of the university).  

…We are amongst the top 100 universities for employability. We also rank high in the top 300 

universities in terms of innovation, employability, impact, and HR excellence in research… 
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Figure 15 presents freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image before joining. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Figure 15: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image before joining. 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative 

perception  

10 students 

 
No 

perception 

9 students 

 
Neutral 

perception 

4 students 

 
Positive 

perception 

18 students 

 
Excellent 

perception  

1 student 

 

C
o
lu

m
n

 1
 

P
e
rc

ep
ti

o
n

 b
ef

o
re

 

th
ey

 j
o
in

ed
 

C
o
lu

m
n

 2
 

P
e
rc

ep
ti

o
n

 a
ft

er
 

th
ey

 j
o
in

ed
 –

 

B
eg

in
n

in
g
 o

f 
M

a
rc

h
 

2
0
2
0
 

C
o
lu

m
n

 3
 

P
e
rc

ep
ti

o
n

 1
 w

ee
k

 

a
ft

er
 t

h
e 

co
u

rs
e
 

en
d

 o
f 

M
a
rc

h
 2

0
2
0
  

C
o
lu

m
n

 4
 

P
e
rc

ep
ti

o
n

 4
 

m
o

n
th

s 
a

ft
er

 t
h

e 

co
u

rs
e
 

J
u

ly
 2

0
2
0

 

C
o
lu

m
n

 5
 

P
e
rc

ep
ti

o
n

 8
 

m
o
n

th
s 

a
ft

er
 t

h
e 

co
u

rs
e 

 

N
o
v
e
m

b
er

 2
0
2
0

 

C
o
lu

m
n

 6
 

P
e
rc

ep
ti

o
n

 1
 y

ea
r 

a
ft

er
 t

h
e 

co
u

rs
e 

 

M
a
rc

h
 2

0
2
1
 



140 

 

According to Clemes et al. (2013), a student’s perception of the university is influenced by two factors: 

The outside community and students’ personal experiences within the university. Proboyo and 

Soedarsono (2015) claim that students’ perceptions of the university image before joining and during the 

early stage of university experience are greatly influenced by external factors. The results suggest that 

students developed one of the following perceptions prior to their enrolment: negative perception, no 

perception, neutral perception, positive perception, excellent perception. WOM recommendations from 

other students (Luan et al., 2017) and the university’s brand identity (Bosch et al., 2006) had all played 

a role in the development of their perceptions. Regarding the second factor, personal experience plays an 

important role after students enrol in a university. 

Participant 020: I had a positive image in my mind due to the fact that my sister is studying at 

this university, then I decided to enrol as well. As soon as I entered, I confirmed that it is a good 

university. 

Participant 001: I had a positive perception because I knew other students studying at this 

university and they told me they were satisfied. That’s why I decided to register. 

Another model proposed by Riezebos (2003) refers to the three processes that contribute to the formation 

of brand image: marketing communication, consumption experiences, and social influence. The findings 

of the current research indicate that the role of consumption experience becomes important after students 

entering the university. In contrast, marketing communication does not seem to affect students’ 

perceptions before they enrol. Thus, the social impact has a predominant role in shaping students’ 

perceptions among these three variables. WOM is a form of communication that occurs between two or 

more people and seems to be more reliable than other sources of information (Kundu and Rajan, 2016). 

When students have a positive perception of university brand image, this will positively affect the WOM 

(Herold et al., 2016). As a result, social impact can influence current and future consumers’ perceptions 

of goods, services, and brands (Luan et al., 2017). Concerning the participants who developed an 

excellent perception, a positive perception, or a negative perception, this corresponds to the fact that they 

had not previously interacted with the university (no consumption experiences). Thus, their perception 

was affected by social influences (Riezebos, 2003). In particular, eighteen students had a positive 

perception before enrolling, owing to positive WOM communication and other students’ 

recommendations. One student had an excellent perception before entering because he was aware of the 

university’s brand identity (awards, achievements, and recognitions), driven by his own interest. Adding 

to this, according to Sauerland et al. (2012), exposure to stimuli could be twofold; intentional or 
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accidental. This specific participant had intentionally exposed himself to the brand-related information 

intending to learn more about the university brand identity. The result of this exposure was the 

development of an excellent perception. Mindrut et al. (2015) stated that a strong brand identity can affect 

customer perception. Similarly, Aaker et al. (2012) support that brand identity is an essential element that 

helps to develop a bond between the company and the consumers and contribute to the creation of a 

positive perception in customers’ minds.  

Participant 002: I recall a collaboration with Harvard, working with other universities, helping 

each other. The university supports smaller organisations, and larger organisations help the 

university. In terms of employability, the university earned 5 stars. In QS stars, the university 

received 4 stars, and it is the first university that has them. The university also ranked in the 76th 

position in the world for employability last year… 

Interviewer: Have you learnt about these achievements from ads, or did you actively search for 

them? 

Participant 002: I learnt about them after 2-3 years of research. 

Interviewer: Is the fact that the university has all these awards something that encouraged you 

to choose it? 

Participant 002: Yes, yes for sure! If the university had not had a good ranking, no specialisation, 

and state-of-the-art labs like the Microsoft innovation centre, I would have chosen a more 

recognised and advanced university. 

However, when it comes to students who had a negative perception of the university, this is due to the 

social influence, as they were exposed to misconceptions (negative WOM) about the level of private 

universities in Cyprus, leading to a negative perception of university brand image. 

Participant 038: To be honest, before I joined, I underestimated it a little bit…and I believed that 

public universities were superior. 

Participant 033: Basically, I had heard some misconceptions before enrolling, that private 

universities are undervalued. 

In addition, nine students had no perceptual awareness, and this can be explained by the model proposed 

by Hawkins et al. (2004). This model explains that information processing refers to a sequence of steps 

through which information is perceived, transformed into information, and stored in the individual’s 

mind. According to Mcneal (2007), information processing begins once a consumer is exposed to 
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external information. Similarly, Hawkins et al. (2004) suggest that the first stage of information 

processing is called exposure, and it begins when a stimulus comes into the range of a person’s sensory 

receptors such as sight, smell, touch, hearing, and taste. Individuals focus on a specific stimulus while at 

the same time ignore others (Madichie, 2012). As mentioned previously, exposure to the stimuli could 

be twofold; intentional or accidental (Sauerland et al., 2012).  

When it comes to accidental exposure, an individual is exposed to intensive marketing campaigns such 

as television ads and billboard ads. Consumers are bombarded with lots of advertisements in the external 

environment, as well as to more information that can be processed (Sama, 2019). Because consumers 

live in an over-communicated environment and they need to overcome this overexposure, they are very 

selective about what to pay attention to (Florack et al., 2020; Carr, 2021). Armstrong et al. (2014) suggest 

that the way people perceive information can be affected by their needs, expectations, and previous 

experiences. Hence there is a greater probability for individuals to notice a stimulus related to their 

current needs (Kotler and Keller, 2006). Therefore, attracting consumers’ attention is a critical 

prerequisite, since if consumers fail to pay attention to the exposed stimulus, the message becomes 

worthless, and the attention does not occur. It should be mentioned that three out of nine students with 

no perception are non-Cypriots (Syria, Greece, Kazakhstan), and three out of nine students studied at a 

different university before enrolling at the European University (a university in Germany, University of 

Cyprus, Technological university). The reason why the participants of this research had not formed any 

perception of university brand image was because the marketing communication message failed to 

capture their attention. As a result, they failed to pay attention to the exposed information, hence the 

attention did not take place. Also, the students who studied at a different university did not pay attention 

to external stimulus as it was unrelated to their current needs. Furthermore, one student claimed that she 

chose the European University because it is the only one that offers this course in Greek. Lastly, two 

students stated that they lacked perception because they had not interacted with the university before, 

and that in order to establish a perception, they should have first interacted with the university.  

As a result, it is reasonable to believe that the participants lacked perceptual knowledge for two reasons. 

First and foremost, the marketing communication messages failed to capture their attention. Second, the 

marketing communication message or WOM attracted their attention, but it was not strong enough to 

affect their perceptions. In order to develop a complete perception, these participants relied on their 

personal consumption experience rather than on social influences or marketing communication activities.  

Participant 023: To be honest I did not have any image…  
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Participant 021: I had no perception. I liked the course and so I decided to enrol. 

In addition, four students had neutral perceptions (neither positive nor negative) of the university because 

they had not previously interacted with the university. Moreover, one of these participants mentioned that 

the European University was not her first choice. The second participant studied at a university in Athens 

before deciding to attend, and two participants stated that they could not form a full perception because 

they had no interaction with the university. According to Hongcharu (2018), customers are more likely 

to pay attention to messages which are considered relevant. The two previously listed students (one who 

said that university was not her first choice, and the participant who studied in Athens) were not enticed 

by external stimuli because the marketing communication message was irrelevant at the time, so they 

ignored it. Moreover, the marketing communication message or the WOM communication attracted their 

attention but were insufficiently effective to influence their perceptions. According to Aiswarya and 

Krishnan (2019), consumer learning, is the mechanism by which a consumer receives knowledge that 

can influence their perception of a particular brand. Students who had no perceptual awareness or had a 

neutral perception may not had enough information to shape perception about university brand image. 
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4.5.2 Stage one: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image after they joined 

(Beginning of March 2020 - Prior to the COVID-19 lockdown)- Experimental and Control 

Group 

The findings reveal a modification of students’ perceptions after their integration. One main category, 

namely ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’ was generated during the selective coding process that directly 

addresses the research question. This key category is supported by the following codes: (1) negative 

perception, (2) positive perception, (3) excellent perception of university brand image 

Chart 1 presents freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image before and after they joined.  

 

Chart 1: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image before and after joining (Appendix9) 
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Perceptual transformation 

From negative perception to positive 

perception 

Indicators 

 (1) University facilities 

(2) University environment/learning environment  

(3) Academic staff and advisors 

(4) Satisfaction: Before service expectations vs after service 

experience 

(5) Comparison with other universities 

(6) Employment opportunities  

Overall, the analysis presents a modification of freshmen students’ perceptions after their interaction 

with the university. More specifically, the initial negative perception of nine out of ten students was 

transformed into a positive one after entering the university, while one student still had the same negative 

perception (participant 032). The negative perception of private universities in Cyprus formed by the 

nine students (three from the experimental group and six from the control group) stemmed primarily 

from the fact that they underestimated them.  

The nine previously mentioned students changed their perception from negative to positive after 

experiencing the facilities, the amicable environment, excellent educational level, unique courses, 

employability, the positive behaviour and punctual support they received from their professors and the 

advisors. In addition, students tend to compare the European University to other universities by pointing 

out how remarkable their university is. This transformation from negative to positive perception was 

observed in participants 005, 006, 017, 028, 031, 033, 036, 037, 038 which will be analysed below. 

Participant 005 had a negative perception of the university before enrolling because she underestimated 

its level. This perception changed to a positive one after entering. The factors that contributed to this 

transformation include the high-level activities in the laboratories, her communication with the academic 

staff and advisor, and the personalised attention she received. It is worth noting that this individual started 

the interview by exhaling deeply, expressing her satisfaction and relief that something unpleasant was no 

longer happening. This was because she enrolled at a university in the United Kingdom, where she found 

it challenging to communicate with professors. She explained that at her former university, students were 

treated as a number rather than as individuals. As a result, she changed her mind from negative to positive 

after entering the university and encountering a friendly and pleasant environment, good communication 
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with professors, modern and up-to-date facilities/labs. The university exceeded her expectations, which 

led to the formation of positive perception. During the interview, this participant was very approachable, 

open, and comfortable, as evidenced by the way she sat in the chair. 

… I had been studying biomedical science in the UK for three years and had to leave because I 

could not communicate with the professors. They treat you as a number rather than a person. I 

left because I was under psychological pressure, and when I returned to Cyprus, I was lucky 

enough to find the European University which offers the same programme. I am not a number; I 

personally know my professors (satisfaction, she looked very happy for this decision). 

Participant 005: My overall perception is positive.  

Participant 005 July 2020: Before enrolling, my overall image of the universities in Cyprus was 

like graduating from high school and returning to high school, but this time with your own car 

(Negative feelings). 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? 

Participant 005 July 2020: Not at all. It changed because we do things that I did not expect to do 

because they are very expensive. 

Likewise, participant 006 underestimated the university because it is a private university. As a result, she 

assumed that the professors would not be good and would not do their job properly. She completely 

changed her mind after her interaction with the university, as she witnessed the complete opposite. This 

person had previously visited another private university in Cyprus, where the facilities and the building 

were outdated. When she visited the European University and saw the modern facilities, her perspective 

started to change, and she decided to enrol. In addition, other factors that contributed to the positive 

transformation of her previously negative perception revolve around effective communication with 

professors and advisors, the pleasant environment, the modern and fully equipped laboratories, and the 

high educational level. This individual was also very positive during the interview as she was very chatty 

and spoke quickly and fluently. 

Participant 006: This is a good university. This is the only university in Cyprus that offers a 

biomedical science course, so this says a lot. If you consider that this course was introduced in 

2017, it works admirably. 
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I initially misjudged (underestimated) the university, but when I entered, I discovered that it is a 

good university and it is worth the money that I pay. (Impressed). 

I underestimated it because it sounds like a business. In essence, it is a business, and you think 

that they are not doing a good job, because the professors are not good. However, when I joined, 

I had the opposite experience. 

During her first interview, participant 017 appeared nervous, as she avoided making eye contact with the 

researcher and played with the pen while talking. She struggled to express her thoughts in some questions 

and her answers were irrelevant in others. She was talkative at the beginning of the interview, but her 

answers made no sense. She was stammering and her speech had no flow. She had a negative perception 

before enrolling, which remained stable during the first semester. This was because she was dissatisfied 

due to the pressure deriving from the strict deadlines and exams. Her perception changed in the second 

semester, as the university met her expectations. 

Participant 017: This is the best private university in Nicosia, and I expected the professors to 

provide me with excellent education and expertise. Professors can assist you in a variety of ways.  

Interviewer: As far as I understand, you get what you expected. 

Participant 017: Yes, in the second semester. I did not receive it in the first semester because it 

was extremely difficult. We had to submit everything very early, because the examinations were 

very early. As a result, I did not have enough time to finish everything. Now, I am working on a 

project, and I am aware it is due on this date.  

During the interview, participant 028 was optimistic and energetic but was unable to freely express her 

opinions in some of the questions and did not say much. This individual had a negative perception 

because she underestimated the university before entering. However, following her enrolment, her 

perception changed to a positive one. This was because she expected to face more difficulties in her 

integration, since she characterised herself as anti-social. Despite her favourable impression of the 

university, she brought up the fact that they should pay extra for food and for access to the fitness centre. 

Participant 028: I wanted to go to a university, but I could not decide which one. But as soon as 

I entered the European University, everything was much smoother than I expected. 

Interviewer: Which three words would you use to describe the European University? 

Participant 028: The university is good, it meets my expectations and it is organised. 
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Participant 031 maintained a calm demeanour during the interview and was eager to answer all questions 

without hesitation. Her body language was open, indicating that she had nothing to hide and that she 

trusted the researcher. Throughout the different stages of the interviews, it became apparent that this 

participant had a negative perception of the university before enrolling. This negative perception derived 

from her disesteem of private universities in Cyprus. In addition, this participant had previously enrolled 

in a public university in Cyprus before deciding to transfer to the European University. She explained 

that she did not like the course, the environment, and also referred to lack of communication with the 

professors at the previous university. The differences became apparent when she enrolled at the European 

University, where she experienced a pleasant environment and excellent communication with faculty and 

advisors, factors that contributed to the formation of positive perception. She also stated that she had 

visited several private universities before deciding and that when she first entered the European 

University, she was greeted with positive energy and a welcoming atmosphere, which had never 

experienced at the previous university. 

Participant 031: Positive. Everything is positive. This is a very good university.  

I have been studying for one year in a different university. …I enrolled in a different course 

(physics) at the University of Cyprus, but that was not what I wanted to do in my life. When I 

visited the European University, I liked it. I liked the energy of the university. It is really 

enjoyable, and everything is very positive here. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind of the European University before entering the 

university? 

Participant 031 (July 2020): I did not like private universities before I began my studies, and I 

did not think the university was good. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University?  

Participant 031 (July 2020): No, it changed. I spent a year at the University of Cyprus, and when 

I joined the European University, I noticed the difference. When I compared the European 

University to the University of Cyprus, I preferred the European university because of its culture 

and the abundance of positive aspects it has. 

Participant 033 was very energetic during the interview. She spoke fast, loudly, and fluently and was 

eager to answer questions. This participant was incredibly talkative, and when asked a question, she 
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spoke for several minutes. Nonetheless, at some point, her answers became irrelevant, so the researcher 

let her finish and then repeated the question so as to stay on subject. Also, she was playing with the pen 

while talking, and there was no eye contact. However, she was very certain of her answers and could 

easily describe her experience, perceptions, and feelings. This student had a negative perception before 

joining the university due to negative WOM. She mentioned that she heard some stereotypes that private 

universities were underestimated, but she seemed to be defending the European University. This 

perception changed to positive after her enrolment due to the professionalism of the university, the level 

of education, and the modern facilities. She went on to say that she refused to agree that the European 

University is undervalued. She also pointed out that she joined the University of Nicosia for a semester 

and realised how unprofessional the university was. Hence, she felt lucky to be a member of the European 

University. 

Participant 033: Only positive thoughts and memories come to mind when I hear the name of the 

European University. This is a strong university with high quality courses; I assume that the 

standard is equivalent to that of the University of Cyprus. 

Participant 033 July 2020: Prior to enrolling, I have heard some stereotyped ideologies about 

private universities being undervalued. Personally, I am not bothered about other universities, 

but I refuse to agree that the European University is undervalued. 

Participant 036 had a friendly demeanour and was very excited during the interview. She was very 

comfortable and ready to answer any questions. She previously had a negative perception of the 

university, which she attributed to the devaluation of private universities in Cyprus and the fact that 

previously the European University had the status of a college. The university staff and her overall 

experience with the university played a role in changing her perception from negative to positive 

(Alhazmi, 2020). Furthermore, this participant attended a university in Prague where the environment 

was not what she expected. As a result, she frequently compared the European University to her previous 

university. 

Participant 036: Before joining, I had in mind the perception I had formed about Cyprus college. 

Therefore, I did not know its level... I was worried about this, and I did not know if it could provide 

us with the appropriate education. But upon experiencing the university, I realised that it has a 

very good level. 
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Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University? 

Participant 036: No. I realised that everyone is great after entering the university and meeting 

people, advisors and professors. As a result, my actual experience was the primary factor that 

changed my mind about the university. 

Participant 037 had a negative perception before joining the university. Since this participant comes from 

Greece, she had the perception that Greek universities were disorganised and lacking in facilities, so she 

came to the university with this impression. However, her perception of the university has shifted from 

negative to positive because of her interaction with the university. The factors that contributed to this 

change include the pleasant environment, communication with professors, employment prospects 

employability, and modern facilities. During the interview, this participant was very serious and played 

nervously with her necklace. Even if the researcher tried to break the ice with a joke, she still did not 

laugh and continued with the same attitude and facial expression. However, this participant was willing 

to answer every questions.  

Interviewer: What is the first thing that comes to your mind when you see or hear the name of the 

European University?  

Participant 037: I would say my future; in Greece, we work extremely hard to get accepted into 

a university and have no idea what our future holds after graduation. Here, the professors are 

interested in us, we know we have a future and positive references. 

Participant 037 July 2020: Before joining, I did not expect it to be that good. I did not expect to 

have such good facilities, and good labs. I had in mind the Greek universities, which lack 

adequate facilities and equipment. 

Participant 037 July 2020: My perception has changed. It is positive now. I expected it to be 

worse, but it turned out to be better than I expected. 

Participant 038 was very comfortable during the interview, very confident in her responses, and made 

eye contact with the researcher. Before entering, this individual had a negative impression of the 

university because she undervalued it and assumed that public universities were far superior. However, 

after entering the university, this perception changed to a positive one as she realised how organised the 

university was.  
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The university is very expensive. But okay, you get what you pay for. I do not have any complaint 

yet regarding the services that the university offers. It is generally very helpful; they provided us 

with everything we requested. 

Participant 038: To be honest, I undermined it before I joined, and I believed that public 

universities were much superior. But after seeing the rankings and how well organised everything 

is, I have changed my mind. Those who did not enrol in the European University now regret it. 

(She makes eye contact. She feels confident in her decision). 

Perceptual transformation – From no perception to positive perception 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) University facilities 

(2) Pleasant environment/learning environment/ Organised university 

(3) Academic staff and advisors 

(4) Comparison with other universities 

(5) Satisfaction: Before service expectations vs after service experience 

 

After joining, 21% of the total participants (nine out of forty-two students) changed their perception from 

no perception to a positive one; three students from the experimental group and six from the control 

group. A possible explanation for this transformation from no perception to a positive one could be that 

they had no previous interaction with the university. However, as soon as they enrolled, they realised 

how remarkable the university was. The students were also impressed by the university facilities, the 

level of education, organisation, the pleasant environment, and the friendly approach from the professors 

and advisors, factors that can positively affect students’ perceptions (Karna and Julin, 2015; Yusoff et 

al., 2015; Mihanovic et al., 2016; Weerasinghe and Fernando, 2018). In addition, students tended to 

compare the European University to other universities they visited in the past and realised how 

remarkable their university was, a factor that contributes to this perceptual transformation (William and 

Omar, 2014). This transformation from no perception to positive perception was observed in participants 

004, 007, 008, 014, 021, 022, 023, 029, 034. 

Participant 004 had no perceptual awareness of the European University. Nevertheless, after entering the 

university, he developed a favourable impression. This participant was a student at a German university 

when he decided to leave and attend the European University. After entering the European University, he 

realised how organised it was. In addition, he was impressed with the high level of education, the 
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satisfactory curriculum, the young professors, the modern environment, and the facilities. This individual 

compared the European University to the German university and concluded that the European University 

was the superior option.  

Participant 004: The university is professional. It is very organised. The professors are excellent, 

and the subjects are well organised. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 004 July 2020: Honestly, I did not know anything about the university. I was studying 

in Germany, but I could not complete my studies. After three years, I decided to stop studying and 

do something else because of the courses and stress I received. When I first joined the European 

University, I was starstruck by how well-organised it was. There were 800 students in my previous 

university class, and organisation was difficult. Therefore, I am really impressed with how the 

university handles certain issues. 

Participant 007 had no perception of the university before joining but he later shaped a positive 

perception. He stated that he had contact with students who attended the public university, and that the 

European University was excellent since there were few students in each class, as opposed to the 

University of Cyprus. He found that learning at the European University was easier because the 

communication with the professors was more effective. This participant was very comfortable during the 

interview, polite and made eye contact with the researcher. He was chatty and clearly articulated his 

feelings and thoughts. 

Participant 007: A good university, I have only been here for six months, but I am confident that 

it will continue to give me a positive perception. 

Participant 007: I did not have an image in mind before joining, because I am a freshman. I did 

not have any opinion about the university.  

Participant 007: This is a good university that will provide you with the framework for a brighter 

future. I have developed a perspective after communicating with students from other universities. 

I am referring to the EUC's exceptional performance; the classes have a small number of 

students, in contrast to the University of Cyprus, where one class has 100 students. As a result, 

the learning process is easier here because we have more communication with the teacher. 
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Participant 008 is from Kazakhstan, and she had no perceptual awareness of the university before joining. 

However, she developed a positive perception of the university after entering and engaging with it. She 

mentioned that she liked the professors, the communication with them, and their teaching style, as well 

as the workshops’ activities, factors that according to Alhazmi, (2020) contribute to the formation of a 

positive perception. She laughed anxiously at some questions and seemed nervous. Despite having a 

positive perception, there were certain aspects that she was not satisfied with. For example, she indicated 

that there were no additional curriculum activities that would allow her to socialise and meet new people.  

Participant 008: Overall it is a positive impression. It is a very small university and I like the 

teaching style. I also like how many practical subjects (labs) we do here. 

Interviewer: What were your expectations before joining the European University? 

Participant 008: To be honest, I did not really know what to expect because I was in another 

country. What was I expecting? I was not really expecting anything.  

Participant 014 had no perception before joining the university, but this changed to shaping a positive 

perception after entering. This participant was very serious during the first interview and not very 

talkative. He said that before entering the university, other people provided positive feedback about it, 

but he did not form any perception. He developed a positive view of the university after entering and 

engaging with it. He explained that he enjoys the subjects, the professors and his overall communication 

with them. 

Participant 014: Good perception, I have nothing negative to say so far. I could say the subjects, 

the professors, the advisors… everything is fine… I had no image in mind. I knew I was going 

somewhere unknown.… This is a good university; it is worth it if want to study and if you are 

interested. Of course, it necessitates extensive research and perseverance. As a result, you must 

exert effort. If you come here and don't try, you won't be able to move forward. 

Participant 021 was shy at the beginning of the interview. The researcher made some jokes to make her 

feel comfortable. Hence, after the first few minutes, she was calm and able to express herself. She had 

no perception before joining the university, but she enrolled because the university offers the course, she 

was interested in. After joining, she developed a positive perception because she considers European 

University a good choice, with many qualified professors and advisors. However, she mentioned some 

issues that she disliked, such as the small classes and the lack of greenery in the area. 
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Participant 021: The professors are good, the university promotes students after graduation, 

helps them find a job. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind before entering the university? 

Participant 021: I had no opinion; I liked the course, and this is the reason I joined. 

Interviewer: What were your expectations of the European University before you joined? 

Participant 021: I expected to find more classrooms, and not just one floor for graphic design. 

Hence, I expected to find more floors for graphic design and bigger classrooms.  

Participant 022 had no perception before joining the university but developed a positive perception after 

she had enrolled. This participant was quite anxious and scared at the beginning of the interview. She 

was uncomfortable and played with her jewels. During the interview, she laughed nervously at a few 

questions and avoided eye contact. During the interview it became apparent that this participant attended 

a public university in Cyprus, which she compared to the European University. She mentioned that the 

environment at the European University was pleasant, and that she received a great deal of support, which 

she did not receive at her previous university. According to Zhang (2015), brand image is described as 

the overall impression that consumers have on the position of a brand in relation to its main competitors. 

An effecting positioning allows brands to differentiate them from their main competitors (Saqib, 2021). 

Participant 022: It is really good. There are good professors… because I can compare it to my 

previous university (University of Cyprus). Everyone here is very happy, and this is something I 

really enjoyed. If you need help, they can help you. 

Participant 022: To be honest, I had no perception in mind about the university before joining. 

Participant 023 is from Syria, and as he stated, he had no perception before joining the university but 

shaped a positive perception after entering because of the professors. This participant studies IT and he 

chose the European University because of the Microsoft Innovation Centre. During the interview, he was 

very relaxed, comfortable, and had very open body language. He stated that he would recommend the 

university to other students because of the Microsoft Innovation Centre, which confirms that the 

university’s achievements can greatly affect students’ perception (Mindrut et al., 2015).  

Participant 023: So far so good. Everything is good, the professors are excellent. (Smiling). 

Also, the Microsoft innovation system; it was one of the reasons that I choose this university.  
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To be honest, I had no image before joining. To form a perception, I have to check it out first. I 

would also recommend it to other students. It all depends on what they want to study. If it is in 

the field of information technology, I would strongly suggest it. In addition, the medical school at 

the European University is excellent. 

Participant 029 had no perception of the European University because it was not her first choice. Her 

goal was to be accepted by the Cyprus University of Technology, but she did not enjoy her time there, so 

she dropped out and enrolled in the European University. When she first arrived at the European 

University, she encountered a pleasant environment and excellent communication, something she had 

never encountered at her previous institution; factors that contributed to shaping a positive perception 

(Clemes et al., 2013; Vnoučková et al., 2017). She concluded that the European University was the best 

choice. During the interview, this participant was very enthusiastic and proud of her decision to enrol in 

this university. She expressed her admiration for the university and stated that she felt very comfortable 

in the environment.  

Participant 029: I really enjoy it; it feels like home. The environment is friendly and warm. I have 

a positive feeling of the professors as well as the other students.  

Interviewer: What were your expectations of the European University before you joined?  

Participant 029: Nothing, because it was a last-minute decision to come here. I had hoped to 

attend the University of Technology for six years, but when I did, I was disappointed. As a result, 

I chose to study at a private university and came here. 

Interviewer: Before entering the European University, what did you expect from the university? 

Participant 029: Exactly the opposite of what I experienced at the University of Technology 

during my studies. I expected to find a welcoming environment, kindness, support, respect and to 

feel very comfortable in the environment. 

Participant 034 is from Greece and stated that she had no perception of the university before enrolling, 

but she had a positive perception after entering the university. This participant chose the European 

University due to the recognition of the degree by a Greek organisation. She expressed her satisfaction 

with the university and stated that she would recommend it to other students. She enjoyed the fact that 

there are few students in the class, which allow them to express themselves freely; the facilities were 

very clean, and the professors were very considerate. She was very courteous and confident in her ability 

to express herself, and she looked the researcher in the eyes when expressing her thoughts. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1059919
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Participant 034: Very good. I am satisfied. When I need something, I know who to talk to, and I 

know that they will care. I mention this because I compare it to a university in Greece from which 

I graduated. The situation there was completely different. Here, they take care of us and pay 

attention to us. This is because it is a private university. My overall impression is good. 

Participant 034: Because I did not know, I did not have any image in mind. I knew that it is a 

good university, but I did not know anything else I had not been here before. I did not know 

someone who studies in this university so I can get some information. When I entered the 

university, I found out more about it. 

Perceptual transformation: From Neutral Perception to Positive Perception 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) University facilities 

(2) Pleasant environment / Excellent education/ Organised university 

(3) Academic staff and advisors 

(4) Comparison with other universities 

(5) Satisfaction: Before service expectations vs after service 

experience 

 

Something similar was observed with the participants who had neutral perceptions. More specifically, 

four participants with a neutral perception changed their perceptions to a positive one. Three students 

came from the experimental group and one participant came from the control group. An explanation for 

this transformation from a neutral perception to a positive one was because they had not previously 

interacted with the university, and once they did, they realised how remarkable the university was. The 

students are also impressed by the university facilities, the pleasant environment, and the professors’, 

advisors’, and staff’s overall pleasant behaviour (Yusoff et al., 2015; Vnoučková et al., 2017). This 

transformation from neutral to positive perception was observed in participants 019, 010, 003, 042. 

Throughout the interview, participant 019 was pleasant and cheerful, but she appeared nervous, moving 

her hands and laughing anxiously. She was unable to respond to some questions, so she held her head 

and laughed nervously. She took a few deep breaths and looked out the window before answering certain 

questions. This participant had a positive perception of the university as she believed that this is the best 

university in Cyprus. She considered the professors as trustworthy and courteous. She also noted that the 



157 

 

campus and library should be larger. She also expressed her dissatisfaction with the fact that they have 

to pay extra for some of the materials they needed for their studies. 

Participant 019: This is an organised university. The university organised many seminars. 

Students can learn many things and receive a lot of support. The lectures are well-structured, and 

the university provides the material for the various courses 

Interviewer: For what reasons do you think this is the best university in Cyprus? 

Participant 019: I believe that we are a good university and also because I hear comments from 

other universities’ students, I believe that we are excellent. 

Participant 010 had neutral perception of university brand image. This participant studied at a university 

in Athens with no organisation and after entering the university, he had formed a positive perception. He 

was pleased by the university's new facilities, which are superior to those at his previous university, fact 

that had a leading role in his perception (Karna and Julin, 2015). He also praised the professors, the 

pleasant atmosphere, the cafeteria, and the professionalism of the university. This participant commented 

that the university exceeded his expectations. There is a strong correlation between the concept of 

student’s satisfaction and expectations (Ilyas and Arif, 2013). Student satisfaction is determined by the 

degree to which the university meets their expectations. Consequently, this participant was fully satisfied 

with the university. 

Participant 010: New and modern facilities… I think it is a professional environment because I 

had a bad experience with my education. So, I believe it is professional and generally, it is good…  

I did not know a lot of things, but from what I have heard I knew that it was a good university. 

However, my perception was neutral… I think reality exceeded my expectations. Everything is 

new and the university is professional. 

Participant 003 had a favourable perception of the university as she considered it a prestigious university. 

She enjoyed the environment, the well-equipped labs, and the professors because they were friendly. 

During the interview, this participant was very relaxed, and she appeared to be pleased because the 

university met her expectations. She was very comfortable with the researcher and willing to answer the 

questions. She took her time before answering each question and gave brief answers to some of them. 

Participant 003: I believe this is a good university, and I would recommend it. 
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… to be honest, I heard good comments before joining, but I did not look into it further. Attending 

the European University was not my first choice. Therefore, I cannot answer this question 

because I did not have a complete perception of the university. 

Participant 003: This is a good reputable university. I know that it has a lot of achievements, and 

it is the only university in Cyprus that offers the course of biomedical studies.  

Participant 042 pointed out that he liked some professors, however, he mentioned that some others were 

not that good. He believed that the communication with advisors was effective, that the schedule was 

good, and that some of the professors were strict. This participant had a favourable perception, and the 

university met his expectations. However, he considered the university to be expensive.  

Participant 042: This is a very good university, but expensive 

… You can effectively communicate with the advisors. There are always available to set up a 

meeting with you. The schedule is reasonable. Personally, I have not had any issues with the 

schedule so far; you can easily change the subject if there is space in the class. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind before joining the European University? 

Participant 042: It was not something targeted, nor something specific. It was very generic. 

Interviewer: Was not it negative but not positive? 

Participant 042: Yes! 

Positive perception remains the same positive perception 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) Satisfaction: Before service expectations = after service experience 

Moreover, eighteen students had a positive perception before they joined, seventeen of which still had 

the same positive perception, while one participant (participant 030) changed her perception to a negative 

one. Out of these eighteen students, twelve participants came from the experimental group and six from 

the control group. The twelve participants from the experimental group still had the same positive 

perception. When it comes to the six previously mentioned participants from the control group, five 

students had the same positive perception of university brand image, while one student (participant 030) 

changed from positive to a negative one. A possible explanation regarding the participants who 

maintained the same positive perception after they entered is because they knew what to expect from the 

university, and the university met their expectations. Hence, their perception remained positive. These 
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participants had a positive perception before joining which was maintained after joining: 001, 009, 011, 

012, 013, 015, 016, 018, 020, 024, 025, 026, 027, 035, 039, 040, 041. 

Participant 001 was quite nervous during the interview, and she was playing with the pen. She was 

spinning on the chair, having trouble expressing herself. She needed time to think about some questions, 

so she was gazing outside. She expressed her satisfaction with the university, and she said that she 

considered the university a good choice. This participant pointed out that the academic staff were the 

most important factor to her. According to Alhazmi (2020) faculty play an essential role in affecting 

students’ perception of the service quality. However, she suggested that there were things that needed 

further improvement, such as the coffee, cafeteria, and parking. She believed that this is a reliable 

university with a pleasant environment and professors she can trust. 

Participant 001: Overall, I am satisfied with my professors, and the lectures. The staff is 

supportive. Everything we need is always available to us. This is a good environment for your 

student life.…the professors are the most important thing to me; they must be able to teach you 

in a way that allows you to understand rather than just reading from the internet. You can also 

find books in the library, and the advisors are very supportive; if you have a question, they will 

be able to assist you. It is a small campus, so everything is close by. 

Participant 009 was anxious during the first interview and felt uncomfortable. He was looking outside, 

avoiding eye contact with the researcher. This participant was unable to express himself, and he did not 

respond to some questions. Nevertheless, he had a positive perception of the university, stating that it 

met his expectations which led to his satisfaction and to the formation of a positive perception (Yo et al., 

2015). 

Participant 009: I think it is a very good university to be honest, it is my first year at the university. 

New experience and I enjoy it a lot.  

 Participant 009: The classes and professors are good. You learn everything just by participating 

in the class, life is good, everything is good to be honest. You have breaks. Everything is fine. 

Participant 011 was talking very fast during the interview, and he was willing to answer the questions. 

This participant is from the Philippines but was currently residing in Nicosia. He had a positive 

perception before joining and continues to had the same perception after joining. He mentioned that the 

university met his expectations, and he considered it to be the best university in Cyprus. These results 

agree with the study conducted by Parasuraman et al. (1985), who highlighted the strong connection 

between the concept of perception and expectations in service quality. 
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Participant 011: This is the best university in Cyprus… Many students come here, especially 

Erasmus students choose this university to come and study here, and most of them stay here.  

Interviewer: What is your current overall perception of the European University? 

Participant 011: I feel nice. You can learn everything. The professors are good, most of them 

have experience. Some of them do not, it gives you what you expect. 

Participant 012 was very approachable and friendly during the interview. She was comfortable and was 

constantly comparing the European University with others. This participant had previously studied at a 

different university, and the difference was immediately apparent after joining. Differentiation refers to 

the brand’s ability to differentiate itself from its main competitors (Pasaribu et al., 2019). In comparison 

to the previous university, she stated how well-organised the European University was. She had a positive 

impression of the university before enrolling because of the recommendations she received from other 

students, so she knew what to expect. She found exactly what she was looking for and was impressed 

with the facilities. 

Participant 012: I am impressed with the European University. I liked the facilities and how 

organised the university is.  

… Because I was at the university of Cyprus and there was chaos. There was no coordination, 

and the situation became disorganised. Furthermore, the university of Cyprus is a public 

university, which makes you feel as if they are doing you a favour or that you are obligated to 

attend. While at the European University, you pay and there is a different approach.  

Participant 013 could not freely express his thoughts and he was speaking slowly. This participant had a 

positive perception of university brand image and was pleased with his decision. He also stated that he 

would recommend the university to other students. According to Latif et al. (2021), loyal students are 

good supporters and are willing to recommend the university to other students.  

Participant 013: To be honest, I am impressed with the Microsoft innovation centre we have here 

at the university. It is very good. I have good impressions of the university. It is clean, they do 

software maintenance, elevator maintenance and so on. 

Participant 013: This is a good university, and I am glad I decided to join it and I will recommend 

it to other students.  

Participant 016 was not very talkative, and he talked quietly and slowly. He was very stressed at the 

beginning of the interview and could only answer the questions after several minutes of thinking. During 
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the subsequent interview, the researcher discovered that this participant has dyslexia. Throughout the 

interviews, the researcher was very patient with him, encouraging him to take his time and think about 

the questions. This participant had a favourable perception of the university because it met his 

expectations (Yo et al., 2015). He stated that he received a tuition discount as a result of a promotional 

campaign. Furthermore, he stated that the university assists students in finding a job, which is extremely 

important to him. Nonetheless, he listed a few drawbacks, such as the poor coffee quality and limited 

parking.  

Participant 016: It is a good university, organised, and the courses are very useful.  

…It retains the interest of the students, the classes are useful, the university aims at providing 

new knowledge in order to keep learning things. Also, the advisors help you to choose your 

subjects and to have the best results.  

Participant 016: There are a lot of interesting courses, small classes – not too many people in 

the same class. There are also some good offers regarding tuition, such as good discounts…For 

example, you can get 25% discount based on Galileo. Or, if you register in the university during 

a specific period, you get a discount. 

Participant 015 was very comfortable during the interview and willing to answer the questions. He was 

fluent and abled to explain his thoughts. This participant had a positive perception, and he considers the 

university one of the best in Cyprus. Despite this positive perception, this participant mentioned that he 

was not fully satisfied with the facilities, and he stressed that they need to be improved. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression of the European University? 

Participant 015: This is one of the most recognised universities in Cyprus. 

Interviewer: Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

Participant 015: Partly yes. 

I expected it to provide me with knowledge. It was also known for its facilities, which are currently 

lacking in some labs and need to be improved. And you do not get the impression that this is a 

university facility. This makes you feel like you are in high school. The facilities at public 

universities are better, I would argue that the facilities here need to be improved.  

Participant 018 was under a lot of stress and did not feel very comfortable during the interview. He 

avoided making any eye contact with the researcher. He gave one-word answers to some questions, and 

the researcher had to ask him additional questions in order to figure out what he had in mind. This 
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participant felt relieved as soon as the interview was over. He had a positive perception because he was 

satisfied with the overall experience and the university met his expectations. He mentioned that the 

university should be socially active and host more events. According to Gibson (2010) one of the factors 

which can affect students’ satisfaction refers to social integration, which appeared to be important for 

this particular participant.  

Participant 018: I like how the programmes are set up. I like how helpful the professors are, and 

I like how clean the facilities are. 

Participant 018: I did expect it to be so friendly, and I did not expect the professors to be so 

helpful to the students. 

During the interview, participant 020 was tense. She sat in a swivel chair and rocking back and forth with 

her body. She was nervous and turned her gaze to the outside or facing the wall. Her voice was very low 

in volume, and the researcher could not hear her very well, so she asked her to speak louder. She did not 

make any eye contact, and she had trouble answering some questions. It took some time for her to think 

about some of the questions, and she was busy playing with her nails while nervously laughing and 

spinning in her chair. Although this participant had a positive perception, he expressed her dissatisfaction 

with the fact that they were required to pay money at registration and the limited parking. According to 

Panda et al. (2019) financial factors can influence the university’s overall image.  

         Participant 020: This is a very good university. 

Interviewer: What are the reasons that would encourage you to recommend the European 

University to other students? 

Participant 020: Our professors are really good. They are better than I expected. I had assumed 

they would not explain things in such a way that students would understand everything, but things 

turned out to be totally different, and I understand everything that they say.  

During the interview, participant 024 was visibly anxious. He was nervously laughing at the beginning 

of the interview. He was playing with the pen and appeared to be very uncomfortable. He avoided making 

eye contact with the researcher by staring at the pen, the door, or at the view from the window. He was 

not a talkative person, and he often responded with a single word.  

Participant 024: I have a positive impression. This is a good choice. I am very satisfied.  

Likewise, participant 025 was quite anxious during the interview. The researcher had difficulty with this 

specific participant since he was giving one-word answers to all the questions. Hence, it was very difficult 
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to communicate and proceed with the interview. For example, when the researcher asked, ‘what do you 

like about the facilities?’ he replied, ‘I have already mentioned them’ and when the researcher asked him 

to explain his thoughts further, he was not very willing to do so. This participant was not very open to 

conversation. 

Participant 025: I have seen the internal part of the building and the facilities have been 

upgraded. It is very developed compared to others.  

The facilities are innovative; they are different from others. Indeed, this is one of the best 

universities, and this can be seen from the professors. It is very organised, and students can learn 

from it. 

Participant 026 was comfortable and a very eloquent person. When the researcher asked about what she 

did not like she referred to the tuition with an upsetting tone. According to Panda et al. (2019), the 

financial aspect had an impact on the university’s overall image. Even though she had a positive 

perception, she strongly believed that the university is very expensive, and they had to cover for extra 

materials themselves. This participant was very angry when she referred to the tuition, she shook her 

hand and increased her tone. The researcher found out that she had no support from her parents, and she 

paid the tuition herself.  

Participant 026: This is a good university, among the 301 best universities in the world. It has a 

strong degree… the professors are amazing.  

We give too much money. Almost ten thousand euros per year is excessive. I think that these 

courses should be provided for free, or that some other things should be given for free here at the 

university. For instance, if we stay until the afternoon, the university could provide us with free… 

Participant 027 was comfortable, positive, and very confident. She answered most questions without 

hesitation. This participant was playing with the pen while speaking. This participant became angry when 

referring to tuition, particularly when she mentioned that they pay extra for food, which should be 

included in tuition. She was aware of some of the university awards and stated that if the university did 

not have these awards, she would not enrol. The university brand identity contributes to students’ 

satisfaction and hence student’s retention to the university (Ward et al., 2020). 

Participant 027: The professors are really good, but okay like everywhere we have some 

exceptions. But I think they take advantage of the situation in terms of money, because we pay 

10,000 euros per year without the sponsorship, which is very expensive. 
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Participant 035 was very serious during the interview and comfortable. This participant had a positive 

perception before and after joining the university. She enjoyed the professor’s teaching style and 

communication, as well as the facilities and labs. She believed that students receive a lot of support from 

the faculty and that if they have a problem, the university’s staff can help them solve it. These factors 

contribute to the formation of a brand image and provide universities with a competitive advantage (Pinar 

et al., 2011). However, she referred to some aspects that need further improvements, such as parking, 

cafeteria, and the sports centre, since she is an athlete, and she used the sports centre frequently.  

Participant 035: Considering the way of teaching I am very satisfied. In regards to places outside 

the university, like parking and the cafeteria, I expected to find something more beautiful for a 

private university.  

Interviewer: What were your expectations of the European University before you joined? 

Participant 035: Because I am a transfer student, my expectations were to integrate and to have 

better communication with the professors. 

Participant 039 was very calm during the interview and ready to answer the questions. She felt relieved 

and laughed at the end of the interview. She argued that this was a good and well-known university and 

that it met her expectations. Despite this positive impression, this participant stated that many areas 

should be improved, such as the cafeteria. She also suggested that more events should be held to 

encourage students to socialise. 

Participant 039: A good, recognised university…In terms of teaching, they provide you with what 

you need, but it needs some improvements when it comes to socialisation. 

Participant 040 was very relaxed and comfortable during the interview. He did not avoid eye contact with 

the researcher. He mentioned that he had a positive perception due to the well-developed facilities, labs 

and classrooms. He described the professors as excellent, having good behaviour and excellent teaching 

style. Overall, the university met his expectations which leads to the positive perception of the service 

(Alzaydi, 2018).  

Participant 040: It is exactly how I expected it to be. My perception is really good.…This is a 

good university, with well-developed facilities. The classrooms and labs are well-equipped. And 

the professors are very good. I like the manner in which they teach us. They deliver the lesson in 

a professional manner. Their behaviour of students, as well as communication is positive, 

indicating that they do not keep students at a distance. 
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Participant 041 was nervous; he kept his gaze fixed on the desk or the wall, avoiding eye contact with 

the researcher. He was unable to respond to some questions. This participant had a favourable impression 

of the university before and after enrolling. 

Participant 041: Good impression, they keep their promises. Because I am an athlete, we agreed 

on some things, and they kept their promises. They will not lie to you just to get you to come here. 

They keep their promises. 

Participant 041: This is an excellent option. I do not thing you are wasting your time, and this 

university is a good choice. 

Perceptual transformation: Positive perception changes to negative perception 

Negative perception Indicators 

 (1) Dissatisfaction: Before service expectations vs after service experience 

(2) Disorganised university 

(3) Comparison with other university 

Participant 030 still had a negative perception of the university, as she believed that the university is 

disorganised and does not meet her expectations. This participant was very disappointed during the 

interview. She nervously laughed at some questions and was angry because she felt the university was 

disorganised. Notably, this participant had been a student at a British university, and she joined the 

European University with this perception in mind. However, she did not find what she was expecting. 

Mahsum et al. (2019) mentioned that there is a good evaluation of service quality when a company meets 

customer expectations or when there is no gap between consumers’ perceptions and expectations. The 

main source of her dissatisfaction was the university’s failure to meet her expectations. 

Participant 030: My perception is not that good (laughing nervously), because I feel like they are 

really disorganised; the lecturers and the university in general. Most of the lectures are very good, 

the majority of the teaching staff is very organised, but there are some exceptions in which you 

might not get all your lectures beforehand, so you cannot study before or have an assignment and 

learn about it the night before. 

Interviewer: What were your expectations before joining the European University. 

Participant 030: Because I was in the UK as well, I had an idea in my mind that they are very 

organised, since in the UK I had an application on my phone, and I had a full timetable, whereas 

here they don’t have this… For instance, if there was a change in a lesson, we would know about 
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it weeks ago. I could also see it on the calendar that they have on the application, but here 

everything is a last-minute thing (upset). 

Interviewer: Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

Participant 030: Not really (laughing nervously). 

Excellent perception remains excellent perception 

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) Satisfaction: Before service expectations = after service experience  

(2) Awards/Achievements (positive visualisation course in brand 

identity) 

 

At this stage of the data collection, Participant 002 still had an excellent perception of the university’s 

brand image, firstly due to the university’s brand identity, followed by its excellent educational quality, 

up-to-date facilities and overall communication with academic and non-academic staff. As mentioned by 

Riezebos (2003), brand communication messages along with the consumption factors should be in line 

in order to enable students to formulate a clear image of the brand. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind concerning the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 002: The same. But it is better now because I have met people from the university, 

and they are really nice. 

Interviewer: Does this image remain the same? 

Participant 002: It has improved slightly because of the staff. (He feels very confident about his 

choice). This is an excellent university; I have persuaded three people to enrol. 
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Freshmen students’ perceptions before and after joining are depicted in Figure 16. (All participants). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Freshmen students’ perceptions before and after joining (all participants) 
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Factors contributing to this perceptual transformation. 

The coding procedure revealed one main category ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’ that is related with 

the purpose of this research, and it is supported by three codes: negative perception, positive perception, 

excellent perception. In addition, six categories/factors emerged that seemed to affect students’ 

perceptions of university brand image, after they join. These categories/factors are (1) facilities, (2) 

academic staff and advisors, (3) financial aspect and employment opportunities, (4) university 

environment, (5) sustainable competitive advantage, and (6) satisfaction, which are explained below.  

Factors contributing to perceptual transformation 

From Negative to Positive perception Factors 

 (1) University facilities 

(2) University environment 

(3) Academic staff and advisors 

(4) Sustainable competitive advantage 

(5) Satisfaction: Before service expectations - after service experience 

(6) Employment opportunities 

From No perception to Positive perception Factors 

 (1) University facilities 

(2) University environment 

(3) Academic staff and advisors 

(4) Sustainable competitive advantage 

(5) Satisfaction: Before service expectations - after service experience 

(6) Employment opportunities 

From Neutral to Positive perception Factors 

 (1) University facilities 

(2) University environment 

(3) Academic staff and advisors 

(4) Sustainable competitive advantage 

(5) Satisfaction: Before service expectations - after service experience 

From Positive to Negative perception Factors 

 (1) Dissatisfaction: Before service expectations - after service experience 

(2) Disorganised university 

(3) Sustainable competitive advantage 

Factors that contribute to maintaining their perception 

Positive perception Factors 

 (1) Satisfaction: Before service expectations - after service experience 

Excellent perception Factors 

 (1) Satisfaction: Before service expectations - after service experience 

(2) Awards/Achievements (positive visualisation course in brand identity) 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive: Open coding: Following the view of Glaser (1998), open coding began with the comparison 

of line-by-line incidents, while constantly raising questions about the category, the property of category 

the incident displays, and what the participant’s main concern is. Hence, 252 codes emerged from the 

open coding process. Page 2 of the Excel file 1 shows all the codes originated from the open coding 

procedure. Selective coding: During this process, 71 categories emerged. Excel file 1, page 3, shows all 

the codes that originated from the procedure of selective coding. 

Theoretical coding: Finally, theoretical coding categories have been selected and identified to be further 

compared and analysed (Glaser, 1998). During the selective coding process, seven categories formed. 

The first category named ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’, is supported by the codes negative perception, 

positive perception, excellent perception. The remaining six categories, referred to the factors that 

affected students’ perceptions after joining the university and they are presented in Excel file 1, page 4. 

The following section presents the six categories/factors that contributed to the formation of students’ 

perceptions after entering and their relation to the literature.  

 Analysis of factor: university facilities  

(1) University Facilities Indicators 

 - Laboratories 

- Library 

- Cafeteria 

- Classrooms 

- Sports centre 

- Moodle 

- Parking 

The term ‘facilities’ refer to the services that a business offers to its customers and allow the smooth 

running of an organisation (Karna and Julin, 2015). Good and adequate facilities can positively affect 

customers perceptions of the quality of education (Elghany et al., 2019). According to Dao and Thorpe 

(2014), facilities including libraries, computer labs, entertainment facilities, health services, online access 

to lectures, on-campus accommodation and career guidance are the most significant factors influencing 

a student’s choice when enrolling in a university. In addition, Dora (2017) concludes that facilities play 

a significant role in students’ satisfaction. On a similar note, Hysi and Shyle (2015) claim that the 

university image can be determined by the university facilities, including the library, computer labs, and 

study areas.  
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One of the prevailing conclusions that emerge from this research strongly suggests that university 

facilities play a predominant role in shaping freshmen students’ perceptions of the university image. To 

be more precise, facilities can affect students’ perception only during the early stages of their university 

experience. As mentioned by Yusug et al. (2020), due to the service intangibility, it is difficult to evaluate 

a service beforehand. Hence the physical evidence, in this case facilities, act as an indicator of quality. 

In the current research, students had not previously interacted with the university and once they did, they 

realised how developed the facilities were. After entering, students who had negative, no perception, or 

neutral perception, shifted to a positive perception due to the modern facilities. Students were impressed 

by the facilities and firmly believed that this university is a pioneer in the facilities. 

Participant 006: I underestimated it … but when I entered, I witnessed exactly the opposite. I was 

impressed with the labs when I first came to the European University. I like how well-developed 

the labs are. It was not like that when I visited other private universities. 

Participant 010: I attended a university in Athens and the facilities were outdated. After entering 

the European University and seeing the facilities, I decided to enrol. I was impressed. 

Participant 004: The facilities are modern and well equipped. 

Library: As Clemes et al. (2013) mentioned, two levels contribute to the student’s university experience, 

namely core and supplementary. Focusing on the second level, supplementary factors include quality of 

the physical environment such as library facilities and educational technology, university layouts, social 

environment, and campus climate (Parahoo et al., 2013). In the current research, most of the participants 

were satisfied with the university library described as an organised place with a variety of books. On the 

contrary, a minority of students expressed their dissatisfaction with the library since they had different 

expectations.  

Participant 001: You can find a variation of books in the library. 

Participant 023: The library is not open 24/7, some students would love visiting it. They 

can study for hours in the library, particularly if they do not have access to WIFI at home. 

Participant 026: The library is small and has a limited number of books. 

Parking: According to a study conducted by Sofianti (2015), parking area is not an important factor that 

can affect students’ satisfaction. The results of this research disagree with the result of the previously 

mentioned study since it parking was of major importance. This disagreement can be justified by the fact 

that the current research was conducted in Cyprus, where the participants had their own private car and 

they do not use any public transportation.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1059919
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Participant 006: I have a problem with parking. I cannot find an available parking space at this 

university.  

Participant 027: There is a need for more parking spaces and surveillance cameras. 

Participant 001: It is difficult to find parking here and I have to park my car on the opposite 

side. When I cross the road, there is a danger (very upset).  

Sports centre. According to Schmidt et al. (2017), sport facilities can affect students’ overall satisfaction 

with the university. In the current research, this factor was important only for two students who found 

the sports facilities in bad conditions.  

Participant 042: I do not like the sports centre… the equipment is not in a good condition. 

Participant 035: I am an athlete, and I had a game at the sports centre, and the basketball hoops 

were not in a good condition. This is something that bothers me (very annoyed). 

Cafeteria: According to Aung and Chang (2014), the quality of food is positively related to student’s 

satisfaction. As pointed out by Serhan and Serhan (2019), students’ satisfaction with the university 

cafeteria can be influenced by the quality of food and the variety, hygiene, and overall ambience. 

Furthermore, Imran (2018) identified that the direct communication between cafeteria staff and students, 

a high level of response, cleanliness, and prompt service are all essential factors which influence 

customer satisfaction with service quality. Moreover, a reasonable price influences consumer satisfaction 

(Aung and Chang, 2014). The participants reported that the quality of the coffee was bad, the food 

portions were small, and the prices were high. In addition, some students did not like the overall 

atmosphere as there were no cheerful colors and recommended extending and modernizing the cafeteria. 

Additionally, they raised another issue regarding the payment methods as they did not accept credit cards, 

and the behaviour of employees was not professional. Nonetheless, there was a minority of students who 

had a positive opinion of the cafeteria: 

Participant 031: There is only one cafeteria. The cafeteria is always full. 

Participant 040: The cafeteria needs improvements since no one likes the coffee quality. 

Participant 006: The quality of food should be improved. When you eat chicken, you might think 

you are eating fish, or when you eat squid, you might think you’re eating plastic.  

Participant 038: I would like a better food selection, and the quality of food is sometimes poor. 

Employees could look happier. 

Participant 007: Food; the food portions are small, and the prices are high. 
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Participant 012: They do not accept credit cards at the cafeteria. 

Participant 023: I have visited the University of Nicosia. The University of Nicosia did not have 

such a large cafeteria. The European University has a beautiful cafeteria. The food here is 

delicious. 

Analysis of factor: academic staff and advisors 

(1) Academic staff and 

advisors 

Indicators 

 - Academic staff: professors - good communication, support 

- Academic advisors: good communication, support, 

guidance 

The university staff is represented by two parties: academics and non-academics. Academic staff includes 

professors, and lecturers, while non-academic staff includes people engaged in general administrative 

activities, such as student enrolment, exams, and student services (Pop et al., 2008). According to Aslam 

et al. (2016) and Mendes et al. (2018), the quality of teaching and learning play an important role as it 

can determine the overall quality and image of the university. In addition, the performance of the 

professors has a direct impact on student loyalty, motivation, and satisfaction (Aslam et al., 2016). In the 

Higher Education (HE) sector, internal marketing is of vital significance since all employees become a 

point of contact for consumers (Vel et al., 2018). When it comes to the non-academic staff, Malik et al. 

(2010) found that their overall behaviour, collaboration, compassion, and responsiveness significantly 

affect student satisfaction. Similarly, Kardoyo et al. (2019) suggest that the overall behaviour of the non-

academic staff, especially with regard to how students are treated and what support they receive, can 

significantly influence students’ satisfaction and perception. The data of this study strongly suggests that 

almost all students had a positive view of professors, advisors, and other non-academic staff. The 

participants believed that the staff was helpful, friendly and the student-staff/professor communication 

was good. In addition, they pointed out that the professors were outstanding and experienced with a lot 

of knowledge, while a minority of two students claimed that some professors were young and 

inexperienced. Regarding advisors, most students showed a positive perception of them; since they 

received adequate support and communicate well with them. However, one student described a negative 

experience with an advisor, and another participant said that there was no flexibility with their working 

hours. As a result, it was sometimes very difficult to find them in their office. Moreover, just like other 

students, these participants believed that communication and cooperation between students was 

excellent; they cared and encouraged each other. However, two participants reported that a small number 
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of students demanded good grades because they paid for tuition fees, and another student said that she 

did not like the political functions. 

o Academic staff: Professors 

Participant 006: My perception had changed. After entering the university, getting to know the 

professors, my perception changed. 

Participant 027: The curriculum and professors are very good. This is the most important thing 

in your studies. The professors are really good. They enjoy their job. 

Participant 011: I do not like some of the professors and teaching approaches they use. They do 

not always explain the academic material in an explanatory way. 

Participant 030: Most of the lecturers are very good, they are very well-structured. 

Participant 005: Young and experienced staff. They make the effort to personally know you. 

Participant 017: Many professors may not help students, while others support students.  

o Advisors and other Non-academic staff 

Participant 042: You can effectively communicate with advisors. They are always available to 

schedule a meeting with you. 

Participant 027: Advisors are very supportive. There is communication between people. I like 

advisors, they are here for me when I need them, and I like them very much. 

Participant 010: I went to the advisor one day, and the advisor was not informed about some 

specific things, so he could not help me. 

Participant 036: There is good communication with the advisors. They are very supportive 

Participant 036: I am satisfied with the counsellors. I did not even have personal counsellors 

while I was studying at a university in Prague. 

Analysis of factor: financial aspect and employment opportunities  

(2) Employability and Financial aspect Indicators 

 - Tuition fees 

- Employment opportunities  

- Financial issues - Extra payments  

As argued by Joseph et al. (2012) and Panda et al. (2019) the university brand includes the tangible and 

the symbolic perceptions. The tangible perception includes the tuition fees and the teaching quality. Ilgan 

et al. (2018) discovered that one of the most significant factors that can determine the choice of university 

is the cost-related issues. The findings suggest that some of the participants were not satisfied with the 

tuition as they believed that the university is expensive. Some other students disliked the fact that they 
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had to pay extra for books, and some others suggested that some services should be provided for free. 

Additionally, two students said that the food should be provided free of charge. Another cost-related 

issue raised by one participant was the fact that in case of failing the exam, students had to pay extra for 

the re-examination. In terms of the employment opportunities, students believed that the university assists 

students in finding a job. To be more precise, one student referred to an agreement the university had 

with the company at which he works, and the company pays 50% of the tuition fees. 

Participant 038: They university is very expensive. But okay, you get what you pay for. 

Participant 026: We must buy the necessary equipment for our study. I believe that the university 

should provide us with these materials, because we pay a lot of money for tuition. 

Participant 28: You have to pay extra in order to use the gym. I would like it to be open and free 

for students. Also, food… I believe that they can increase tuition but offer free food.  

Participant 027: I thought it would not be that difficult to get the scholarship, but they increased 

the standards and to get the scholarship you need to have very high grades. 

Analysis of factor: sustainable competitive advantage  

(3) Sustainable competitive advantage Indicators 

 - Comparison with other universities 

 

Another category that emerged from data analysis was closely related to brand positioning. Kotler (2003) 

points out that positioning is not about the product itself but what the consumer thinks about the product 

or organisation. The benefits of an effective brand positioning are numerous, as they allow brands to 

differentiate from their main competitors and develop a unique brand identity in the minds of consumers 

(Saqib, 2021). Fill (2005) points out that positioning is not about the product itself but what the consumer 

thinks about the product or organisation. The benefits of an effective brand positioning are numerous, as 

they allow brands to differentiate from their main competitors and develop a unique brand identity in the 

minds of consumers (Saqib, 2021). Similarly, Christea (2014) points out that positioning is a significant 

source of competitive advantage. The participants of the current study, compared the European 

University with other universities. They concluded that the European University was the only university 

in Cyprus that offered a course in biomedical science and graphic design in the Greek language. 

Another point of comparison was the recognition of the degree since students firmly believed that the 

degree obtained from the European University is highly recognised by numerous professional 

organisations. In addition to this, a student from Greece pointed out that the European University is the 
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only university in Cyprus that offers a degree which is recognised by the ATAP organisation, an 

organisation responsible for recognizing degrees obtained from foreign universities. The participants also 

compared the European University with the University of Cyprus and other universities abroad and 

concluded that the European University was more organised and the communication with the professors 

was more efficient. Last but not least, the fact that European University was the only university in Cyprus 

owning the Microsoft Innovation Centre was stressed by some participants. 

Participant 037: I think that the staff and the professors care. I have heard from other students 

who are currently studying in other universities, that the professors do not care. 

Participant 005: We have a campus, all the buildings are close to each other, organised and 

beautiful. Another positive is the fact that it offers many courses. In addition, this is the only 

university that offers the course of biomedical science. 

Participant 034: For me, the most important thing compared to the university of Nicosia, even 

though both offer the course, the main difference between the two is the recognition of the degree. 

More precisely, the ATAP organisation recognises the degree, and it is responsible for the 

recognition of degrees obtained from foreign universities… 

Analysis of factor: satisfaction  

(4) Satisfaction Indicators 

 - Before service expectations - actual service experience 

- Loyalty 

- WOM 

- Student retention 

 

Customer satisfaction is defined as a short-term attitude resulting from an evaluation of students’ 

educational experiences, services, and facilities (Suchanek and Kralova, 2019). In addition, Mallika and 

Torli (2019) describe student satisfaction as the students’ subjective evaluation experiences associated 

with education. Moreover, Tan et al. (2016) suggest that student satisfaction levels are closely linked to 

the quality of student experience as well as the performance of the universities in providing educational 

services. Student satisfaction is constantly influenced by repetitive life experiences on campus. 

Venkateswarlu et al. (2020) argue that satisfaction or dissatisfaction is a result of the gap between the 

perceived outcomes in relation to expectations. Importantly, if the service meets customer expectations, 

then they are satisfied (Yo et al., 2015). Expectations are shaped by past buying experience, friends, 

family, and brand information (Kadłubek and Grabara, 2015). There is a relation between the concepts 
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of perceptions and expectations when it comes to service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1985, Gebremichael 

et al., 2019). Customers’ perceptions of service quality are the result of comparing the pre-service 

expectations with the actual service (Kadłubek and Grabara, 2015). Quality of service can be measured 

by the discrepancy between customers’ expectations and their perceptions of a given service 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Gronroos, 2001). Parasuraman et al. (1985) suggest that service quality is a 

function of differences between expectations and performance in perceived quality dimensions and a key 

driving force of customer satisfaction. As also verified by this study, the service quality of universities 

has a positive impact on student satisfaction (Naik et.al., 2010). The findings reveal that almost all 

participants were satisfied and had a positive perception of the university. Focusing on students’ 

expectations, the participants reported that the university met their expectations, or in some cases, it 

exceeded their expectations. One student with a negative perception mentioned that the university did 

not meet her expectations. In addition, all students were willing to choose the European University for 

their postgraduate studies; however, some of them preferred to study at a university abroad to gain more 

experience. Participant 032 who had a negative perception, stated that the university did not live up to 

her expectations and she did not like the environment. Likewise, Participant 030 had a negative 

perception of the university because she felt that the university was disorganised and that there was no 

variety of courses; hence it did not meet her expectations. 

Participant 010: I think reality exceeded my expectations. 

Participant 036: I wanted to find a good environment and have a good time. In other words, 

learning, doing what I want and being passionate about it. The way professors teach, the way 

they treat students, the relationship advisors and staff make me feel that way. 

Participant 032: I believed it would be bigger; for example, at the University of Cyprus it is like 

a community. Here, there is nothing. There is only one cafeteria and I do not like the place at all. 

Participant 030: Because I was in the UK, I came here with this idea in mind; that the university 

is organised. I expected to find a Moodle application, a full timetable for the entire year.  

Participant 038: To be honest, before I joined, I underestimated it a bit… …When I came here 

and saw the rankings and how organised it is, I changed my mind. Indeed, people who did not 

come to the European University now regret it. 

o Customer loyalty: According to Ronal et al. (2018), customer loyalty in the service sector is described 

as the feeling of attachment, love, or commitment to a particular service business. According to Saoud 

and Sanseau (2019), loyal students are good supporters and are willing to recommend the university 

to other students. Upon graduation, loyal students will continue to support their university through 
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WOM to other prospective students (Latif and et., 2021). Gaud and Zaveri (2021) acknowledge the 

strong relationship between the perceived image of a university, students’ satisfaction, and student 

loyalty. In other words, a good perceived image leads to satisfied students, which in turn leads to 

student loyalty. This correlation is also confirmed by the researcher Thomas (2011), who carried out 

research on students’ loyalty. He confirms the strong relationship between satisfaction and loyalty 

since satisfied students become loyal customers. A strong brand identity leads to customer loyalty 

(Chaves, 2017). Another contribution was made by Chandra et al. (2018), who highlight the strong 

correlation between service quality, student satisfaction and student loyalty. Therefore, students who 

are not entirely pleased are more likely to terminate their studies with the selected university. Hence, 

student satisfaction leads to a decrease in student attrition which in turn leads to an increase in 

resources (Al-Sheeb et al., 2018). The findings reveal that some of the students were willing to choose 

the university for their master’s degree, while some others would prefer to go abroad for their master 

or to a different university in Cyprus. In addition, almost all students would recommend the European 

University of Cyprus to other students. 

Participant 027: Yes, I would choose the European University for my master’s degree. Because 

I know how it works and I am familiar with the European University. I also, trust the professors, 

advisors, accountants. The level is good. 

Participant 010: I would choose it. But it depends on what my experience next year would be like. 

So far, I cannot see anything telling me not to choose the European University for my master’s 

degree. This is a good university, with good facilities as I mentioned before. So, there is no reason 

not to choose it. 

Participant 015: No because once you graduate from a university it means that the university 

have no more knowledge to offer you. Therefore, you need to enrol in a different university to see 

the difference. 

Analysis of factor: environment  

(5) Environment Indicators 

 - Learning environment  

- Campus climate 

- Physical environment/ Location 

- Social environment 

According to Duarte et al. (2010), Khana et al, (2014), university environment including the physical and 

psychological aspect, can influence the overall students’ perception. In the current research forty out of 

forty-one participants stated that the environment was good, pleasant, and friendly. Regarding the 
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physical environment, the majority of the students said that the place was, had good appearance, was 

nicely designed, and well-organised. As far as the social environment is concerned, the participants 

indicated that this was an excellent place to meet new people, and there were many international students. 

However, some of them believe that there was no student life and no extra curriculum. Participants 

pointed out that the learning environment and the education were excellent; the professors followed 

modern didactic approaches and therefore could acquire knowledge. The students also stated that the 

European University offered unique courses and there were more options compared to other universities, 

while one participant had a different opinion as he/she stated that there was no wide choice of courses. 

They also emphasised the fact that the European University offers a recognised degree. Interestingly, 

while most students were satisfied with the education, one student believed that there was no interactive 

teaching, some students stated that the timetable was intensive, and the fact that there were no entry 

criteria did not encourage competition. Lastly, students referred to the location with contradicting 

opinions. While some of them liked the location since they could find a lot of things around, some others 

argue that it was not easily accessible from other cities. 

o Learning environment: Learning environment is defined as what occurs in classrooms and plays an 

important role in students’ learning processes (Closs et al., 2021). Asrar et al. (2018) pointed out that 

the communication between students and faculty, teaching and learning activities, and university 

facilities are all part of the learning environment. Students’ perceptions of the learning environment 

significantly affect their behaviour and academic progress (Shrestha et al., 2019). There is a strong 

relationship between student satisfaction and achievement and the learning environment (Ammigan 

et al., 2021). The key conclusion that emerged from this stage, instigated that student were satisfied 

and had a positive view of the university’s learning environment and teaching methods. It should be 

noted that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the lectures were held online. Many students mentioned 

that they liked online teaching, while some others did not. 

Participant 014: The university offers many different courses, so everyone can register and study 

something that they like. 

Participant 042: The timetable is good. Personally, I had no issues with the timetable. 

Participant 016: The lectures are excellent; the professors use modern teaching methods. There 

are several workshops/labs in my field, as well as modern facilities. There are many interesting 

courses available. 

Participant 001: The professors are the most important thing for me; they must be able to teach 

students in such a way that all students understand... 
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Participant 028: Online teaching is ineffective. My grades will be terrible this semester. 

Participant 034: My experience with online teaching is very good. 

Participant 031: For me, online education is extremely difficult. 

o Campus climate: 

Campus climate refers to students’ perceptions and feelings about social relationships occurring both 

within and outside the classroom (Hemer et al., 2019). Another definition given by Duarte et al. (2010), 

support that the psychological environment refers to the pleasant university climate which can influence 

students’ perception of the university’s image. The campus climate includes the interaction between 

people, processes, and institutional culture. It can reflect essential aspects of an organisation, including 

the attitudes, expectations, satisfaction, and dissatisfaction of individuals in the academic community 

(Jean-Francois, 2017). A welcoming environment includes the acceptance of professors and students 

who bring diverse viewpoints, backgrounds, attitudes, and styles to campus and have a positive impact 

on teaching and study. According to Koo (2021), it is critical to make students feel welcome since a sense 

of belonging, a supportive environment, and perceived social cohesion or support are all important 

factors in social integration and interactions among students. Such feelings are necessary in the sense 

that they make students feel like they are part of the university community, and this influences student 

satisfaction (Kelly and Mulrooney, 2019). The key conclusion drawn from the data, suggested that the 

majority of the participants were very satisfied with the university environment, as they found it pleasant, 

and friendly. 

Participant 010: The environment is pleasant, and the professors are good. 

Participant 027: It is a very clean and tidy university. 

Participant 012: They help and care for students compared to other universities. 

Participant 036: It feels like home. Good and warm environment. 

Participant 029: I really enjoy it! It feels like home. The environment is very friendly. 

Participant 028: Personally, I am not very sociable. So, I expected to be more difficult for me to 

integrate, but it was the complete opposite. 

o Social Environment: The first year of university life is crucial for students because it is a time of 

fundamental change (Lee et al., 2019). As Moeller and Seehuus (2019) point out, freshmen students 

may feel lonely and anxious making new friends when they first arrive at a university. This is a 

challenging and critical procedure in the first weeks. According to Lang (2021), extracurricular 

programmes are a significant aspect of university life and social inclusion for students. Student 

involvement in formal extracurricular activities can promote personal and social growth. Arifin et al. 
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(2018) suggest that a supportive social environment may have an effect on students’ behaviour, 

academic achievement, and motivation. The participants of the current research did not have a 

positive perception of the social environment. Some of them reported that there were no events and 

social activities that would encourage engagement and socialisation. Furthermore, they mentioned 

that there were no extracurricular activities available. Some students liked the university’s seminars 

as well as the other events that took place.  

Participant 019: Christmas parties are organised by the university… It is nice to attend an event 

hosted by your university. 

Participant 007: It is a social place; you can communicate and collaborate with other students; 

you can meet new people here. 

Participant 032: The environment is not so good. It is not what a university is supposed to be. It 

should be like a community, with more opportunities for students to spend their time during 

breaks. 

Participant 039: Some improvements are needed in terms of socialisation. The cafeteria, for 

example, is a place where students go during their breaks, and it needs some improvements. They 

can organise more events… 

Participant 039: There is no student life.  

o Physical environment/Location: Barri (2020) defines the physical atmosphere of a classroom as the 

structural elements of the classroom, such as the desk arrangement and wall color. Another definition 

given by Duarte et al. (2010) suggests that the physical environment refers to the size of the 

university. On a similar note, Khanna et al. (2014) believe that the physical environment refers to the 

overall appearance of the university as well as the facilities. Some students liked the university’s 

physical climate, while others did not like it. In terms of location, students were happy with the 

location of the university. However, some students believed that they should have departments in 

other cities as well. 

Participant 015: The university is located in the middle of Nicosia surrounded by trees. 

Participant 038: The building’s exterior, for example, appears to be very old. 

Participant 038: The university is closed to many stores. 

Participant 016: The university is located in the centre of Nicosia and is easily accessible. 

Participant 001: It is a short distance from my home. 

Participan004: I believe it should have departments in other cities.  
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Key categories and their relation to theory.  

As already stated, students’ perception of the university can be influenced by two factors: The outside 

community and their personal experiences within the university. External factors primarily influence 

students’ perceptions of universities before they enter and during the early stages of their university 

experience (Clemes et al., 2013; Ilgan et al., 2018). Furthermore, Riezebos (2003) pointed out that three 

factors, namely marketing communication, consumption experiences, and social influence, contribute to 

the formation of brand image. The findings of the study reveal that prior to their enrolment, students 

shared one of the following views: negative perception, no perception, neutral perception, positive 

perception, excellent perception. External factors such as social influence, including WOM and 

recommendations from other students, had all contributed to shaping students’ perceptions. Most of the 

students’ perceptions changed when they entered and interacted with the university (Harahap et al., 

2018), and this was where the second element, the consumption experience proposed by Riezebos (2003), 

came into play. More specifically, he pointed out that, although marketing communication can positively 

affect consumers, the consumption experience plays a key role in the formation of perceptions. The 

communication and consumption factors should be in line since this will enable consumers to formulate 

a clear image of the brand. Customers will be significantly affected by the message delivered to them 

because it relates to their consumption experience. Therefore, it is critical to preserve the marketing 

communication message consistent with the actual consumption experience and to convey a true message 

(Finne and Gronroos, 2017). This would minimise the gap between marketing communication and the 

actual experience of a consumer. Nine out of ten participants with a negative perception, nine students 

with no perception, and four students with a neutral perception, all shifted their perception to a positive 

one after entering the university. According to Kim and Chao (2019), consumer knowledge about a 

particular brand as well as their experiences contribute to the formation of their perceptions. 

Therefore, since these students had no previous interaction with the brand (no consumption experience) 

and lacked accurate and sufficient information, they formed a negative, neutral or no perception. 

However, after their interaction with the university (consumption experience) and obtaining more 

information, their perceptions altered to a positive one. In this case, the communication and consumption 

factors were not synchronised, thus leaving a gap between the marketing communication and the 

consumer’s actual experience. In addition, customers’ perceptions of service quality are based on a 

comparison of their pre-service expectations and the actual-service experience (Vázquez et al., 2002; 

Kadlubek and Grabara, 2015). According to Jiewanto et al. (2012), SERVQUAL would positively affect 

students’ satisfaction and the university’s image. 
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SERVQUAL is based on the perception gap model, which interprets how customers perceive service 

quality. When comparing freshmen students’ perceptions before and after joining, the analysis showed 

that nine students (21%) had a negative perception which later changed into a positive one. This 

transformation can be justified by the expected service quality and received service quality. Participants 

who initially had a negative perception before joining underestimated the university and believed that 

the educational level was inadequate. After entering the university, the received service quality (academic 

staff and advisors, facilities, environment) far exceeded their expectations, hence a transformation had 

occurred. In addition, 21% of the participants changed their perception from no perception to a positive 

one after joining, and four participants with a neutral perception changed their perceptions to a positive 

one. This shift can be explained by the fact that they had never interacted with the university before, and 

once they did, they realised how remarkable it was. Furthermore, eighteen students had a positive 

perception of the university before they joined, from which seventeen students still had the same positive 

perception after joining. The reason these participants maintained the same positive perception is due to 

precise WOM communication. As a result, they had already developed a positive perception, which they 

retained after joining the university, because the university met their expectations. The participant who 

had a positive perception before entering and a negative perception after entering the university had 

higher expectations, which the university did not fulfil. Another participant had a negative perception 

before and after joining. This specific participant disliked the environment hence she had a negative 

perception of it. In subsequent interviews, the researcher found out that this participant had an aversion 

to large groups of people in the same place (agoraphobia), which explained her negative perception. 

Furthermore, one student had an excellent perception of university brand image because he was fully 

aware of the university’s awards, achievements, history, and recognition. He mentioned that after 

entering, this perception had been slightly enhanced because of his overall interaction with the university. 

More specifically, he was satisfied with the facilities, had good communication with the staff including 

professors, and advisors, and found the environment pleasant.  

Many studies have been conducted to identify the factors that influence student satisfaction and brand 

image. For instance, Wilkings and Huisman (2014), Saad et al. (2017), Huong and Khoa (2020) suggested 

that the factors that affect students’ perception of the brand image include the size of the university, 

location, appearance, variation in course, distinctiveness, the overall atmosphere, financial resources, 

diversity among students, and the number of services provided by the university. Another model, 

developed by Weerasinghe and Fernando (2018), refers to six factors that affect customer satisfaction. 

These are the academic staff quality, quality of university facilities, quality of degree programme, quality 
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of administrative staff, quality of university location, and university image. Moreover, Panda et al. (2019) 

suggested that brand image is influenced by the university’s overall image, the image of its programmes, 

the focus on teaching and research, quality of education, environmental factors, financial factors, and 

sports programmes. Duarte et al. (2010) believe that university image is significantly related to course 

image, communication, employment opportunities, and social climate of the university. In addition, 

according to Krezel and Krezel (2017) and Tueber et al. (2021) the factors that influence university brand 

image are divided into four categories: institutional, academic, social, and individual factors. These 

academics argue that the university’s image is strongly related to the course image, communication, 

employment opportunities, and social climate of the university. On a similar note, Elghany et al. (2019) 

claim that the university image can be determined by the university facilities, including the library, 

computer labs, and study areas. Weerasinghe (2017) and Karna and Julin (2015) agree with them, 

claiming that university facilities are a significant factor in a student’s decision to attend a university. 

They also concluded that facilities have a substantial impact on undergraduate students’ choice of a 

university. From another perspective, William and Omar (2014) emphasise that students tend to perceive 

the university’s image in relation to other universities.  

Nevertheless, the results of the research do not coincide with the results of previous work. When 

comparing the findings of this research to the findings of the previously mentioned studies, it is clear that 

factors such as the university’s size, the location, appearance, distinctiveness, diversity among students, 

the number of services provided by the university as sources of university image, sports programmes, do 

not seem to play a significant role in students’ perceptions of university brand image. Yet, the present 

research is more in line with and supports the findings of William and Omar (2014), Karna and Julin 

(2015) and Hysi and Shyle (2015) who found that facilities are an important consideration of students’ 

perceptions and satisfaction, as well as the fact that students perceive the university’s image in relation 

to other universities. It also partly agrees with the research conducted by Weerasinghe and Fernando 

(2018), which identified six components. More specifically, the study agrees with the quality of academic 

staff, quality of facilities, quality of degree programmes, quality of administrative staff and university 

image but disagrees with the campus location. In addition, more factors have been identified. To be more 

precise, six main factors have been identified that contribute to perceived brand image including, (1) 

academic staff and advisors, (2) facilities, (3) employability/financial aspect, (4) environment, (5) 

sustainable competitive advantage, and (6) satisfaction. 
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4.5.3 Stage three-Part one: One week after the positive visualisation course in brand identity-

Experimental group (End of March 2020 during COVID-19 lockdown) 

The main theoretical highlights reveal that freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image 

were positively affected (nineteen students) one week after implementing the positive visualisation 

course in brand identity with only one exception (participant 017). In contrast, participant 010 stated that 

his perception had slightly changed. Chart 2 illustrates freshmen students’ perceptions concerning 

university brand image one week after the course (experimental group). 

 

 

 Chart 2: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image one week after the course - 

Experimental Group (Appendix 10) 

 

-1.5

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

Le
ve

l o
f 

p
er

ce
p

ti
o

n

Change of perception over the period of time

Freshmen students' perceptions towards the university brand image - Experimental Group 

Negative perception No perception Neutral perception
Positive perception Excellent perception Participant 010
Participant 018

1 participant

19 participants

12 participants 21 p

Negative 

perception

No 

perception

Neutral 

perception 

Positive 

perception

Excellent 

Perception

participant 017

-1.5

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

Le
ve

l o
f 

p
er

ce
p

ti
o

n

Change of perception over the period of time

Freshmen students' perceptions of university brand image - Experimental Group 

Negative perception No perception Neutral perception
Positive perception Excellent perception Participant 010
Participant 018

1 participant

19 participants

12 participants 21 p

Negative 

perception

No 

perception

Neutral 

perception 

Positive 

perception

Excellent 

Perception

participant 017 1 participant 



185 

 

The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive: Open coding: From the open coding process, 173 codes have emerged. All codes resulting 

from the open coding process are displayed in Excel file 2, page 2. Selective coding: During the selective 

coding process, 73 categories emerged. All codes that emerged from the selective coding procedure are 

presented in Excel file 2, page 3. 

Theoretical coding: From the theoretical coding, one main category emerged that addresses the research 

question directly, namely ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’, which is supported by the codes positive 

perception and excellent perception. The factor that contributed to this change was the positive 

visualisation course in brand identity. Excel file 2, page 4, displays all the categories that emerged from 

the theoretical coding process. 

Perceptual transformation: from positive perception to excellent perception 

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) Positive visualisation course in brand identity 

The students’ perceptions (19 students out of 21) of university brand image were positively affected one 

week after the course with only one exception (participant 017), while participant 010 stated that his 

perception had slightly changed. Concerning the nineteen students who changed their perceptions, they 

mentioned that their perception was significantly improved after the completion of the course. Students 

were initially unaware of the university’s achievements, awards, recognitions, history, but after learning 

about them, their perception was improved. They also pointed out that they held an even more enhanced 

perception after the course, and the awards and achievements have given the university more prestige 

and a higher position in their minds. This is supported by Ward et al. (2020), who mentioned that brand 

identity plays an essential role in the formation of a brand image. As stated by Mooy and Robben (2002), 

universities marketing managers should provide consumers relevant information about a brand in order 

to affect their perception. Aiswarya and Krishnan (2019), support that consumer learning can be achieved 

through marketing activities that are based on direct communication that provides sensory stimulation, 

as an alternative means to informing consumers. Consumer learning ultimately influences consumer 

perceptions. The following section goes deeper into each participant’s perception transformation. 

During the interview participant 001 was very relaxed and comfortable, unlike the previous time that she 

was nervous. This individual mentioned that she was unaware of the university’s awards and 

accomplishments, and after the course, her perception improved as she gained valuable information. As 

Aiswarya and Krishnan (2019) mentioned, consumer learning can be achieved through marketing 
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activities and ultimately influences consumer perceptions. This participant was exceptionally pleased, 

stating that the university met her needs, that she had a pleasant relationship with the professors, and that 

the interaction was excellent. 

Participant 001: I was unaware of the awards it had received… My perception has improved 

after learning all of these.  

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 001: The numerous awards that it has received, as well as its high ranking. 

.. I would not feel the same way if the university did not have these achievements. I would compare 

it with other universities, and I would be at a disadvantage. I was aware that the European 

University is a good university, but I was unaware that it has so many achievements.  

Participant 011 was timid and had difficulty expressing his thoughts. He gave one-word answers to 

several questions, requiring the researcher to ask him more questions to figure out what he was thinking. 

This participant was unaware of the university’s awards and achievements prior to the course, and he 

stated that his perception improved as a result of the course (Aiswarya and Krishnan, 2019). 

Participant 011: My perception has improved. Basically, I had no idea that they still had these 

achievements… The presentation managed to change my mind… People nowadays read a lot of 

stuff and expect something good from this organisation, but when they actually go there, it is not 

like they had expected it to be at all. Personally, I thought it would be like that. But due to the 

course you presented, I have changed my mind about my university and, in fact, my entire 

perception of it (very impressed). 

Similar to the previous interview, participant 012 was friendly and approachable, and she felt comfortable 

with the researcher. She was very enthusiastic and eager to answer any questions. This participant 

acquired a lot of new information during the course, and this helped her improve her perception. She 

stated that if the university had no achievements, she would not feel disadvantaged because she was 

satisfied with the professors; however, the awards and accomplishments had caused her to personally 

ranked the university in a higher position in her mind. According to Kotler (2020), branding is of vital 

significance when it comes to students’ shaping a positive or negative perception of a university. As 

mentioned in another section, brand positioning is described as the brand image that occupies a special 

and valuable place in the mind of the target customer. The benefits of an effective positioning are 
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numerous, as they allow brands to differentiate from their main competitors and develop a unique brand 

identity in the minds of consumers (Saqib, 2021). 

Participant 012: Yes, I knew that it was a respectable university, but now I realise it is even better 

than I thought. I discovered a lot of new information. As a result, after the course was 

implemented, my perception of the university changed for the better (impressed). 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 012: The fact that I learn new things about the university, that I did not know before. 

It has a long list of awards and accomplishments, demonstrating that it excels in these areas. 

Participant 018 was under a lot of stress and felt uncomfortable. Ten minutes before the interview, he 

asked the researcher if the questions were easy. The researcher encouraged this participant to freely 

express his thoughts and experiences, emphasising that there are no right or wrong answers and that the 

responses would be kept strictly confidential. He mentioned that his perception had improved as a result 

of various facts he has learnt and the fact that he felt safe within the university environment. 

Participant 018: My perception changed because I had no idea that we had so many good awards 

and the Nobel Prize. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 018: It is everything, the Nobel Prize in particular. I had no idea that two professors 

had been awarded the Nobel Prize…It is very professional; it has received numerous awards, 

and it is the best university in Cyprus in my opinion. We are a university with high standards and 

a global reputation. 

Similar to the previous interview, participant 019 looked stressed and her voice trembled at the beginning 

of the interview. She took her time answering the questions and did not provide a clear explanation of 

her thoughts. She struggled to put her feelings and thoughts into words. So, the researcher encouraged 

her to take the time to think about it. She claimed that her perception had improved as a result of the 

various facts she had learnt from the course. 

Participant 019: Yes, I learnt things that I did not know. The university won awards and 

recognitions, and it is one of the best universities in the world, which is fantastic. I had a positive 

perception of the university; however, my perception has improved. 
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Participant 019: This is a good university, and it is one of the best universities in the country. The 

university provides good knowledge and educate students in order to find a job and have a 

successful career. And as I can recall, about 80% of students find a job in their field. 

Participant 020 was stressed during the interview and not talkative at all. She took her time before 

answering the questions but gave brief answers to some of them. Following the course, this participant 

stated that her perception improved, and using gestures, she indicated that the university had achieved a 

higher position in her mind (Saqib, 2021). It should be also emphasised that this participant mentioned 

that after the course, her entire perception was improved and that she was considering the European 

University for her master’s degree. In fact, Appuhamilage and Tori (2019) mentioned that loyal students 

are willing to continue their education with a particular university.  

Participant 020: My perception has changed because I understand its real level.  

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 020: The awards it has received. It won an award for its teaching, facilities etc. 

In comparison to the previous interview, participant 021 appeared to be more comfortable with the 

researcher. She was eager to respond and share her thoughts. She was very enthusiastic because she learnt 

a lot about the university, which has a positive impact on her perception. When she expressed her feelings 

about the accomplishments, she became emotional, and her voice trembled. Although the course 

positively impacted her perception, she pointed out that she would not mind if the university did not have 

any achievements because academic staff and advisors were more important to her. The research 

conducted by Alhazmi (2020) suggests that faculty plays a leading role in affecting students’ perceptions. 

Participant 021: Following the course, my perception of the university has improved 

(determined). 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 021: It is among the best universities, there are two professors who won the Nobel 

prize in medical school. The professors and staff’s primary goal is to help students develop and 

find work in their field. 

In contrast to the previous interview, participant 022 appeared to be very excited and not stressed at all. 

She was very uncomfortable in the previous interview, but she was very open in discussing her ideas in 

this interview. She was ready to answer any question without hesitation, and she was impressed by these 

achievements, as evidenced by her expressions and her tone of voice. Her perception had improved; she 
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claimed that the university’s awards and achievements gave the university a different level of prestige, 

and it had a higher level in her eyes. Brand identity plays an essential role in the formation of a brand 

image (Ward et al., 2020). 

Participant 022: Yes, the university it is better than I thought, thanks to the recognition it has 

received. I had no idea it was so well-known… My perception was positively affected. This gives 

different level of prestige. A more advanced level.  

Participant 022: I believe that the university is much better than I thought it was. 

Interviewer: Due to its awards? 

Participant 022: Yes 

Participant 024 was much more confident and comfortable than the previous interview. He appeared to 

be relaxed, smiling and willing to answer any questions. He stated that his perception was improved due 

to the course, and he felt more secure after gaining all of this new information. 

Participant 024: Yes indeed! I would say it was changed positively.  

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 024: I saw some statistics. Not only the awards that it has, but also the recognition. 

I liked the fact that there is a course, offered only by the European University. I believe the 

dentistry course is one of them… My perception has been improved! I feel more secure now. 

Similar to the previous interview, participant 025 was nervous and not talkative at all. The researcher had 

trouble communicating with this particular participant. When more sub-questions were asked, he looked 

irritated and bored answering the questions. He stated that his perception of the university was improved 

following the course and that these awards have given the university a higher level of prestige. 

Participant 025: My perception has been improved. I think of the university in a different way 

now. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 025: The fact that it has achievements…Indeed, it is a good university, and I made 

the right choice.  

Interviewer: If the university did not have so many achievements, would you still feel the same?  

Participant 025: I would not feel the same because the university would not be remarkable.  
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Interviewer: So, its awards and achievements make it remarkable? 

Participant 025: Definitely, they give a different prestige to the university. 

Participant 026 was comfortable, relaxed and looked very excited and impressed. Demonstrating with 

their hands to show that the university progressed to a higher level, she pointed out that the course 

managed to change her perception. She considered the university the best in Cyprus, based on what she 

learnt, as well as the professors' good behaviour and education, and believed there was no way to transfer 

to another university. Marito et al. (2019) stated that a successful brand could differentiate itself over the 

competitors. Hence through a positive visualisation course in brand identity, this differentiation can be 

achieved. Nonetheless, this participant expressed her dissatisfaction with the tuition, which she said was 

not reduced during the lockdown and that they had to pay extra for books. Undeniably, the financial 

factor affected her overall image of the university (Panda et al., 2019). Indeed, the financial aspect 

appeared to be vital for her, as she also mentioned in the first interview, and she was visibly irritated, 

shaking her hands and raising her voice. As previously stated, this participant did not receive any 

financial assistance from her parents, and she was responsible for paying the tuition. 

Participant 026: My perception has been improved, going from this to this (gestures with her 

hand). To me this is the best university in Cyprus after everything I have heard.  

… The university inspires confidence, and the way they talk to us is very friendly. When I visited 

the University of Nicosia for example, they were talking nonstop. They did not let me express my 

wants and this makes you understand that they do not care. 

At the beginning of the interview, participant 027 was somewhat nervous, but she became more relaxed 

and comfortable after the first five minutes. She stated that her perception had been improved because 

she learnt valuable information. She also suggested that every student be aware of the awards because 

this differentiates the European University from other universities. However, this participant was 

dissatisfied with the tuition, and as a result, she would advise other students to enrol in a public university. 

Participant 027: Yes, because we have professors who won the Noble Prize, which I was unaware 

of. My perception has improved in this regard. 

Participant 027: The awards and recognitions affected my overall perception. It is highly 

important to be ranked among the top 300 universities in the world, and there are hundreds of 

them. Also noteworthy, is Microsoft’s decision to establish at the university the only Microsoft 

innovation centre in Cyprus. Professors who have received the Nobel Prize are also included. 
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During the interview, participant 028 was excited and happy. In some of the questions, she was not very 

talkative and seemed unable to express her views freely, and on others, she gave one-word answers. 

During the interview, she did not say much. Following the course, her perception improved, and she 

explained that she would choose the university for her master’s degree due to its awards. Appuhamilage 

and Torii (2019), mentioned that student satisfaction leads to students’ loyalty. In fact, loyal students are 

willing to continue their education with a particular university. 

Participant 028: My perception has changed after the presentation. In my mind it was… okay this 

is a private university, but now I know all of the awards… Previously, I visualised it in my mind 

in a different way (underestimated it).  

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 028: I learnt a lot about the university, and my perception improved. For example, 

its good ranking. 

Participant 028: This is a very good university, and I am grateful to my parents for encouraging 

me to apply. 

Participant 029 struggled to put her feelings into words, and the researcher asked a lot of additional 

questions to help her expressed her thoughts. She stated that her perception had changed as a result of 

the course because she learnt new information. She was emotional and proud to be a member of a 

university with so many accomplishments. The university appeared to meet her expectations, which led 

to her satisfaction and a positive perception (Yo et al., 2015). 

Participant 029: My perception had been improved. When I first entered, I was unaware of 

certain things. I had the belief that I will join this university, and I was unaware of its true level 

or how the university had evolved over time. It is great when someone explains everything and 

makes you realise where you are studying and gives you a general impression of the university.  

I am proud (emotional). I am glad I joined the European University. I enjoy mentioning that I am 

a member of this university, and I am grateful to my mother for pushing me to do so. 

Participant 038 was very talkative, and she was impressed by what she had learnt. She stated that the 

course changed her perception and that this is a reputable university. Aiswarya and Krishnan (2019) 

mentioned that the information received through the sensors changes to a mental impression that affects 

customers’ perception regarding the quality and the reputation of a brand and its value. She was proud 

to be a part of a university that has received numerous awards. She explained that people who have a 
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negative perception of the university are unaware of the university’s awards. Once they are aware, their 

perception will improve. The findings that emerged from this participant, are in line with those of Donlan 

(2014) and Ward et al. (2020) who supports that brand identity contributes to the brand building process, 

and the formation of a brand image. 

Participant 038: My perception has changed because I previously thought it was a private 

university in Cyprus with nothing unique to offer. My view had definitely changed; it has 

improved.… I am proud to be a part of such a prestigious university. I believe I have a lot to say 

about the university to promote it… I do not feel bad about attending a private university because 

many people underestimate it. 

Interviewer: Do you believe that people who underestimate it, is because they do not know that 

the university has so many awards?  

Participant 038: For sure. They do not know anything. 

Interviewer: Do you believe that if they learn about its awards, their perception of the university 

will change? 

Participant 038: Of course, yes. 

Participant 039 was very calm during the interview and ready to respond to the questions. She was able 

to communicate her thoughts and express herself. This participant had an excellent impression after the 

course, and she believed she was lucky to study at this university. She also indicated that she would have 

a negative perception if the university did not have these awards and recognition. She would choose the 

university for her master’s degree because of her overall experience with it and that she had an additional 

reason; the awards and recognition. Ward et al. (2020) stressed that brand identity contribute to students’ 

satisfaction and hence retention of the university. 

Participant 039: Yes, it has steadily improved as I have learnt new things and gained a better 

understanding of the university where I am enrolled. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 039: It is one of the top 301 universities in the world, it has a long list of 

accomplishments, particularly in the field of employability. In addition, the university employs 

over 600 people and has been recognised for its employee management. Is also cares about 

students, as evidenced by the awards it has received. 
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Participant 040 was very willing to answer every question and appeared to be very positive and open to 

discussion. The presentation managed to change his perception from positive to excellent because the 

awards and achievements had ranked the university higher in his mind (Kotler, 2020). He appreciated 

the fact that he studies in such a special university and that he trusts it. Before learning about these 

awards, he had a positive perception, and he developed an excellent perception after learning more 

comprehensive details. 

Participant 040: Yes, the university’s awards and accomplishments elevate its standing and place 

it even higher in our minds. We are aware that we are studying in a good environment. As a result, 

I now have a much better picture and perception of the university. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 040: It is positive. Even more positive than before. 

Participant 041 was not that nervous or stressed as in the previous interview, however he was nervously 

laughing at some questions. He was confident in his answers to some other questions, and he felt relieved 

after learning about the university’s awards. This participant was indicating with his hand that the 

university gained a higher position in his mind.  

Participant 041: I think I have met my university and that my perception of it improved 

considerably. Because I was unaware of these awards and accomplishments, now I feel more 

secure. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 041: I had never heard of any awards before, and now that I have, I can see how 

important they are after graduation. Particularly the awards it won for employability. … the 

university goes from here to here (showing with his hand that it used to be at this level and is now 

at a higher level). 

During the interview, participant 042 was very comfortable but became bored with some of the questions. 

The researcher tried to encourage him to elaborate on his ideas since he was only providing a one-word 

answer. He claimed that his perception of the university had improved, and that people should be aware 

of these awards because they are beneficial for the university’s image. He also stated that the university 

met his expectations, which led to satisfaction (Yo et al., 2015). 
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Participant 042: I knew that it was good, but now I have enriched my knowledge… Yes, my 

perception has positively been improved. 

Participant 042: The university’s awards and accomplishments elevate its standing and place it 

even higher in our minds. We are aware that we are studying in a good environment. As a result, 

I now have a much better picture and perception of the university. 

No perceptual transformation: Positive perception remains Positive 

Same positive perception Indicators 

Participant 017 

Participant 010 

(1) She did not pay attention to the course. 

(1) Slightly change because of the positive visualisation course 

Karmokar (2014) stated that brand identity has a leading role in brand image building. According to 

Mindrut et al. (2015), brand identity is the means which leads to the formation of customers’ perceptions. 

As mentioned above, participant 017 stated that her perception was not affected by the course, while 

participant 010 stated that his perception had slightly changed. Throughout the interview with participant 

017, it emerged that she had not been completely focused on the presentation since she was unaware of 

the university brand identity. At first, she was reluctant to schedule an interview. When the interview was 

finally conducted, this participant was very uncomfortable and nervous as she was not looking at the 

camera/computer screen, and her answers were irrelevant and she was repeating the same things she said 

in the previous interview. According to Rutter et al. (2017), a marketer should provide consumers relevant 

information about a brand in order to affect their perception. In this case, this participant was exposed to 

the marketing communication message, but she failed to pay attention to the exposed information, hence 

the attention did not take place, and the message became worthless (Aaker et al., 1997). 

Interviewer: What did you like from the course? 

Participant 017: Umm students. I liked the photos, especially the ones from the presentation with 

the green seats. Classrooms, robots, and good things are all present (The answer is irrelevant. 

The researcher begins to suspect that the student was not aware). 

Interviewer: What you did not like from the course? 

Participant 017: Accommodation (did not show anything about accommodation). 

Interviewer: During the course, I presented the university’s history, some of its achievements, etc. 

Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course? 
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Participant 017: I do not know. I do not remember anything. No, my perception remains the same. 

(100% she did not pay attention to the presentation). 

Participant 010 was very comfortable and approachable with the researcher. He stated that he had a 

positive perception before the implementation of the course and that his perception had changed slightly. 

He mentioned that if the university did not have these awards and achievements, he would not trust the 

university so easily and it would take longer to prove that this was a good university.  

Participant 010: I believe my opinion of the university has not changed significantly, because I 

had a favourable impression of it before. I have learnt a lot of new things, and my view has 

improved slightly.  

Participant 010: I had a good perception of the university before the implementation of the 

course, but now I have even more reasons to be positive because of the awards it had received 

and how innovative it is. 
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Figure 17 presents freshmen students’ perceptions (experimental group) one week after the course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Freshmen students’ perceptions one week after the course – Experimental group 
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Relation to theory 

According to Carrizo-Moreira et al. (2017), perception is formed through a consumer’s previous brand 

experiences, as well as new information obtained through the senses. Therefore, a marketer should 

provide consumers relevant information about a brand in order to affect their perception (Moogan, 2011; 

Rutter et al., 2017). Aiswarya and Krishnan (2019) support that consumer learning can be achieved 

through marketing activities that are based on direct communication that provides sensory stimulation, 

as an alternative means to inform consumers. Consumer learning ultimately influences consumer 

perceptions. Therefore, the purpose of this research was to provide students brand-related information 

through a positive visualisation course in brand identity in order to influence their perceptions. Marketing 

communication is a three-stage phase in which a customer goes through perception, attitude, and 

behaviour. When it comes to the first stage of the marketing communication process, there are different 

stages of information processing that provide an in-depth understanding of how customers shape brand 

perceptions. According to (Kizilirmak et al., 2021), information processing refers to a sequence of steps 

in which information is perceived, transformed into information, and stored in the individual’s memory. 

The first step is exposure to the external stimuli, followed by selective attention, interpretation, and 

finally, memory. Information processing begins once a consumer is exposed to external information, for 

example a stimulus appears within the range of a person’s sensory receptors (Hawkins et al., 2004; 

Mcneal, 2007). The researcher initiated the information processing by exposing the participants of the 

experimental group to the positive visualisation course in brand identity. Regarding the second step in 

the consumer perception process, attention refers to the instantaneous focus of an individual’s cognitive 

ability on a particular stimulus (Siposova and Carpenter, 2019). The attention stage begins as soon as the 

information activates one or more sensory receptors, and as a result, the sensation ends up in the brain 

for processing. Attracting consumers’ attention is an extremely critical stage because if they ignore the 

exposed stimulus, the message becomes pointless. Hence the attention does not take place at all (Florack 

et al., 2020). Aaker et al. (1997) point out that this stage is often referred to as an information filter 

screening mechanism, in which a person controls the quantity of information obtained. Because the brain 

capacity is limited, individuals carefully choose the kind of information to engage in and pay attention 

to (Madichie, 2012). All participants in the experimental group, apart from one participant, had paid 

attention to the course. Students who paid attention to the stimulus (positive visualisation course in brand 

identity) changed their perceptions in a positive way, while the student who did not pay attention had no 

impact on her perception. The next stage, interpretation, refers to the process by which an individual 

relies on his/her past experiences, memories, and expectations to assign meaning to the selected sensory 



198 

 

stimuli. Since people understand the various stimuli differently, they assign different meanings to them 

(Partos et al., 2016). The participants of the experimental group had proceeded with the interpretation of 

the stimulus. Retention and memory constitute the last stage of the information processing model, which 

refers to the storage of the information in the consumer’s memory (Kizilirmak et al., 2021). Hartshorne 

and Makovski (2019) argue that during the retention stage, the stimulus is transferred to memory and the 

message is stored for future use. All students who paid attention to the course appeared to remember 

many of the university’s awards and recognitions one week after the course. According to Karmokar 

(2014), brand identity has a leading role in brand image building, and businesses should focus on brand 

identity to build a powerful brand image. Therefore, the purpose of this course was to communicate the 

university identity to freshmen students since, according to Mindrut et al. (2015) and Venkatalakshmi, 

(2015), brand identity is the means which leads to customers’ perception. Similarly, Donlan (2014) 

supports that the role of brand identity is vital during the brand-building process. Students may be 

unaware of the university’s identity because, according to Kotler (2002), many stimuli attract people’s 

attention in the external world. As a result, the way that an individual interprets stimuli indicates the 

quality of his perception.  
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4.5.4 Stage three - Part two: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image four months 

later (July 2020) – Experimental and Control Group 

At this stage, one key category, namely ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’ was identified, which is 

supported by three codes: (1) negative perception, (2) positive perception, (3) excellent perception. 

4.5.4.1 Experimental Group – Four Months after the course (July 2020). 

Chart 3 illustrates a visual representation of freshmen students’ perceptions concerning university brand 

image (experimental group) and how this had been affected throughout the period of four months.  

 

Chart 3: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image four months after the course- 

Experimental group - (Appendix 11). 
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Based on the findings, four months after the course implementation 71% of interviewees (15 students) 

maintained an excellent perception of the university, 5% of them held the same positive perception, while 

5% (Participant 039) had an excellent perception that underwent a slight negative change from excellent 

to positive because the university did not seem to handle the COVID-19 lockdown properly. Conversely, 

Participant 010 mentioned (5%) that their perception slightly improved (excellent perception) because 

they appreciated the way the university handled the COVID-19 lockdown. It should be mentioned that 

one participant (5%) decided to terminate his studies and 10% of the participants (two students) withdrew 

from the study. To sum up, at this stage of the interviews, 76% had an excellent perception, and 9.5% 

held a positive perception. 

 

No perceptual transformation 

Excellent perception remains excellent Indicators 

 (1) Positive visualisation course in brand identity 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

(3) Professors/Advisors 

The positive visualisation course in brand identity had a positive impact on students’ perceptions, 

transforming them from positive to excellent and maintained at this exceptional level four months after 

the course. Beyond the course, the following two factors contributed to maintaining their excellent 

perception. The first factor refers to the university’s handling of COVID-19 lockdown, which was critical 

in keeping their perception at an exceptional level. The second factor refers to the students’ overall 

experience and engagement with the faculty and advisors since their behaviour and their ability to 

communicate effectively with them can affect or maintain students’ perceptions. It can be concluded that 

the positive visualisation course in brand identity, had a positive effect on students’ perception, however, 

in order to maintain their perceptions at this exceptional level, the two aforementioned factors were 

critical. Given the current circumstances and the fact that students did not have direct contact with the 

entire university, the academic staff was the only point of contact with the university, and the most 

important determinant that can influence students’ perceptions.  

As previously mentioned, 71% of the respondents (fifteen students) maintained their excellent 

perceptions of university brand image four months after the course. Participants who maintained the same 

excellent perception are: 001, 011, 012, 019, 020, 021, 022, 024, 025, 026, 027, 028, 029, 041, 042. In 

the following section, an in-depth analysis of each participant’s perception is provided. 
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Participant 001 was very open for discussion and appeared to recall a lot of information four months after 

the course. She was very talkative and expressed her thoughts without any difficulty. This participant 

confirmed that the course had a positive impact on her perception because she learnt more about the 

university. She compared the European University to the University of Cyprus, pointing out that the 

University of Cyprus did not provide any support to its students. Despite this excellent perception, this 

participant recommended that changes should be made. She referred to the small cafeteria and the limited 

food choices, as well as the quality of the food, lack of parking, and the lack of social life. According to 

Aung and Chang (2014), the quality of food is positively related to the student’s satisfaction. On a similar 

note, Serhan and Serhan (2019) suggest that students’ satisfaction with the university cafeteria can be 

influenced by food quality, variety, hygiene, and overall atmosphere. 

Participant 001: I had a good perception of the university before the course, but now I have even 

more reasons to be positive because of the awards it had received and how innovative it is. My 

opinion changed after the course, because I realised the benefits of the university, and as a result, 

my perception has improved.  

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 001: I have gained a deeper understanding of the university where I study. I realised 

the positive effects, after graduation, and the university awards were the key factor in changing 

my perception; it is important for a university to have awards, because they separate it from other 

universities and make it stand out. The university is exceptional, as shown by its achievements. 

Participant 011 had a positive perception before and after joining the university and an excellent 

perception after the course, which remained the same four months later. During the interview, this person 

was quiet and gave a one-word answer to several questions. He founds the university to be one of the 

best in Cyprus, where most of the professors helped students. Aside from the course, the fact that he was 

not bullied allows his to maintain her positive view of the university.  

Participant 011: It has changed since the first interview. It is better now. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception?  

Participant 011: It is one of the top 300 universities in the world. And the university has the only 

Microsoft innovation centre, which, it is incredible. 

Participant 012 was very polite, approachable, comfortable. She openly stated her thoughts and feelings 

using informal language. She reported that her perception changed to excellent after the course because 
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she discovered things she did not know before, and this remained excellent four months later. This 

individual indicated that the university’s value became more evident during the COVID-19 lockdown. 

She compared the way other universities handled the COVID-19 lockdown and concluded that handling 

the whole situation from the European University was much more effective. This result does not entirely 

agree with the claims made by Fatoni et al. (2020) who believe that the COVID-19 outbreak could 

negatively affect students’ satisfaction. The conclusion that emerged from this individual suggested that 

the course could improve her perception and remained at this exceptional level, four months later. 

However, her overall experience with the university and, more specifically, the university’s handling of 

COVID-19 lockdown had held her perception at this exceptional level.  

Participant 012: My perception changed. Even though my perception was positive, the 

presentation aided in its enhancement…I am very satisfied, because the university provides me 

with exactly what I need. I communicate well with professors and receive a lot of help from the 

academic staff when I need it… This is a decent university. The university is worth the money we 

pay because it helps you in finding a job, but this, of course, is contingent on the students’ 

willingness. The university is also recognised worldwide. 

Interviewer: What other factors contributed in the formation of your perceptions? 

Participant 012: My experience with the university. My perception changed as a result of the 

awards and achievements. It has improved; after the course, my perception improved and 

remained at this high level. My overall experience with the university held my perception at this 

exceptional level. (Handling of COVID-19 lockdown). 

Participant 019 seemed to recall several awards and achievements for months after the course. She was 

very positive and willing to answer all the questions. She stated that her perception changed to excellent 

after the course because she discovered things she did not know before, and this remained excellent four 

months later. In addition to the positive visualisation course, one factor that had helped maintain her 

perception at this exceptional level was the university’s handling of the COVID-19 lockdown, which 

demonstrated how well-organised the university was.  

Participant 019: My perception improved after the course, because I was unaware of the 

university’s achievements and awards… because I spoke with other students. It is true that the 

university finds you a job, whereas students in other universities wait for a couple of years. 
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Participant 019: This is a reputable university. It is well worth the money we pay because they 

will find you a job, but this is contingent on the student’s willingness to work. Furthermore, the 

university is well-known in the world. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 019: The way the university handled the COVID-19 lockdown and the immediate 

transition to online teaching. This demonstrates the university’s organisation. 

Participant 020 maintained the same excellent perception four months after the course. This participant 

was very proud of the university that received so many awards and believes that education was excellent, 

that the Erasmus programme of the university provided numerous opportunities, and that students could 

easily find a job in their field of study. However, she also expressed her dissatisfaction with the limited 

parking and the small size of the university. 

Participant 020: At first, I had a positive perception, but now I have a much better perception. 

Interviewer: What perception did you have at the beginning?  

Participant 020: I had a positive perception because my sister enrolled, and after I decided to 

join as well, I realised how wonderful it is. 

Participant 021’s perception became positive after the course was introduced because she learnt about 

the university’s awards and achievements. Her perception was maintained at the same level four months 

after the course. She mentioned that the information provided during the course had a positive impact on 

her perception and her overall experience with the university and the good communication with the 

professors contributed to maintain excellent perception. Alhazmi (2020), points out that faculty plays an 

essential role in affecting students’ perceptions of service quality. During the interview, this participant 

was not very talkative; she seemed to be in a bad mood, she needed time to answer some questions. She 

could not freely express herself in some questions, and she was irritable because she could not find the 

right words, and she was laughing nervously. 

Interviewer: Before you joined, what image did you have of the university? 

Participant 021: I did not have any opinion; I liked the course, that is why I joined. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 021: This is a good university which cares about the future of its students. 
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Interviewer: How do you feel about being part of a university with so many awards? 

Participant 021: I am proud to study here. 

Participant 022 appeared to be very relaxed, calm, and descriptive. She found the university to be 

trustworthy because of its awards and achievements. This participant maintained her excellent perception 

four months after the course. She pointed out that the university was innovative because it responded 

quickly during the COVID-19 lockdown. She also mentioned that indeed the information received from 

the course managed to turn her perception from positive to excellent. She stated that the factors that 

helped maintain her perception at this level were the overall experience with the university and the 

professors’ teaching in particular. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 022: I believe that the university is more trustworthy since I was unaware of its 

awards and achievements. It is innovative because during the COVID-19 pandemic, it acted 

immediately, and proceeded with online teaching, allowing students to continue their studies. The 

professors are excellent, and they treat us with respect. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 022: I believe that my overall experience with the university has a significant impact 

on my perception. 

Participant 024 maintained an excellent perception four months after the course. He stated that through 

the course, he learnt many details about his university that contributed significantly to this perceptual 

transformation. Four months later, the factor that helped maintain his perception at this level, was his 

overall experience with the university leading to satisfaction because the university met his expectations 

which leads to positive perception of the service (Alzaydi, 2018). He believed that the professors were 

helpful and welcoming, that the environment was good, but that he disliked the coffee. He was tense 

during the interview, not looking at the camera and laughing nervously at times. He was not very 

talkative, and the researcher encouraged him to express himself openly. 

Interviewer: Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course?  

Participant 024: I believe yes! This is a good university, and my perception has improved.  

 Interviewer: What were the factors that affected your perception? 
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Participant 024: There are some statistics that confirm what we have said about the awards. 

Participant 024: I did not know much about it before joining, but I knew it was a good private 

university where I would get what I wanted. My opinion has improved.  

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in the formation of your perception of the 

European University? 

Participant 024: My experience so far and the fact that I have learnt about its many awards and 

achievements. 

Similar to his previous interview, the researcher faced difficulties in communication with participant 025. 

He was nervous, not a talkative person and not very willing to express his thoughts. He gave a one-word 

answer in most of the questions, and when the researcher asked follow-up questions, he became annoyed 

and seemed bored. He laughed nervously when the researcher asked a particular question, and he said he 

had already elaborated on the answer and was not willing to repeat it. He pointed out that the course 

changed his perception because he learnt things he did not know, and this was the only factor that 

contributed to this perceptual change. Hence the brand identity plays an essential role in the formation 

of a brand image (Ward et al., 2020). 

Interviewer: Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course?  

Participant 025: Since I have only been at the university for a few months, I believe my experience 

is still evolving, but it has been influenced… My view is very positive after everything I learnt.  

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 025: Not something special. I learnt things about the university that I did not know 

before, and this influenced my perception of it. 

The researcher found something was not right with participant 026 at the start of the interview. She was 

not as talkative and positive as she had been in previous interviews. Her replies were concise and, in 

some cases, ironic. The main conclusion drawn from this participant suggests that she was very upset 

because she did not pass the exams and expressed her dissatisfaction with how strict the professors were. 

According to Hussein et al. (2020) students found the online exams more difficult compared to the 

traditional learning, a factor that can increase dissatisfaction. When she was referring to this failure, she 

became very agitated, and her voice increased. She believed that the tuition was very expensive, and she 
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disliked online education because she found it boring. She stated that within three months, her whole life 

had changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and due to the online education, she failed three exams. 

The previously mentioned factors did not adversely affect her perception, as she maintained the same 

excellent perception. 

Participant 026: My opinion remains the same, nothing changed (one-word answer; she is not 

satisfied with something). This is a great university that seeks to educate you in a more probing 

manner, and provide you with information that you will need in the future. They arranged 

workshops or lectures to explain things to you. 

Interviewer: I understand that you have a positive perception of the university, but this does not 

change the fact that something happened that you did not like. 

Participant 026: Yes, indeed. My perception remains the same as before; very positive. Within 

three months, the situation with the COVID-19 has changed everything in my life and my future. 

It is not about one or two courses. I failed three courses. 

Participant 027 remembered many awards and achievements, and she mentioned that indeed her 

perception was affected after the course and remained excellent four months after the course. Throughout 

the interview, this individual pointed out an issue with her placement practice as well as her supervisor. 

In the beginning, the professor ensured the student that she could complete her placement in Larnaka, 

whereas after some time, the supervisor asked the participant to stay in Nicosia. When the participant 

mentioned this incident, she was visibly angry, her voice was louder, and she shook her hands in 

discontent. However, this negative experience had not yet impacted her perception because the interview 

had taken place in the middle of this incident, and the participant was then trying to find a solution to this 

problem. She explained that she retained the same excellent perception four months after the course, and 

she claimed that other professors were a major contribution to her excellent perception. 

Interviewer: Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course?  

Participant 027: Yeah, because I learnt things I did not know before…I have not received any 

support with some issues that I faced... I raised this topic, and nothing was done to help me… the 

last few months I started my practice, and although I was told that it’s okay to complete it at 

Larnaka hospital, I was told at the end that I need to complete it at Nicosia hospital. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 
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Participant 027: The professors managed to change my perception in a positive way. 

Participant 028 was not very talkative during the interview. She mentioned that her perception changed 

to excellent after the course was introduced, and it remained the same four months later. The researcher 

identified that this participant was upset because she failed an exam and had some problems with her 

practice at the hospital. She believed that the university did not prepare students for internships at the 

hospital and that there was no coherence between the activities carried out at the university and the 

hospital. At this stage, it became apparent that participant028 and participant027 are closely related and 

discussed the issues that both faced. A social influence was seen, which according to Luan et al. (2017), 

can affect the perception of current customers. 

Interviewer: What was your perception of the university before you joined European University? 

Participant 028: I underestimated it. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall perception of the university? 

Participant 028: It is a good university, but some staff needs to be improved… Because of an 

issue that we experienced, a student from Larnaka was invited to come to Nicosia for internship, 

and when we met with the person in charge, she was willing to speak with the professor in order 

to find a solution to this problem. 

* She has been influenced by participant 027’s negative experience. 

Interviewer: Did you have any other problems during your first year at the university? 

Participant 028: No! Only this with my friend. 

During the interview, participant 029 was very talkative and relaxed. She mentioned again that the course 

affected her entire perception and that she was proud of its awards and achievements, she felt secure, and 

she was happy to be a member of this university. This excellent perception was maintained four months 

later, and she can see the university’s values. She considered the university well-organised, with 

outstanding teaching and excellent communication with the university’s staff. Focusing on identifying 

the factors that helped maintain her perception at this exceptional level, professors appeared to play a 

leading role (Asrar et al., 2018; Alhazmi, 2020). 

Interviewer: Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course?  

Participant 029: Yeah, because it’s awesome. It is not the same as simply stating that I attend the 

European University without knowing anything about its past, accomplishments, or global 
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ranking. It is among the top 300 universities in the world. This reality can alter your whole 

perspective and make you proud. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in the formation of your perception of the 

European University? 

Participant 029: Professors, students, and everybody else at the university were all excellent. I 

don’t have anything negative to say. 

Moreover, participant 041 was not talkative during the interview, and he gave short answers. He recalled 

several details from the course and pointed out that his perception had been improved as a result of what 

he had learnt. He went on to say that he knew this was a good university, but he did not previously render 

such an exceptional level for this university. Therefore, he had access to more information throughout 

the course, which changed his perception to excellent and remained stable four months later. The analysis 

of the factors that helped maintain his perception made it clear that the behaviour of professors played 

an important role (Asrar et al., 2018; Alhazmi, 2020). 

Interviewer: During the course I presented the university’s history, some of its achievements, etc. 

Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course?  

Participant 041: Yeah, it has been changed. 

Interviewer: Wat were the factors that affected your perception? 

Participant 041: Because I learnt a lot of things about the university. Personally, I had no idea. 

Participant 042 was very talkative, comfortable, and happy during the interview. He was willing to 

respond to all questions without hesitation. His perception changed after the course and remained the 

same for months later. He stressed the importance of learning about the university’s awards and 

achievements. The positive visualisation course in brand identity had a significant impact on his 

perception, turning it from positive to excellent (Ward et al., 2020; Krishnan, 2019). The professors were 

an essential factor in helping to maintain his perception at this level. 

Participant 042: My perception changed after the course, because I did not know much about the 

university before. I knew this was a good university, one of the best in Cyprus, but I had no idea 

it was so successful; I did not know a lot of things before, and my perception has changed as a 

result 
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Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in the formation of your perception of the 

European University? 

Participant 042: First and foremost, I would like to mention the university. I did not know what 

to say when someone asked me about the European University. Now, I am aware.  

Interviewer: So, a combination of those two? 

Participant 042: Yes, because you mentioned some important things about the university, but if 

we did not see the good behaviour from the professors or a good approach, my perception would 

remain unchanged. 

Same positive perception  

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) Satisfaction 

Participant 017 who mentioned that the positive visualisation course in brand identity had not affected 

her perception of the university, maintained the same positive perception. This participant was not willing 

to schedule an interview, and when one was actually scheduled, she was not talkative and struggled to 

express herself. 

Interviewer: What did you like from the course? 

Participant 017: I do not remember anything. 

Interviewer: Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the positive 

visualisation course in brand identity? 

Participant 017: It remains the same. 

Interviewer: As far as I can understand, you have a positive perception of the university? 

Participant 017: Of course. Basically, I did not like it the first semester, but the second semester 

is fine. 

Perceptual transformation – positive perception to excellent perception 

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) Positive visualisation course in brand identity 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 
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Participant 010 said that his perception had slightly changed after the course because he acquired 

information that added value to the university. At this stage, it became apparent that he had an even better 

perception, owing to his appreciation of the university’s handling of the situation during the lockdown 

(Loton et al., 2020). This participant was very relaxed and willing to explain everything with examples.  

Participant 010: This is a good university; the professors are concerned about the students, and 

the administration is concerned about the students. So far, I have not experienced any difficulties. 

Interviewer: Has your perception remained the same from our previous image, or has something 

changed?  

Participant 010: I believe it has remained mostly the same; in fact, I believe that it is better after 

seeing how the university handles the COVID-19 lockdown. 

Interviewer: Does this fact, the way the university handled this situation, improve your 

perception? 

Participant 010: Yes, yes. I think we only missed one week and then we continued online. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 010: I do not know. I think from my overall experience so far with the university. 

Perceptual transformation – Excellent perception to positive perception 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

Furthermore, participant 039 had an excellent perception after the course, which had slightly changed 

negatively due to the university’s failure to manage the lockdown situation properly. This factor 

influenced her perception greatly. This specific result is supported by Maqableh (2021), who identified 

that the COVID-19 pandemic can negatively influence undergraduate students’ satisfaction due to the 

numerous challenges they face. Participant 039 admitted receiving great pressure from the university and 

at that time, she was visibly under pressure; a fact that became apparent during the interview as her voice 

trembled and she was anxious. While she was describing the pressure received from the university, she 

was upset and on the verge of crying.  

Participant 039: Due to the current situation with the COVID-19 pandemic, some aspects were 

not addressed properly, and this fact had a negative impact on students.…Within a month and a 
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half, we had midterm examinations, assignments, and final examinations and that was very 

difficult. Even though we wanted to do our best, we were under a lot of pressure and the whole 

situation became even more complicated. (Voice trembles). 

Interviewer: Did you feel any pressure because of the COVID-19 lockdown? 

Participant 039: Yes, a lot of pressure. My course includes many workshops, and due to the 

lockdown, we could not attend the workshops, so the lectures were more theoretical and honestly 

it was very difficult. (On verge of crying). 

Interviewer: Did this factor affect your perception in a negative way? 

Participant 039: Yes, because the university did not respect us, and we pay a lot of money. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Interviewee: Disappointment. As I previously said, if they really wished to assist us, they should 

approach us in a different manner. 

Additionally, one student with excellent perception decided to terminate his studies, and two students 

with excellent perception decided not to proceed with the research.  
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Figure 18 presents freshmen students’ perceptions (experimental group) of university brand image over 

a period of four months. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image-July 2020 experimental group 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive: Open coding: 107 codes emerged from the open coding process. Excel file 3, page 2 displays 

all the codes that originated from the open coding procedures. Selective coding: 57 categories emerged 

from the selective coding process. All codes that emerged from the selective coding procedure are 

presented in Excel file 3, page 3. 

Theoretical coding: One main category was generated during the theoretical coding process that 

addressed the research questions, namely ‘Freshmen students’ perceptions’ and is supported by the codes, 

positive perception and excellent perception. In addition, there are also two categories/factors that 

appeared to influence students’ perceptions under the names (1) academic staff and (2) handling of 

COVID-19 lockdown. All categories that resulted from the theoretical coding process are shown in Excel 

file 3, page 4. 

(1) Academic staff: Havik and Westergard (2019) point out that there is a strong correlation between 

faculty and students’ perception, since the role of faculty can affect student satisfaction. Similarly, 

Alhazmi (2020) believes that a qualified teaching faculty, can positively affect students’ satisfaction. 

The main conclusions drawn from the data analysis showed that professors played a significant role 

in maintaining students’ perceptions at this exceptional level. During the COVID-19 lockdown, 

professors were the only point of contact for students. Therefore, professors’ behaviour and 

communication with students could influence students’ perceptions. The general conclusion that 

emerged from this stage shows that the positive visualisation course in brand identity had a positive 

impact on students’ perceptions, turning them from positive to excellent and maintaining them at this 

level four months later. However, professors were one factor that contributed to maintaining their 

perceptions at this level. All participants seemed satisfied with their professors, stressing that 

communication was good, especially during the COVID-19 lockdown they were willing to help. 

Interviewer: What other factors contributed in affecting your perception of the EUC? 

Participant 022: The professors, the way of teaching. 

Participant 029: The professors, everyone at the university was very good. You do not have 

anything negative to say and you have a positive perception. 

Participant 041: The professors I would say.  

Participant 001: Most of the professors explain the teaching material very well and if we have 

questions, they help us. 
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Participant 021: The professors are good; I am very satisfied with the professors. 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown: COVID-19 has changed completely the was global education is 

delivered. A high number of students were affected by educational institution closures due to the 

pandemic (Said and Refaat, 2021). The findings of a study undertaken by Loton et al. (2020) show 

that online teaching and learning had a substantial impact on student performance and satisfaction 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the COVID-19 lockdown the universities in Cyprus 

proceeded with the online education. The participants of the current study reported that they were 

very pleased with the way the university handled the lockdown. They stated that the transition to 

online teaching proceeded smoothly, demonstrating the university's professionalism. They tended to 

compare the way the European University handled the COVID-19 lockdown with other universities, 

and they admired the way the former handled the whole situation. Despite this positive perception, 

many students complained about the fact that tuition was not reduced during online teaching. Overall, 

the way the university handled the lockdown and the smooth transition to online teaching was a 

critical factor that maintained their perceptions at this level. However, the same factor had a negative 

impact on participant’s 039 perception. 

Participant 010: My perception is better now, because I saw how they handled the COVID-19 

lockdown. They handled the situation in a very professional way. 

Participant 012: My opinion changed as a result of the awards and achievements. I was 

impressed by how easily they adapted to this new situation. During the COVID-19 lockdown, they 

took this extra step to keep us safe… 

Participant 019: During the COVID-19 lockdown, the procedure with online teaching was 

smooth and immediate, and this showed that the university is very organised. 

Participant 039: Due to the current situation with the COVID-19 pandemic, some aspects were 

not addressed properly, and this fact had a negative impact on students. 
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4.5.4.2 Control group - Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image four months after 

the first interview (July 2020). 

Chart 4 illustrates freshmen students’ perceptions concerning university brand image (control group) and 

how this had been affected during a four-month-period.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 4: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image four months after the first interview 

- Control group - (Appendix 12) 
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Positive perception remained positive  

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

(2) Satisfaction 

No significant change noted when it comes to the perception of the participants in the control group, four 

months after the first interview. The results revealed that fifteen participants still had the same positive 

perception of university brand image. This was because they were impressed by the way the university 

handled the COVID-19 lockdown and how promptly they made the transition to online teaching. Another 

factor that contributed to preserving their positive perception, was the university’s ability to meet their 

expectations which leads to students’ satisfaction. Students who maintained the same positive perception 

are: 003, 004, 005, 006, 007, 014, 015, 016, 023, 031, 033, 034, 035, 036, 037. 

Participant 003 started the interview by stating that the university was her second home. Her perception 

remained unchanged four months later. This individual was satisfied with the academic staff as well as 

advisors because they were helpful and their behaviour was excellent, and she also enjoyed the fully 

equipped labs. She also believed the university was well-organised university. Despite this positive 

perception, she disliked the cafeteria, the limited parking, and the small-sized classes. During the 

interview, she was very positive, open, and clearly articulated her thoughts. 

Interviewer: Does your perception of the university remain the same as per our previous interview 

or has something changed? 

Participant 003: Yes, I hold the same positive perception. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 003: Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, the university is incredibly well-organised.  

Four months after the first interview, participant 004 stated that he maintained this positive perception 

because the university was organised, and he was impressed by how ready the university was to handle 

the COVID-19 lockdown (Loton et al., 2020). This participant was very talkative during the interview, 

and the interview ran smoothly. He was very comfortable, and before answering a question, he paused 

for a few minutes to think and then gave a complete answer. Furthermore, he seemed to trust the 

researcher, since he revealed his future plans. 

Participant 004 It was extremely well-organised, particularly given the current situation with the 

COVID-19. The lectures were delivered online and were well-organised. Okay, I know they offer 



217 

 

distance learning, so they should be able to do it. It was ready to face this challenge, and I was 

impressed. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 004: Honestly, I did not know anything about the university. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University? 

Participant 004: I think this image gives the same positive perception. 

Participant 005 had just woken up since she was sitting on her bed yawning. She seemed very fresh, 

approachable, open, and comfortable. She had a pleasant personality and was very polite. She felt 

nostalgic at the beginning of the interview because, as she confessed, she missed her friends from her 

former university in the United Kingdom. She seemed to have the same positive perception, and this was 

because of the overall student’ classroom experience which was an important determinants of student' 

overall satisfaction (Azoury et al., 2014; Vnoučková et al., 2017). 

Participant 005: I was a student at Coventry University before choosing to enter European 

University. I miss my Coventry family (she feels nostalgic). My perception is positive because we 

do things I did not expect, and they put a lot of effort into it. Indeed, my perception is positive. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 005: My overall image of the universities of Cyprus was that you graduate from 

lyceum and return to lyceum, but this time with your car. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University? 

Participant 005: No at all. We do things that I did not expect to do because they are very 

expensive…We perform some experiments in my course. I study biomedical science, and we are 

required to perform certain tasks in the labs, one of which is an experiment in which you are 

given cells and you should make them larger. Therefore, this is something positive. 
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During the interview, participant 006 seemed to be very strange. She was under a lot of pressure and did 

not feel very comfortable answering the questions. The researcher felt that something was wrong with 

her and asked if she was okay. She acted strangely during the interview, and when the researcher asked 

to repeat something, she responded aggressively. Despite her willingness to arrange the interview, she 

seemed to be bored during the process. Four months after the first interview, her perception remained 

unchanged. She stated that the university and the staff demonstrated how organised and skilled they were, 

particularly during the COVID-19 lockdown. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 006: It is, in my view, a well-organised university, as demonstrated by the COVID-19 

lockdown. It is a qualified university, it is well-organised, and the only drawback is that certain 

professors lack the necessary skills to teach. 

Participant 007 was very polite and friendly during the interview. He was calm and able to answer every 

question. He had no perception prior to entering because he did not have the opportunity to interact with 

the university. However, this perception changed to a positive one after the interaction with the university, 

which also remained positive four months after the first interview. He said that he liked the professors 

and the university environment, but he disliked the cafeteria food and the lack of recycling bins. 

Participant 007: This is a nice university, and I would suggest it to anyone who wants to study at 

a private university in Cyprus. 

Interviewer: Is your perspective the same as it was in the previous interview, or has it shifted? 

Participant 007: It remains the same. 

The researcher had difficulty arranging an interview with participant 014 because he cancelled it just 

minutes before it was to take place, and it had to be rescheduled. Finally, the interview was conducted, 

but this person was reluctant to express his opinions. He was not talking much, so the researcher 

encouraged him to develop his thoughts, then this participant laughed and looked around the room. He 

pointed out that he maintained a positive image four months after the first interview. He was happy with 

the professors, classmates, and the course, but he disliked the limited parking, the online teaching, and 

the limited practise exercises. Nevertheless, he considered the university to be exceptional and among 

the best ones in the country. 
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Participant 014: It is a good university with excellent professors. We had some problems with 

COVID-19, but we overcame them in the end. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 014: I did not have any image in mind.  

Participant 015 was very comfortable and friendly. He took his time answering several questions, and he 

often asked the researcher to repeat the questions. He had a positive perception before and after entering, 

which remained the same four months after the course. He liked the Microsoft Innovation Centre and 

some professors but expressed his dissatisfaction with the limited parking, certain labs and the internet 

connection. He also mentioned that the university met his expectations, which led to the formation of a 

positive perception (Yo et al., 2015). 

Participant 015: I believe it is one of Cyprus's best and most well-organised universities, as 

illustrated by numerous organisations. It is regarded as one of the best universities in the world. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 015: We are talking about a good university and from my personal experience, this is 

one of the best. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University? 

Participant 015: It remains the same. 

Similarly, to the previous interview, participant 016 was not very talkative. He talked quietly and slowly. 

However, he was very respectful since he was speaking to the researcher with great respect. During this 

interview, the researcher discovered that this individual has dyslexia. As a result, the researcher was very 

patient with this participant, allowing him to think about the questions and take his time. He maintained 

the same positive perception, saying that it was a modern university, with good education opportunities, 

a big campus, and modern equipment and facilities. He also mentioned that he faced some difficulties 

during the online midterm examination and that some subjects were not very relevant to his course of 

study. 
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Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University? 

Participant 016: Yes. So far, I have not been disappointed. 

Participant 016: It is modern, big, and I enjoy being on a campus. They teach in a more in-depth 

manner, and they face and solve any problem that arises. 

Participant 023 was exceptionally courteous and sweet. He began the interview by inquiring about the 

researcher’s progress and whether additional assistance was needed. This participant maintained the same 

positive perception. He enjoyed the cafeteria and the help he received from the faculty and staff, but he 

disliked the parking, the small library and the fact that it was not open 24 hours a day, seven days a week 

Participant 023: Positive. 

Interviewer: Is it the same as the last time we spoke? 

Participant 023: Yes, exactly the same. Nothing has changed except for what I said about parking 

and the library. 

Participant 023: I did not have an image before joining. I would say now it is positive. I have 

friends from the University of Cyprus and Nicosia and CDA College, and I compared all of them 

and concluded that my university is superior. 

Participant 031 was a pleasant personality with a very positive attitude. She was able to answer all of the 

questions without hesitation and was certain of her responses. She had a negative perception of private 

universities prior to enrolling because she used to dislike them. After joining, this perception changed to 

a positive one, and it had remained the same four months later. She often compared the European 

University to the University of Cyprus, where she previously studied. She claimed that it was difficult to 

interact with professors at the University of Cyprus and that they did not assist students. She also stressed 

that the university exceeded her expectations, and she had already inspired other students to join. As Latif 

et al (2021), mentioned loyal students are willing to recommend the university to other students. 

Participant 031: Prior to starting my studies, I was not a fan of private universities. I had my 

doubts about the university’s quality. I knew European University was a good university, but I 

had no idea on how good it was. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that 

managed to change your perception of the European University. 
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Participant 031: No, it changed. I was at the University of Cyprus for a year, and I realised the 

difference when I left and joined the European University. I prefer the European University to the 

University of Cyprus; I have seen more encouraging things here. 

Interviewer: Does your current perception remain the same as per our previous interview, or has 

it changed? 

Participant 031: Yes-yes! I have the same positive perception. 

Participant 033 was very positive and energetic. She approached the researcher with a polite demeanour, 

asking how her vacation was going. She spoke quickly, loudly and fluently, and she was happy to answer 

questions. This participant was incredibly talkative, and when asked a question, she spoke for several 

minutes, so her answer became irrelevant after a while, so the researcher let her finish and then repeated 

the questions to remain on subject. She maintained the same positive perception and seemed to enjoy her 

time at the university. She tended to compare the European University with the University of Nicosia 

since she had been there for a few weeks. Yang et al. (2008), support that student tend to compare a 

specific university with other universities in order to evaluate their qualities. Hence, it could be concluded 

that this specific participant was fully satisfied with the university’s service quality which differentiates 

the university from its main competitors.  

Participant 033: The European University is a highly professional institution, and I believe it is 

one of Cyprus's top universities.… In terms of degree and expertise, I do not believe the European 

University has something to be jealous of from other universities. I was accepted by a university 

in the United Kingdom before I began my studies. According to what I've learnt from UK students, 

I'm very fortunate to be studying at the European University. 

Participant 033: Prior to enrolling, I had heard some stereotypical ideologies that private 

universities are undervalued. Personally, I am unconcerned about the Nicosia University, but I 

refuse to agree that European is undervalued, because I work very hard to achieve good grades 

and I do not want someone to dismiss it because it is a private university. The university is 

concerned with imparting information and knowledge. 

Participant 034 was very polite and mature, expressing her thoughts and feelings fluently. She asked the 

researcher before the interview if it was okay to wear her pyjamas. The researcher replied that she 

definitely could so as to make her feel comfortable and relaxed. During the interview, she was very 

comfortable and able to respond to any question. She mentioned that her perception became positive after 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1031314
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entering due to the professors, good communication, and the way the lectures were delivered. This is 

supported by Asrar et al. (2018) who believed that among other factors, communication between students 

and faculty can affect students’ perceptions. This participant still had the same positive perception four 

months after the first interview because the university met her expectations. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 034: It is positive. I did not know anything about the university before joining, but 

after meeting the people and seeing the facilities and professors, I developed a favourable 

impression. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 034: Yes, it remains the same. 

During the interview, participant 035 was focused and comfortable. She maintained the same positive 

perception and she liked the professors, the pleasant environment, the modern facilities, and the small 

number of students in the class. She disliked the cafeteria as well as the parking. She compared the 

European University to the University of Cyprus, concluding that the professors were nice and young, 

and that students could easily interact with them, which was the most significant difference.  

Participant 035: I believe that this is a good, organised university that supports students. I have 

a positive image.  

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 035: Did not know many things about the university. 

Interviewer: What image did you have in mind? Is it the same as your current image? 

Participant 035: yes positive (one-word answer). 

Participant 036 was extremely descriptive and able to express herself. She was willing to answer and she 

was very talkative. This participant had a negative perception of the university, which she attributed to 

the devaluation of private universities in Cyprus and the fact that previously the European University 

used to have the status of a college. However, this perception transformed into a positive one due to her 

interaction with the university and the academic staff and advisors.  
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Participant 036: My university offers a wide variety of options in various fields. Also, I see a lot 

of advertising on television and social media, and they are really successful. In general, a 

university that provides you with opportunities comes to mind. 

Participant 036: my perception is good. There is nothing derogatory to mention. This is a good 

university with a good approach; they adapted quickly during the lockdown and the semester 

went well. Consequently, there is a positive feeling and positive perception. 

Participant 036: My perception remains the same. It is positive. 

Participant 037 was very serious but appeared to be more comfortable than the previous interview. She 

was willing to answer any question and expressed confidence in her answers. She was quiet and spoke 

in a low voice. This individual had a negative perception before joining because she is from Greece, she 

had the perception that Greek universities are disorganised and lacking in facilities, so she came to the 

university with this impression. This perception became positive after entering and remained positive 

four months later because she is satisfied with the university. Her impression of the university remained 

optimistic and met her standards. 

Participant 037: This is a good university that assists you in obtaining your degree and provides 

you with expertise. I have a good image of the university because the professors are exceptional. 

This is a university that provides us with everything we want. As a result, I have a positive opinion 

of the university. 

Excellent perception remained excellent 

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) positive visualisation course in brand identity 

(2) Satisfaction 

Furthermore, participant 002, who had an excellent perception at the time of the first interview, still had 

the same excellent perception four months later. This individual was well-informed about the university’s 

awards and achievements. As mentioned by Karmokar (2014) brand identity plays a leading role on brand 

image building, and according to Mindrut et al. (2015), brand identity leads to the formation of 

customers’ perception. He mentioned that he was actively seeking this knowledge in order to learn more 

about the European University. Exposure to the stimuli in this case was intentional (Sauerland et al., 

2012). 
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He mentioned that he had a positive perception of the university, and after learning about its awards and 

achievements, his perception strengthened. He was convinced that if people with a negative perception 

learn about these awards, their perceptions will change.  

Participant 002: Every time I hear the name of the European University, it makes me happy 

because it is successful and justifies its fame. 

Interviewer: Did you have a different opinion of the university before you learnt about all of this? 

Participant 002: I learnt more about its honors when I visited the European University, as part 

of an activity with my high school class. I noticed the ad banners as soon as I stepped into the 

university. Some people approached us and spoke with us. It was then that I realised how 

welcoming the place is. The image I had in my mind was good but not that good. 

 Interviewer: Did your view change after learning about its awards and accomplishments? 

Participant 002: Yes, because I had a friend who misjudged it because it is a private university, 

and private universities are better than public universities even in other countries. They did not 

say anything else after I told them about the awards. 

Negative perception remained negative 

Negative perception Indicators 

 (1) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

(2) Dissatisfied: Disorganised 

(3) Dissatisfied with advisors  

During the interview, participant 030 had the same negative perception. This participant believed that the 

university was disorganised and that it did not fulfil her expectations which led to student’s dissatisfaction 

(Ilyas and Arif, 2013), and can negatively affect the university image (Elsharnouby, 2015). She believed 

the university did not properly handle the situation, especially in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. She 

also expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of timely updates from her advisors, factor that according to 

Miller (2018) and Zhang et al. (2019) can decrease the student’s satisfaction level and negatively affect 

university’s overall image. Despite this negative impression, this individual did not fail to recognise that 

this was a good university with excellent professors. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 030: I mentioned it in our previous interview as well. The university is disorganised! 
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Interviewer: Does your current perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 030: Yes, I realised that online teaching was not good, and the university was not 

prepared, particularly now with COVID-19 lockdown. It was disastrous, and as a result, the same 

negative view persists. 

Negative perception changed to positive perception 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) For personal reasons  

Regarding participant 032, who reported having a negative perception in the previous interview, it seems 

that she had a better perception in this stage of interviews. A possible explanation for this could be that 

participant 032 initially adopted a pessimistic, depressive attitude. As she mentioned, she was trying to 

find ways to feel confident and pleasant in the environment. This participant did not have any positive 

experience that influenced her perceptions. Thus, this was a personal effort since she explained that she 

intends to continue her studies but wished she was more optimistic. This person was very anxious during 

the interview, talking quietly. She explained that her perception was not so negative because she would 

spend three more years at this university, so she had to find reasons to be happy in the environment. At 

this point, the researcher presumed that she seemed to have used someone else's words. Maybe she was 

visiting a psychologist or discussing her feelings with someone else (parents, friends), and they gave her 

this advice. The researcher came to this conclusion because she suddenly changed the language style in 

this question and the way she expressed her views. 

Participant 032: I did not like it at first because the University of Cyprus is more beautiful, but 

after seeing it, I came to appreciate it. My perception was a bit negative at first. 

Interviewer: What are the factors that managed to change your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 032: The fact that I spend so many hours at this university and, as a result, I still try 

to find something to enjoy. (Difficulties in answering the question). Since I will be spending three 

more years of my life at this university, I would like to be more positive and continue to find stuff 

that I enjoy about it. 

Participant 032: Have you noticed anything about the university which managed to affect your 

perception? 

Participant 032: No, it is something personal. 
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Figure 19 indicates freshmen students’ perceptions (control group) of university brand image over a 

period of four months. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image- July 2020_control group 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive: Open coding: From the open coding process, 142 codes emerged. Excel file 3, page 6, 

presents all the codes that emerged from the open coding procedure. Selective coding: From the selective 

coding process, 89 categories emerged which are presented on Excel file 3, page 7. 

Theoretical coding: ‘Freshmen students’ perceptions’ is the main category that addresses the research 

question and is supported by the codes negative perception, positive perception, excellent perception. In 

addition to this category occurred from the data analysis, the theoretical coding procedure reveals three 

categories/factors that affect students’ perceptions namely (1) academic staff and advisors, (2) handling 

of COVID-19 lockdown, and (3) overall satisfaction with the university. In Excel file 3, page 8, all 

categories that emerged from the theoretical coding process are shown.  

(1) Academic staff and advisors: Asrar et al. (2018) point out that among other factors, communication 

between students and faculty can affect students’ perceptions. Vnoučková et al. (2017) agree that 

academic staff and their relations with students can influence students’ perceived university image. 

In addition, university staff affect students’ satisfaction and perceptions (Gibson, 2010). Almost all 

students agreed that the university staff was amicable and approachable. As far as professors are 

concerned, they believed that the professors were helpful, dedicated to their lectures and they 

provided support to the students. On the other hand, one student pointed out that some professors did 

not deserve to be in this university since they did not have the required skills and knowledge. Most 

students who talked about the advisors had a positive perception of them, apart from one participant 

who pointed out that she was dissatisfied with her advisor. 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown: The COVID-19 pandemic managed to affect the higher education 

sector as well. Most of the universities worldwide, postponed the fact-to-face classes (Srkar et al., 

2021). Online learning according to Kim (2020) is the best solution to continue teaching during the 

pandemic. In the current research, students reported that they were very happy with the way that the 

university handled the lockdown. They pointed out that the transition to online teaching went 

smoothly. Some students believed that the university was organised and ready to handle this situation. 

However, a number of students pointed out that the university did not handle the situation properly. 

(3) Satisfaction: Student satisfaction is defined as an attitude arising from a student’s overall assessment 

of the university experience (Weerasinghe et al., 2017). Most of the participants in the current 

research were satisfied with the university, since it met their expectations, while a minority of the 

participants were not satisfied which had negatively affected their perceptions. 
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Comparison of the Experimental and Control Groups - July 2020 

Comparing the results of the experimental group and control group four months after the course, the 

findings reveal a beneficial influence of the positive visualisation course in brand identity on freshmen 

students’ perceptions. To be more precise, after the experimental group students had been exposed to 

positive visualisation course in brand identity, their perceptions of the university were positively affected 

(90.5% of the participants). Four months later, 71% of the experimental group still had the same excellent 

perception. In addition, one participant negatively changed her view due to the tremendous pressure 

received from the university during the COVID-19 lockdown (from excellent to positive perception), 

whereas another participant had an even better perception (excellent perception) due to the professional 

way the university handled the COVID-19 lockdown. To sum up, 76% of the participants had an excellent 

perception, and 9.5% a positive perception. Remarkably, one participant decided to terminate his studies, 

whereas two participants withdrew from the study prior to these interviews. 

On the contrary, no significant change in the perception of the participants in the control group was 

noticed four months after the first interview. More specifically, the fifteen students who had a positive 

perception, one student with an excellent perception and one student with a negative perception, 

remained stable in their attitudes four months later. On the other hand, one participant with a negative 

perception had a slightly positive change because of her personal effort and goal to become more 

optimistic. To summarise, 5% of the participants had an excellent perception, 76% of them, had a positive 

perception, and 5% a negative perception. Notably, two participants decided to terminate their studies, 

whereas one participant withdrew from the study prior to these interviews. 

Therefore, the data strongly suggests that the positive visualisation course in brand identity can positively 

influence freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image.  
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4.5.5 Stage three-Part three: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image eight months 

later (November 2020) -Experimental group and Control group  

At this stage, one key category had been developed that address the research question directly, namely 

‘freshmen students’ perceptions’, and it is supported by the codes (1) negative perception, (2) positive 

perception, (3) excellent perception. 

4.5.5.1 Experimental group - Eight months after the positive visualisation course in brand identity 

(November 2020). 

Chart 5 illustrates freshmen students’ perceptions concerning university brand image (experimental 

group) and how this had been affected throughout an eight-month period. 

 

Chart 5: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image eight months after the course - 
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The findings reveal that 67% (14 students) of students maintained their excellent perception of the 

university eight months after the course, while 5% (Participant 039) maintained a positive perception. 

Additionally, Participant 028 and Participant 027 (9%) mentioned that their perception was negatively 

influenced. Moreover, 14% of the participants (three students) withdrew from the study and 5% of the 

participants (Participant 018) terminated their studies.  

No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) Positive Visualisation course in brand identity 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

(3) Academic staff 

 

As it has been mentioned above, 67% of the participants in the experimental group (fourteen students) 

maintained their excellent perception, and 5% of them (Participant 039) maintained their positive 

perception. The following participants maintained the same excellent perception: 001, 010, 011, 012, 

019, 020, 021, 022, 024, 025, 026, 029, 041, 042. 

The positive visualisation course contributed significantly to the transformation of their perception from 

positive to excellent. Two factors contributed to maintaining their excellent perception: the university's 

handling of the COVID-19 lockdown, was critical in keeping their perception at an exceptional level. 

Other considerations include the students' overall experience and engagement with the faculty and 

advisors, as their behaviour and ability to communicate effectively with them could affect their 

perceptions. It should be highlighted that given the current situation and the fact that students did not 

have direct contact with the entire university, the faculty was the most important determinant that could 

influence students’ perceptions since this was the only point of contact with the university. In addition, 

the fact that the tuition was not reduced during online education was mentioned by almost all participants. 

As they explained, since the university’s facilities and the campus were not used since the lectures were 

held online, the tuition had to be reduced. 

Participant 001 seemed to remember many awards and achievements eight months after the course. She 

pointed out that the fact that the university helps students in finding a job was very important for her. She 

stated that the university was remarkable, and she felt that she could rely on the university. If the 

university did not have any awards, she would not feel that she made the right choice. Hence the awards 

and achievements made her feel more confident. The university met her expectations as she did not 
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encounter any problems. She also pointed out that the university properly handled the COVID-19 

lockdown. This participant was very talkative during the interview and willing to express her thoughts. 

However, she was not very comfortable and seemed stressed.  

Interviewer: Do you remember some of its awards? 

Participant 001: It is one of the top 301 universities in the world. Within a few months, 80% of 

students find work. The EFQS organisation has given it 5 stars for employability. 

Participant 001: It is, without a doubt, a remarkable university. Studying at this university will 

provide you with excellent future opportunities. And that I will be able to find work after 

graduation. 

Participant 010 had the same excellent impressions, but he was dissatisfied that the tuition was not 

reduced. This person appeared to be discussing it with other students, and everyone seemed to agree on 

the tuition issue. Apart from that, this individual was satisfied with the university because it met his 

expectations. He had no issues, and the university staff had been accommodating. He claimed that he 

loved the fact that the university had so much success but would not undervalue the university if it did 

not have so many achievements; however, he would feel bad if the university was not organised. Despite 

lectures being delivered online and students had no direct contact with the campus, participants continued 

to complain about the lack of parking. 

Participant 010: Overall, it is very positive. I have heard some other students talk about online 

teaching and tuition, and I think the university is only concerned about money because online 

education is less expensive. 

Interviewer: Does this fact managed to negatively affect your perception? 

Participant 010: It does not tarnish my perception of the university, but I believe that it is 

something they could handle better. … It is a brilliant university. Everyone at the university cares 

for the students and is happy to assist them. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 010: Yes, I think it is the same. The only thing that has changed since our previous 

interview is the tuition fees. 

The researcher faced some difficulties in arranging the interview with participant 011. When the 

interview was eventually scheduled, this person was quiet and only gave one-word answers because he 
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was hurrying. He stated that nothing changed since the previous interview. He said that he disliked online 

education and preferred to learn on campus. In several questions, this individual was anxious and laughed 

nervously. He seemed to be very pleased, saying that he was happy and thankful to be a part of this 

university and that his perception and feelings did not change since the previous interview. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 011: Exactly the same as before. The university decided to proceed with online 

education. I do not like online lectures. 

Participant 012 was very friendly and cheerful during the interview. She was comfortable and addressed 

the researcher in a polite manner. She remembered many awards from the course, describing it as 

"amazing" and promising and that she would never forget the honours. This person claimed that this was 

one of the most well-organised universities after dealing with the COVID-19 lockdown more 

professionally, demonstrating its professionalism. COVID-19 pandemic according to Maqableh (2021), 

can affect undergraduate experience and satisfaction. This specific participant appeared to be very 

satisfied with the way the university adapted, hence she maintained an exceptional perception. She 

pointed out that this situation was new for everyone, and the university handled it admirably. 

Nevertheless, this participant brought up an incident that she did not like from earlier in the semester. 

Her facial expressions changed as she described the incident, and her voice grew louder as she became 

angry 

Participant 012: Based on what I have seen and heard from others, it appears to be one of the 

most well-organised universities, particularly in light of how they handled the COVID-19 

situation. The university's management of the situation reflects on how competent and well-

organised it is. This is a new situation for everybody, and the university has handled it admirably. 

The university had exceeded my standards. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 012: We have switched to online teaching due to the current situation. When I first 

learnt that we would be moving forward with online education, I thought I was going insane. 

However, it has now been revealed that it was the best option for everybody involved. 

Consequently, my perception remains unchanged from the previous interview. 

Participant 019 recalled many details from the course as well. She considered the university reliable, the 

professors excellent, and the atmosphere friendly, and she maintained her positive impression. She 
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contrasted the European University to other universities in Cyprus and considered the former to be 

superior. 

Participant 019: It is a reliable university with outstanding professors. 

Interviewer: What makes it a good and reliable university? 

Participant 019: The professors are excellent. We have the Microsoft innovation centre at our 

university which is something very good. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 019: Yes, yes for the time being. 

Eight months after the course, participant 020 still had the same excellent perception. She recalled several 

details from the course and was proud to be a student at the European University. She claimed that she 

had a good perception of the university before learning about all of the accomplishments and awards. 

However, her perception changed after learning about all of the achievements and awards. She enjoyed 

the teaching, the Erasmus opportunities, the cafeteria, and the university facilities. However, she disliked 

the parking and the fact that the graphic design building is located outside of campus. Nevertheless, the 

university met her needs and assisted students in pursuing their studies, especially during the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

Participant 020: My overall perception of the university is very good. I am satisfied. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 020: Yes, my perception remains the same. Nothing has changed. 

Eight months after the course, participant 021 still had the same excellent perception. She was pleased 

with the university's accomplishments, and she mentioned that she would not have preferred it if it did 

not have these accomplishments. It could be concluded that university brand identity contributes to 

students’ satisfaction and retention to the university (Ward et al., 2020). She liked the professors, the 

lectures, the way they conveyed the material, and the training activities. Nonetheless, she disliked some 

of her classmates, the lack of green/nature, the high tuition fees, and the expensive cafeteria products. 

She was really pleased with the university because it met her needs. This person was not as talkative as 

she had been in previous interviews. She did not elaborate on her thoughts and instead provided brief 
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responses without further clarification. She was unable to openly share her emotions because she had 

trouble translating her thoughts into sentence.  

Participant 021: My current overall perception is that this is a good university which cares for 

tis students’ progress. Its goal is for students to succeed. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 021: The same. 

…I feel good. Personally, I am grateful for the opportunity to be a part of this university. 

Participant 022 was very talkative and descriptive during the interview. She seemed to be very relaxed, 

comfortable, and ready for conversation. She remembered a great deal from the course. She maintained 

an excellent perception eight months after the course, and she stated that the university was very 

organised. She mentioned that the awards and accomplishments gave her the impression that she was 

studying at a good university, and that would positively affect her future career. She went on to say that 

while the awards and accomplishments strengthen the university’s reputation, the environment played a 

more prominent role for her, and she considered it to be pleasant, a factor that contributed to her 

satisfaction (Clemes et al., 2013; Vnoučková et al., 2017). She was very confident in her responses and 

discussed them in detail. Similarly to other students, she believed that the tuition was too high and the 

lectures too long, and there was no flexibility in the schedule. 

Participant 022: We discussed about the history of the university. It was one of the first colleges 

in Cyprus. We also discussed the university’s honours, such as the Nobel prizes earned by medical 

school professors. It has been recognised by the university impact ranking and the QS stars rating 

system, earning 5 stars in some regions…. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 022: It is very organised and innovative if we take into consideration the Microsoft 

innovation centre. 

Interviewer: Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

Participant 022: Yes. Basically, the course I have selected is outstanding, the professors and the 

subjects appeal to me. As a consequence, all is perfect, and the university fulfills my expectations. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08841241.2015.1059919
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In comparison to the previous interview, participant 024 was much more talkative and happier during 

this stage. He seemed to be self-assured and capable of expressing himself. He recalled a lot of the details 

from the course, and eight months later, he still had the same excellent perceptions. He said that during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the university demonstrated how well-organised and easily adapted to that new 

norm. The transition to online teaching went smoothly, the professors interacted well, and he loved the 

way they taught. This finding is inconsistent with the finding by Maqableh (2021) who supports that 

COVID-19 pandemic negatively affects students’ satisfaction due to the various issues the face. He 

claimed that he entered university with 70% confidence and now has 90% confidence. He said that the 

university fully met his expectations. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 024: Very good! Especially now with this current situation with the covid, the 

university was ready to proceed with online education. The transition was really smooth. I get 

what I want from the university. Everything is fine. 

Interviewer: Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

Participant 024: Yes 100%. It absolutely meets my standards. So far, I have not had any issues. 

All is in good order. 

Similar to the previous interviews, participant 025 was exceptionally quiet. He answered all questions 

with a single word. He had the same excellent perception as eight months ago, and he was proud to be a 

part of this university, but he would not be proud if the university did not have these honours. Since this 

person gave one-word answers to most of the questions, the researcher encouraged him to elaborate and 

clarify his thoughts. As a result, sub-questions were asked in order to find out what was on his mind, 

resulting in the participant becoming irritated and restating a response given in a previous question while 

nervously laughing 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 025: It is an excellent university. 

… It has good professors who are good in their profession, and it has a global reputation. 

Eight months after the first interview, participant 026 still had the same excellent perception. She claimed 

that this was one of the best universities in the world, offering a strong degree and numerous 

opportunities. She was glad that students are able to find jobs after graduation. She said that she felt good 
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and proud of the university’s accomplishments and that she would not mind if the university did not have 

these accomplishments as long as she gained knowledge. She considered the education to be satisfactory 

and the teachers eager to help. She generally had no complaints. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 026: It is among the top 101 universities worldwide. It is one of the strongest degrees 

that can gives me many opportunities in the future.  

Interviewer: You claimed that it is one of the most powerful degrees. What gives you the 

impression that this is true? 

Participant 026: Basically, the fact that 87 percent of graduates are working in their sector gives 

me hope. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 026: I hold the same perception as the one I had in the summer. 

During the interview, participant 029 seemed sad but was very talkative and shared her feelings and 

thoughts. She mentioned that she had the same positive impression of the university but did not enjoy 

online learning and missed being on campus and interacting with other students. According to Hasan and 

Bao (2020), online learning during the pandemic raised the students’ psychological distress. She also 

noted that this was a reputable university with professors eager to assist and explain everything. She 

expressed her dissatisfaction with the fact that their tuition was not reduced, a factor that could potentially 

affect students’ perceptions (Maqableh, 2021). 

Participant 029: It is a good university; but it is a private university, and we must pay, which I 

hate. The professors at the university are excellent at explaining things. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 029: I do not remember. But I think it is the same. I did not see anything to change 

my perception. Apart from the fact that they want us to pay the same tuition, even though the 

lectures are held online. And this is quite strange. I am in the second year and I do not understand 

anything, this is the third week and honestly, I face difficulties with online teaching. 

Participant 041 was very polite, relaxed, and thoughtful before answering questions. Eight months after 

the course, he still had the same excellent perceptions. He claimed that he was confident in his decision 
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to attend the European university and that if the university did not have such success, he would suspect 

that something was wrong and would interrupt his studies. He liked the environment and the 

communication with the academic staff and advisors. However, he disliked the parking and the small 

classes. Overall, he was satisfied with the university as it met his expectations which led to his satisfaction 

and a positive perception (Yo et al., 2015). 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression of the university? 

Participant 041: It is an outstanding university. My professors are trustworthy, and I am sure that 

they will support me. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 041: The same opinion I had before. 

During the interview, participant 042 was extremely talkative. Eight months after the course, he still had 

the same excellent perception. He noted that despite his excellent perception, there were certain aspects 

of it that he disliked. To be more specific, he referred to the fact that many universities lost power during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, and as a result, some practical courses were not implemented properly. These 

findings are consistent with the findings of the study conducted by Maqableh (2020), who supports that 

COVID-19 pandemic influences undergraduate students’ learning experience and satisfaction as they 

encountered various types of problems. Nevertheless, he was proud to be a part of a university with so 

many accomplishments, and he was confident that he would be able to find work after graduation.  

Participant 042: With the current COVID-19 pandemic, all universities, not just European 

University, have lost control. As the number of cases of COVID-19 increased, students were 

unable to attend university. Personally, I believe that some courses should be delivered online, 

and we should attend the university, while others should be delivered in the university. Because 

this is a new phenomenon, , I will not put a noose around their neck and tell them that what you 

are doing it wrong. They also try to adapt and please us. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 042: My perception remains the same I just spotted some negative things that they 

should improve. 
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Perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Perceptual transformation: From excellent to negative perception 

Negative perception Indicators 

Participant 028 (1) No tuition reduction during COVID-19 lockdown  

Perceptual transformation: From excellent to positive perception 

Positive perception Indicators 

Participant 027 (1) Negative incident with the professor  

As mentioned, 9% of the participants (two students) mentioned that their perception was negatively 

influenced. This negative adjustment in the students’ perceptions was observed with participants 028 and 

participant 027, which will be analysed below. 

Participant 28 had a negative perception before entering since she underestimated the university 

standards. This perception changed to positive after her enrolment since she was impressed by the 

university facilities and professors. After the course, it became apparent that her perception was 

positively affected. Four months after the course, her excellent perception remained stable. Eight months 

after the positive visualisation course in brand identity, the findings revealed a negative perceptual 

transformation. The factors contributed to this change include the financial aspect since she stated that 

the university did not reduce the tuition fees, even if the lectures were implemented online. The findings 

are in line with the findings with previous research conducted by Maqableh (2021) who found that the 

financial aspect is one of the main factors that can affect students’ perceptions. While discussing the 

financial factor, this participant was upset, shouting, and moving her hands nervously. She spoke for 

several minutes without stopping, expressing her displeasure. It seems that the specific participant had 

this predisposition since she commented on the financial aspect in every interview and had been 

distressed by the financial situation.  

Participant 028: My initial perception was positive, but now because of the COVID-19 situation, 

things are more complicated. We do not attend lectures on site, and we do not use the university 

facilities like air conditioners… most of the lecture rooms remain closed, and therefore the tuition 

fees should be reduced (upset). It is unacceptable to conduct a workshop using YouTube videos. 

I do not care about the fact that it is among the top 100 universities. 
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Participant 028: The fact that the university cannot adapt, it is something that undermines it. 

Regardless of the distinctions it has. I do not care about the awards and achievements, since this 

is not enough (shouted). 

Interviewer: What can the university do to change your perception?  

Participant 028: I know it is difficult to go to campus for the labs, so I am not going to touch on 

that point. If, for example, they operate under normal conditions, it would be better to offer free 

food and free access to the gym. 

Additionally, a change in perception was observed with participant 027 as well. Participant 027 had a 

positive perception before entering the university, maintained a positive perception after joining, had an 

excellent perception after the course, and maintained this perception four months later even after certain 

problems occurred. However, due to these problems, their perception shifted slightly from excellent to 

positive eight months later. To be more precise, this participant pointed out an issue with her clinical 

training and with her supervisor during the summer period. She wanted to complete her training at the 

hospital in Larnaka since it was more convenient for her. The previous interview took place in the middle 

of this incident but it did not affect her perception. However, this change became apparent at this stage. 

This decision to implement her internship in a different city, had an impact on her daily life, and it caused 

her many practical difficulties. While discussing the incident, this participant became very angry and 

raised her voice. It is worth mentioning that although this student encountered some difficulties and this 

had slightly changed her perception from excellent to positive, she recognised that this was a good 

university, and she had convinced three students to enrol in the European University for their studies. 

Participant 027 (four months after the course): I have not received any support with some issues 

that I have faced… I raised this topic, and nothing was done to help me… I started my practice 

in the last few months, and although I was told that it is okay to complete it at Larnaka Hospital, 

I was told that I need to complete it at the Nicosia Hospital. 

Participant 027 (eight months after the course): I previously had a better perception compared 

to my current perception; this is because of the circumstances I explained last time. However, my 

perception regarding my studies has not changed at all. 

Participant 027: I had an issue with the university, and I had not received any support at all and 

was frustrated, but now I am over it. I have a positive perception. I am not saying that the 

university has low standards, but it should provide students with greater support. 
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During this stage, it became apparent that Participant 028 and Participant 027 were friends and had 

discussed the problems they faced. Hence, a social influence was at play, which Luan et al. (2017) note 

can affect customers’ perception of a brand. It was noticed that there was a significant impact on their 

views since both students’ perceptions were affected to a different extent.  

Interviewer: Did you discuss this with your classmates? 

Participant 028: Yes. 

Interviewer: What is their opinion? 

Participant 028: The same. 

Interviewer: Is it about student participating in the research? 

Participant 028: Participant 027. Her mother must pay tuition twice since her sister just entered 

university. She contacted the university and explained to them that because the facilities are not 

used, the tuition fees should not remain the same. It is like distance learning. Is it the same? And 

the response she got from the counsellor, was that ‘the professors do the lessons online’. But it is 

not just the professors who are paid. 
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Figure 20 presents freshmen students’ perceptions (experimental group) of the university brand over the 

period of eight months. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image- November 2020 - Experimental 

group 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive: Open coding: 150 codes emerged from the open coding process which are presented on 

Excel file 4, page 2. Selective coding: 80 categories resulted from the selective coding process which are 

displayed in Excel file 4, page 3. 

Theoretical coding: During the theoretical coding process, one main category, namely ‘freshmen 

students’ perceptions’ was generated that addressed the research questions and is supported by the codes 

negative perception, positive perception, excellent perception. In addition to this, the theoretical coding 

procedure revealed three categories/factors that contributed to maintaining students’ excellent 

perception: (1) the university's handling of the COVID-19 lockdown (2) academic staff, (3) financial 

aspect/university’s refusal to reduce tuition. All the categories that resulted from the theoretical coding 

process are shown on page 4, Excel file 4.  

Notably, the factors that emerged at this stage are the same as the previous stage. Undoubtedly, this 

ensures trust and consistency in the results as participants in the previous interview raised the same 

concepts. 

(1) Academic staff: Vnoučková et al. (2017) agree that academic staff and their relations with students 

can influence students’ perceived university image. In addition, university staff affect students’ 

satisfaction and perceptions (According to Gibson, 2010). Students still had the same perception of 

professors since they found them friendly and approachable, supportive, trustworthy and the overall 

communication was excellent. They stated that the professors had a passion for imparting their 

knowledge to students and that teaching was outstanding. Additionally, they pointed out that there 

were office hours so students can easily find them, while one student complained that some professors 

did not update Moodle.  

Participant 024: The professors and the communication they have with the students. I could say 

the course and the academic material they teach us. 

(2) Financial aspect/university’s refusal to reduce tuition: The financial aspect according to Panda et al. 

(2019), has an influence on the university’s overall image. Maqableh (2021) identified that one of 

the main challenges students faced during the COVID-19 lockdown is the financial aspect. In the 

current study students complained about the fact that the university did not reduce the tuition during 

the online teaching. They pointed out that distant education is less costly, and the university’s 

facilities were not used. Therefore, the tuition should be reduced. This factor was mentioned by 
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almost all students and had a negative impact on one student’s perception since she did not receive 

any financial support from her parents, and she had to manage the payments herself. 

Participant 010: I have heard some other students talk about online teaching and tuition, and I 

think the university is only concerned about money because online education is less expensive. 

Participant 027: … I face an issue with online course and the fact that we still pay the same 

tuition fees. If you search online, you will find out that online teaching costs five thousand euros. 

I understand that the university cannot reduce the tuition because it will not be able to afford it. 

Participant 028: My initial perception was positive but now because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

things are more complicated. The lectures are implemented online they should reduce tuition 

fees. 

(3) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown: The main conclusion that emerged from the research conducted 

by Maqableh (2021), indicates that COVID-19 pandemic has negatively influenced undergraduate 

students’ satisfaction due to the challenges and problems they face. The results of this research do 

not entirely agree with the previously mentioned study, since most of the students were satisfied with 

the way the university handled the overall situation, hence this had contributed to maintaining their 

perception in the same positive level. Students reported that they were pleased with the way the 

university dealt with the lockdown situation. They pointed out that the transition to online teaching 

went smoothly. Some students believed that the university was organised and ready to handle this 

unforeseen situation. On the other hand, a number of students claimed that the university did not 

handle the situation accordingly. It could be concluded that university’s handling of COVID-19 

lockdown was critical in keeping their perception at an exceptional level. 

Participant 028: Given the COVID-19 pandemic, the university faced difficulties to adapt. The 

fact that the university cannot adapt, it is something that undermines it. Regardless of the 

distinctions it has. I do not care about the awards and achievements (shouted). 

Participant 012: It is one of the most organised universities considering how they handled the 

situation with COVID-19. The way they handled the whole situation shows how professional and 

organised the university is. It is something new for everyone and they adapted very well, and this 

is something positive. I am satisfied with the university. 
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4.5.5.2 Control group- Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image - Eight Months 

after the first interview (November 2020). 

Chart 6 illustrates freshmen students’ perceptions concerning university brand image and how this had 

been affected a period of eight months.  

 

 

   

  

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 6: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image eight months after the first interview 

- Control group - (Appendix 14) 

Eight months after the first interview, the findings show that 57% of the students (twelve participants) 

maintained a positive perception of university brand image. In addition, 5% of them (Participant 002) 

who initially had an excellent perception were adamant about their original perceptions even eight 

months after the first interview. Also, 5% of the participants (Participant 030) maintained the same 

negative perception. Finally, participant 035 had slightly changed her perception in a negative way, 
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(Participant 033, Participant 015). It should be mentioned that 14% of the participants (three students) 

terminated their studies and 5% of the participants (one student) withdrew from the research. 

Students who maintained the same positive perception are 003, 004, 005, 006, 007, 014, 016, 031, 032, 

034, 036, 037, which are explained below. 

No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Positive perception Indicators 

 (1) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

(2) Academic staff 

 

Eight months after the first interview, participant 003 still had the same positive perception. She 

considered the university as her second home, and she liked the facilities and laboratories. Throughout 

the interview, she was smiley and very polite. This participant appeared to be very transparent and relaxed 

with the researcher. Despite the fact that the lectures were held online, and students had no direct contact 

with the campus, this person complained again about the limited parking and cafeteria food. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 003: I believe that the ranking and the good position that the university has, prove 

that this is a good university, and the education is excellent… 

Similar to the previous interview, participant 004 was very talkative and able to articulate his feelings 

concisely. During the interview, he was relaxed and thoughtful, and he paused before responding. He 

elaborated on his responses so accurately that the researcher did not need to ask any follow-up questions 

to gain more information. At this point, the researcher concluded that during the first interview, 

participant 004 did not have a favourable impression of the university (March 2020). In fact, he did not 

have a negative impression either, but he was cautious because he needed time to form an overall 

impression, as he explained. Nevertheless, he believed that the university handled the COVID-19 

lockdown exceptionally well, which he thought was impressive. Aristovnik et al. (2020) point out that 

the role of faculty and other staff during the COVID-19 pandemic, played a leading role in maintaining 

students’ satisfaction with the university which leads to a positive perception of university brand image. 

He also noted that this is a well-organised university where he can communicate with teachers, get 

consultations, and receive the required assistance when he needs it. This student was absolutely happy 
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because the university exceeded his expectations. He was very calm and relaxed as he was expressing 

his thoughts and feelings.  

Participant 004: I have 1,5 years of experience so far; the university is student-oriented and aims 

to assist the student with all the means at its disposal. During my studies, the university does not 

torture you and this is very important. And I have a positive perception of the university, because 

it has a strategy that I like. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 004: I will go a step further and say that it is not in line with the first impression from 

our first interview. It changed from our first interview, not so much from the second, because I 

already had my perception. 

Interviewer: You mentioned that it changed from the first interview. How?  

Participant 004: It is better now. 

Personally, I need time before I develop an opinion. Maybe my perception was not apparent 

during our first interview, because it was the first semester. I wanted to see the professors, to 

understand how they work, to receive my grades and to shape my perception afterwards. I formed 

a view in the second interview. So far, my opinion remains the same as per our second interview. 

I am impressed with the university. 

At the beginning of the interview, participant 005 claimed that she felt depressed whenever she thought 

about university because she had to engage in online lectures. Indeed, she was nervous initially, so the 

interviewer asked some questions to fully understand the critical issue before moving on to the next topic. 

The findings show that she disliked online teaching because she could not focus entirely and did other 

things during lectures rather than watching the presentation. These findings are consistent with the 

findings of Aristovnik et al. (2020) who support that during the COVID-19 pandemic, student raise many 

concerns about the study issues and were mainly bored, anxious, and frustrated. Also, Hasan and Bao 

(2020), identified that online learning during the pandemic increases students’ psychological distress. 

This participant mentioned that at that time, her current overall perception was positive. She admired the 

professors and the manner in which they passed on their knowledge; they genuinely cared for their 

students, and the university exceeded her standards. Nevertheless, similar to her previous interview, this 

participant restated her dissatisfaction with the cafeteria. More specifically, she referred to the  rude 

behaviour of the staff and the low quality of the food. 
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Participant 005: The first thing that comes to mind is online lectures. I always have the timer on 

and look at my watch to enter the lessons on time. 

Participant 005: My perception is positive in general, and they do things to make the student’s 

life easier. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 005: I do not believe much has changed, and if it has, I believe it is for the best. Since 

they try to complete their lessons and treat their students equally. They do not compel you to go 

to university, for example, because they have covid cases. Even though we have the labs, we will 

complete them online. 

The positive perception of participant 006 had not changed. This participant mentioned that she 

underestimated the university before enrolling because it is a private university, and she was unsure of 

its degree. After joining, this view shifted to a positive one, and the factors that led to this change were 

the teachers, the laboratories. She also reconsidered the university's actual level. Before registering, she 

visited the University of Nicosia and considered the facilities to be outdated. According to Karna and 

Julin (2015) the facilities have a leading role in students’ satisfaction. During the interview, she was very 

talkative and eager to share her thoughts. Compared to her previous interview, she was more relaxed and 

at ease during this one. She claimed that this was a well-organised university that suited her needs and 

that the professors were always eager to assist her. 

Participant 006: It is an excellent university. I have previously stated that I underestimated the 

university's ability to offer good education because it is a private institution. And when you hear 

the word private, you do not think you will get the same education like you would get at a public 

university, but I was completely wrong. 

Interviewer: You used the term ‘underestimated’ in your sentence. Did you underestimate it? 

Participant 006: Basically, yes, because I did not think I had the maturity to understand the 

education that the university would offer me, and I just assumed that most of its students would 

get it that way, and they would not have to learn much and really study. 

Participant 006: My perception has gradually changed. My outlook has changed since starting 

university, getting to know the professors, and engaging with the environment. 

Interviewer: So, what were these factors that affected your initial perception? 
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Participant 006: When my mother and I visited the university, my perspective had shifted. Before 

that, we went to Nicosia University, and once I went to the European University, the staff was 

extremely supportive. One of the reasons I wanted to come here was because of the facilities and 

to receive support. Another reason I wanted to come here was because of a specific professor. As 

a result, I noticed that the quality of our professors is excellent. 

Interviewer: Is the image you have in mind now the same image you had in our previous meeting? 

Participant 006: I think yes, nothing has changed. It remains positive, even during the COVID-

19 pandemic. 

Regarding participant 007, numerous statements from the previous interview were restated. This 

individual had the same positive perception as he enjoyed the environment and the interaction with his 

classmates, and he would recommend it to other students. He pointed out that the university handled the 

COVID-19 lockdown in a proper manner. However, he once more expressed his displeasure regarding 

the absence of recycling bins, the food, and online teaching. This participant was well-articulate, 

comfortable and able to answer any question and explained everything in detail. 

Participant 007: As I previously mentioned in our interviews, this is a really good university. We 

are unable to visit the campus due to the COVID-19. Things are different because the lectures are 

held online and we just come back to the campus a few times for the workshops.… The university’s 

faculty is very concerned about students, wants them to excel in their studies. The university has 

excellent equipment for each course; our course, labs, and other facilities are fully equipped. 

Professors are excellent, I am really grateful that I do not have any issues. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 007: General impression… It is a very good university. I would recommend it to 

someone who is unsure of where to study… 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 007: Nothing has changed; it is still the same. 

The behaviour of participant 014 was similar to that of the previous interview. He was not talkative, 

provided short answers and seemed bored. When the researcher asked some questions, he laughed 

nervously, and in some other questions, he said that the answer was already provided. This participant 

had the same positive perception. 
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Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 014: Good perception. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 014: Yes. 

Participant 016 believed that this was a good university, with modern buildings and advanced 

laboratories. He also maintained the same positive perception regarding the teachers and counsellors, as 

he believed they were helpful to students when they had difficulties. Faculty and academic advisors could 

increase the student’s satisfaction level and as a result improve the university’s overall image (Alhazmi, 

2020; Miller, 2018; Zhang et al., 2019). Despite this favourable impression, he considered the university 

expensive, small with limited parking. As observed in previous interviews, he was not a very talkative 

person and spoke quietly and slowly. In contrast to the previous interviews, he looked less anxious and 

more comfortable with the researcher. Due to his dyslexia, this participant took extra time to respond to 

the questions, and he was only able to do so after several minutes of thought. 

Participant 016: This is a good university, with a diverse range of disciplines and a well-

developed university. My perception is pretty good. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 016: The same perception. 

Interviewer: What are the three things that you like most about the European University? 

Participant 016: If we have an issue, we can easily communicate with our professors and 

counsellors. The university cares about its students and it is capable of adequately instructing 

them. 

Participant 031 expressed the same positive impression; she said that this was a nice university that cares 

for its students but she referred to an incident that occurred during the summer that she did not like. This 

person expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of timely updates from her advisor and complained about 

the tuition. She also confirmed that her degree was recognised and that it would help her in the future. 

Participant 031: It is a very good university that assists students in seeking solutions, it is a safe, 

and it handled the lockdown properly. 

Interviewer: You argued that it is a good university. what do you think makes it so? 
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Participant 031: It is concerned about its students, and it tries to find alternatives. For example, 

in the case of the COVID, the universities found a solution, and they declined to allow us to attend 

university and risk our lives. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 031: It is exactly the same. Only one thing... during the summer, for example, they 

neglected to remind me of the summer lessons. No one called to inform us of the summer classes. 

I also had to take a summer course that I had no idea about, and I found out on after the 

registration day, and I failed to register. They should let us know. However, I agree that the 

counsellor has a role to play. 

Regarding participant 032, who in the previous interview mentioned she had a better perception, this 

perception remained the same. As previosuly mentioned, this was because the specific participant 

initially adopted a pessimistic, depressive attitude and as she explained, she was trying to find ways to 

feel more confident and pleasant in the environment.  

Participant 032: The university in general is fine, and the university’s name is good. However, it 

is highly disorganised. 

Interviewer: From what I can recall, in the previous interview and more precisely in our first 

interview, you had a negative perception in your mind for the reasons you explained to me. Now, 

your perception is better from what I understand. How do you justify this change? 

Participant 032: After spending more time, I became accustomed to the situation and trying on 

my own. 

Interviewer: What did you experience that you did not like in the beginning? 

Participant 032: I do not like being with many people in the same place. But ok, it is better now. 

Interviewer: Have you noticed anything in the university that managed to influence your 

perception? 

Participant 032: No, it is a personal endeavour. 

Interviewer: The reason I am asking, is to fully understand if you have witnessed something that 

made you say ‘wow’ and change your perception, or if it is your own effort. 

Participant 032: No, it is something personal. 
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Participant 034 was courteous and mature, voicing her feelings and opinions clearly. She thought this 

was a good university, but she did not like online teaching. She also mentioned that some of the software 

used for their studies was not used properly; however, this did not affect her overall opinion of the 

university. She was pleased with the professors because they were straight forward and considerate, a 

factor that according to Aristovnik et al. (2020) played an important role in maintaining students’ 

satisfaction with the university which led to a positive perception of university brand image. However, 

as discussed in the previous interview, she disliked the cafeteria coffee, and this was because she was 

influenced by the opinions of her peers. 

Participant 034: It's great. It's as good as it was from the beginning and the overall feeling is still 

optimistic. I had never heard of the university, but I have a very positive experience studying here. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 034: It is the same; one thing I should note is that lessons are held online, which has 

some issues that might change this image slightly. However, it remains beneficial because some 

problems can occur as a result of doing lessons online... and because I hear from others who tell 

me from their own experience. It does not affect me directly, but I am influenced by other students. 

Interviewer: What you are saying at the moment has the potential to negatively affect your view 

of the university. 

Participant 034: I do not believe so. We often use a software and right now we do not have access. 

So, you must be on campus and log in from a university computer in order to use it. As a result, 

we are unable to use it at this time. This is the only way I can put a negative note in my impression. 

But I do not think it had any impact on me so far. 

Participant 036 described the image she had in mind before joining the university, stating that she was 

cautious of the university level, but that after entering the university, the interaction and encouragement 

she received from the teachers and advisors managed to transform her perspective into a positive one, 

which she maintained eight months after the first interview. She appreciated how open and supportive 

the teachers and advisors were. She found this to be a trustworthy university with high academic quality 

and a good environment. She was very calm, and comfortable, and eager to answer any question. She 

was polite and had a positive attitude. 

Participant 036: My perception is positive. Academically, they are outstanding. The professors 

are intelligent, approachable, and welcoming. 
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Interviewer: What image did you have in mind regarding the European University before you 

registered in the university? 

Participant 036: I was a bit scared about the academic level because it is a new university, so I 

was a bit cautious. However, in the end, it satisfies all of the criteria. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? 

Participant 036: Not in the that sense because now that I've seen it, I know its academic 

standards, whereas before I had my doubts about how good it was because it's a relatively new 

university. 

Interviewer: What managed to affect your perception? 

Participant 036: Really supportive professors, classes, and advisors. 

Participant 037 was very comfortable and able to share her feelings and thoughts freely. She disclosed 

that she had a negative perception of Greek universities before enrolling because she assumed they were 

disorganised and lacking in facilities, so she came to the university with that impression. Her perception 

of the university shifted from negative to positive as a result of her interaction with the university, 

professors, and the support she received. Her positive perception remained the same, and she approved 

of the university's handling of the COVID-19 lockdown. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall impression about the European University? 

Participant 037: I really like it and would recommend it to other students.  

… I had a negative perception before I joined. I was influenced by Greek universities, where 

classes may have 300-400 students, while we only have 12 in the class. Of course, I was wrong, 

as it turned out to be better than I had expected. 

Interviewer: Does this image still remain the same? 

Participant 037: No. The positive image I shaped remains the same. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 037: Yeah, it is the same positive perception. Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

classes have gone ahead as usual; it would have been preferable to take them at the campus, but 

it is the safest option. That is why nothing has changed. 
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No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Excellent perception Indicators 

 (1) Satisfaction 

Participant 002, who initially had an excellent perception, remained steadfast in his attitude even eight 

months after the first interview. Specifically, this participant discussed the university achievements and 

awards, and he generally had an excellent perception of the European University. This participant knew 

the awards and achievements before entering the university, and this was the main reason he opted for 

the European University for his studies (Karmokar, 2014; Mindrut et al., 2015). He maintained the same 

excellent perception eight months later, because the university continued to live up to his expectations, 

which led to satisfaction. Despite this excellent perception, he mentioned a few things that needed to be 

improved. This participant highlighted the fact that the university's honours and accomplishments were 

not publicised; hence people were unaware of them. He also claimed that many people undervalue the 

university and that learning about the awards would change their minds. Throughout the interview, he 

was relaxed and communicative. He spoke quickly and forcefully in order to convey everything he had 

in mind. He mentioned a few flaws that need to be addressed in order to improve the university’s image.  

Participant 002: My general impression is very, very good (excited). 

It is a very good university that meets the expectations of students. It is there for the student to 

acquire knowledge… (he is mentioning many achievements). 

Interviewer: Do you know these achievements from ads or are you actively looking for them? 

Participant 002: It is after 2-3 years of research. 

Interviewer: As far as I can understand, you like reading to learn more about the university. Did 

what you learn affect your perception of the university. 

Participant 002: Yes, yes for sure, let's say if the European University had no ranking, no 

specialisation, no new machineries and labs like the Microsoft innovation centre, I would choose 

a more recognised and developed university. 

Interviewer: Is the fact that the university has all these awards something that encouraged you 

to choose it? 

Participant 002: Definitely yes… 
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No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Negative perception Indicators 

 (1) Dissatisfaction: Disorganised 

Focusing on the 5% of the participants (participant 030) who had a negative perception in the previous 

interview, still had the same negative perception during this interview. This participant constantly 

complained about how disorganised the university was, and she mentioned that if she had the option, she 

would attend a different university. According to Chandra et al. (2018), there is a strong correlation 

between service quality, student satisfaction and student loyalty. Students who are not entirely pleased 

are more likely to terminate their studies with the selected university. Hence, student dissatisfaction leads 

to the increase in student attrition rate which in turn leads to loss of resources (Al-Sheeb et al., 2018). 

When the researcher asked about the things that she liked, she faced difficulties answering this question. 

This participant continued to compare the European University to the university she had previously 

attended, and she believed the European university did not meet her expectations. In order to change her 

perception, she would like to see better management at the beginning of the semester to obtain all of the 

necessary details about the tests, tasks, and registration dates and deadlines. Even though she was 

complaining and having a bad attitude, this participant was very calm as she expressed her thoughts and 

feelings clearly. 

Participant 030: It is very disorganised, and I mentioned it in every interview.  

Participant 030: If I had the option to remain at the European University or go somewhere else, 

I would choose to leave because the university is disorganised in areas where a university should 

be organised. It is not the fault of the professors or the university as a whole, in my view.  

Interviewer: From what I understand, you have a negative perception of the university. What 

would you like to see from the university to change this negative perception for the better? 

Participant 030: To be organised! For example, the university must provide us with complete 

details about our responsibilities, exam dates, and assignment deadlines. This will assist me in 

better managing my time. I am going to say wow if I see this. 

… I joined this university with a mental picture of a university in the United Kingdom, and I 

wanted it to be well-organised. It is a small university in general. My former university had a 

large campus. I also wanted the professors to take a different approach. Their behaviour should 

be different, and they should act like adults rather than teenagers. 
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Perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Slightly change to negative Indicators 

 (1) Advisor – lack of communication 

 

As mentioned above, 5% of the participants (participant 035) slightly changed their perception in a 

negative way. The reason for this is that the specific participant was not informed about the online course 

on time, and as a result, she had already rented a house, but ultimately this was not necessary. Undeniably, 

this waste of money on renting a house because of insufficient and untimely information from the 

university affected her overall perception negatively. This participant was a bit upset during the interview 

because of this incident. However, she did not analyse her thoughts since she was rather daunted and 

frustrated.  

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 035: I think I was more positive before now I am not that positive. 

Interviewer: What are the factors that managed to affect you negatively? 

Participant 035: Now as the situation is in general, we have not been informed about some things 

on time. 

Interviewer: Would you like to explain to me what influenced your perception? 

Participant 035: We were not properly informed about the online course by the university. Some 

students received emails about attending the lab classes and after registering I realised, I did not 

have any lab course this semester. For this reason, I emailed my counsellor, but he never replied 

to me. Also, I had to rent a house, and in the end, it was not necessary… I just needed proper 

instructions. 
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Perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

More enhance perception Indicators 

 (1) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown/more organised 

(2) Academic staff: good communication 

Moreover, 10% of the participants who had a positive perception were later positively affected 

(participant 033, participant 015). The factors that managed to positively transform their perception 

revolve around good communication with the faculty, and the adequate management of the university, 

especially during the lockdown. Accrodng to Aristovnik et al. (2020) faculty and other staff play a leading 

role during the COVID-19 pandemic in maintaining students’ satisfaction with the university. 

Participant 033 was very excited and talkative during the interview. She spoke fast, loudly, and fluently 

and was eager to answer every question. She was able to respond to all the questions and clarify 

everything. She was very excited, and she seemed to enjoy her time at the university. She tended to 

compare the European University to the University of Nicosia since she had been there for a few weeks. 

This participant had a positive perception in the previous interview, which was enhanced during that time 

since the university was more organised during the COVID-19 lockdown. According to Maqableh (2021) 

one of the most important factors behind the students’ dissatisfaction is the students’ poor interaction 

with instructors and colleagues. She pointed out that she was extremely satisfied with the professors, 

there was effective communication with them, and they delivered the lectures to a high-quality standard. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 033: It has been enhanced. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I had not studied in the 

previous semester. I am more self-disciplined now and I know that the university is not doing 

anything wrong. It is up to the student to study and accomplish his or her goals. 

Interviewer: So, this perception is even more positive than it was in the summer? 

Participant 033: Yes, even more positive. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that managed to positively influence your perception? 

Participant 033: This is the second semester that the lectures are held online, so the university is 

more organised. Therefore, this contributed in affecting my perception. It is more organised, and 

I am more organised, so both contribute in a very positive perception. 

Participant 015 was very talkative and happy. He considered the university one of the most recognised 

universities in Cyprus. This individual appeared to have an even more enhanced perception owing to the 
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professors’ professionalism, and the excellent communication students had with them, factors that played 

a leading role in students’ perceptions (Alhazmi, 2020). 

Participant 015: I consider it one of the most recognised universities in Cyprus. 

Interviewer: What do you see that makes you believe that this is one of the most recognised 

universities in Cyprus? 

Participant 015: When I realised how impressive the university is, my view has improved. 

Interviewer: During the summer your perception was positive. What is your current perception? 

Participant 015: Even more positive. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that managed to positively influence your opinion? 

Participant 015: The factors I mentioned above. The relationship with our professors is excellent. 

We have maintained an excellent relationship with the professors who do not teach us this 

semester.  

It should also be noted that the members of the control group were not fully aware of the university’s 

awards and achievements. Those who were previously informed about awards and achievements are due 

to their accidental exposure to the marketing communication message, however, they did not remember 

any of them after their exposure. As already stated, only one participant (participant 002) was fully aware 

of the university’s achievements and awards because he deliberately exposed himself to this specific 

information. In reply to the question ‘are you aware of some of its past achievements?’ some of the 

following answers were given: 

Participant 016: I do not know of any awards; I know that there is a collaboration with Galileo. 

Participant 007: I think it won an award about Microsoft innovation centre. Students also find a 

job after their graduation. To be honest, there is a poster at the university that mentioned some 

awards, but I do not remember them. 

Participant 007: Maybe I heard the achievements elsewhere and I forgot them. Maybe I saw them 

on the poster… I do not know. 

Participants 006: No, but at the entrance of the university, there is a poster, and it mentions some 

awards, but I do not remember them. 

 



258 

 

Figure 21 indicates freshmen students’ perceptions (control group) of university brand image over the 

period of eight months. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image- November 2020-Control group 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive coding: Open coding: From the open coding process, 207 codes emerged, which are 

presented in Excel file 4, page 6. Selective coding: From the selective coding process, 78 categories 

emerged. Excel file 4, page 7, shows all the codes derived from the selective coding procedure. 

Theoretical coding: The main category that addresses the research question, ‘freshmen students’ 

perceptions’, was created during the theoretical coding process. There are also three categories/factors 

that contributed to either maintaining students’ perceptions or to affecting them: (1) academic staff and 

advisors, (2) handling of COVID-19 lockdown, (3) student’s satisfaction. All categories that resulted 

from the theoretical coding process are shown in Excel file 4, page 8. Notably, these categories that 

follow are the same as with the previous stage. This ensures trust and consistency in the results. 

(1) Academic staff and advisors. Alhazmi (2020) believes that faculty play a leading role in affecting 

students’ perceptions of service quality. Miller (2018) and Zhang et al. (2019), academic advisors 

play an important role since can increase the student’s satisfaction level and as a result improve the 

university’s overall image. Importantly, Maqableh (2021), points out that one of the most important 

factors behind the students’ dissatisfaction is the students’ poor interaction with instructors and 

colleagues. The participants were very satisfied with the professors. They mentioned that the 

professors were young, and they could easily communicate with them. In addition, they liked the way 

they had been teaching them; they were accessible, and they were skilled and knowledgeable in their 

domain. They also stated that the professors were highly qualified with many years of experience, 

they were smart, friendly, approachable, and had a good relationship with them, and given the 

COVID-19 pandemic, they tried to make the lectures interesting to motivate students. The students 

were extremely pleased with the counsellors because they helped them and there was good 

communication. In general, the staff was very good, as they ensured the smooth operation of the 

entire university. On the other hand, one student was not pleased with her advisor, as according to 

her, she did not receive relevant instructions on time. 

Interviewer: What were the factors that managed to positively influence your opinion? 

Participant 015: The factors I mentioned above. The relationship with our professors is excellent. 

We have maintained an excellent relation with the professors who do not teach us this semester.  

Participant 035: We were not properly informed about the online course by the university. Some 

students received emails about attending the lab classes and after registering, I realised I did not 
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have any lab course this semester. Also, I had to rent a house, and in the end, it was not 

necessary… I just needed proper instructions. 

Participant 017: As I previously stated, I am very pleased with the professors and the manner in 

which they teach, and I believe they enjoy what they do, which is very important. 

Participant 016: If we have an issue, we can easily communicate with our professors and 

counsellors. The university cares about its students and it is capable of adequately instructing 

them. 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown: According to Fatoni et al. (2020) the COVID-19 outbreak has an 

impact on students’ satisfaction. The study conducted by Maqableh (2021), indicates that COVID-

19 pandemic has negatively influenced undergraduate students’ satisfaction due to the challenges and 

problems they face. The findings of the current research do not agree with the previously stated 

research, since most of the students reported that they were satisfied with the way the university 

handled the lockdown. They pointed out that the transition to online teaching went smoothly. Some 

students believed that the university was organised and ready to handle this situation. However, a 

number of students pointed out that the university did not handle the situation appropriately. 

Participant 033: This is the second semester that the lectures are held online, so the university is 

more organised. Therefore, this contributed to affect my perception. 

Participant 004: First of all, the university dealt with the lockdown in a more professional way, 

allowing students to continue their studies. They moved quickly to extend the distance-learning 

education programme to all their classes, which I am very happy about. 

Participant 005: …they make an effort to complete their lessons and treat their students equally. 

They do not compel you to go to university, because they have covid cases. Despite the fact that 

we have the labs, we will complete them online. 

Participant 017: I like how the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown is handled. They follow all 

the safety measures. 

(3) Satisfaction/Disatisfaction: Weerasinghe et al. (2017), define student satisfaction as an attitude 

resulting from the student’s overall evaluation of experience received from a specific university. 

Appuhamilage and Torii (2019) that there is a positive correlation between student satisfaction and 

student loyalty. Likewise Chandra et al. (2018) identified a positive relationship between image and 

students’ satisfaction. Most of the participants in the current research were satisfied with the 
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university, since it met their expectations, while a minority of the participants were not satisfied 

which had negatively affected their perceptions.  

Participant 030: It is very disorganised, and I mentioned it in every interview. I came to the university 

with a mental picture of a university in the United Kingdom, and I wanted it to be well-organised. 

 

Comparison of the Experimental and Control Groups - November 2020 

Comparing the results of the experimental group and control group eight months after the course, the 

findings reveal a beneficial influence of the positive visualisation course in brand identity on freshmen 

students’ perceptions of university brand image. Eight months after the positive visualisation course, 

67% of participants in the experimental group maintained their excellent perception, 9.5% maintained a 

positive perception. However, perceptions became negative for 5% of the group. In the control group, 

5% still had an excellent perception and 5% still had a negative perception. Furthermore, 57% of the 

students (twelve participants) sustained the positive perception. In addition, 5% of the participants 

(participant 035) were not completely satisfied with the university and this had a minor impact on their 

perception, whereas 10% of the participants (participants 033 and 015) slightly positively changed their 

perception. The percentage of students who had a positive perception was 71%. 
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4.5.6 Stage three- Part four: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image one year later 

- March 2021 - Experimental and Control group  

At this stage, one key category, namely ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’ had been identified, which is 

supported by three codes: (1) negative perception, (2) positive perception, (3) excellent perception. 

4.5.6.1 Experimental group – One year after the course (March 2021) 

Chart 7 illustrates freshmen students’ perceptions concerning university brand image (experimental 

group) and the way in which this had been affected throughout the year. 
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Chart 7: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image one year after the course - 

Experimental group - (Appendix 15) 

Through the analysis of freshmen students’ perceptions one year after the course, the findings show that, 

57% (twelve students) maintained their excellent perception, while 10% of the participants (Participant 

027 and participant 039), maintained a positive perception. Additionally, participant 028 held the same 

negative perception. Most significantly, a negative adjustment in freshmen students’ perceptions was 

observed in participants 026 and 029 and it will be analysed below. Moreover, 14% of the participants 

(three students) withdrew from the study and 5% of the participants decided to terminate their studies.  

No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Excellent Perception Indicators 

 (1) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

(2) Academic staff and advisors: good communication 

(3) Satisfaction 

 

As mentioned above, 57% of the participants still had the same excellent perception of university brand 

image one year after the course. These participants are: 001, 010, 011, 012, 019, 020, 021, 022, 024, 025, 

041, 042. 

Participant 001 maintained the same excellent perception one year after the completion of the course. 

She stressed that her perception changed as a result of the positive visualisation course. Aside from the 

course, the professors, as well as the professional manner in which the university handled the COVID-

19 lockdown, contributed to maintain her excellent perception. This participant was very satisfied with 

the professors and advisors, as she received a great deal of assistance. During the interview, this person 

was very comfortable, relaxed, and talkative; she was describing her views and justifying her responses.  

Interviewer: How did the course change your perception of university brand image? 

Participant 001: I had no idea before the presentation. I have learnt more about my university; I 

am more certain that I will be able to find a job after graduation (employability). 

Interviewer: Did the course manage to affect your perception? 

Participant 001: Yes. Apart from the good professors, I learnt why this university is so good and 

amongst the best universities. 
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Participant 001: It is a university that truly cares for its students and wants us to find jobs after 

we graduate. There are many new facilities, and the aim is to pass on information to students and 

do whatever it takes to make them happy. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as per our previews interview?  

Participant 001: Nothing has changed. It is the same. It's the same thing. So far, I have not had 

any problems. My advisors and professors have met my expectations. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 001: They handled the situation with COVID-19 in a professional manner. All was 

well-organised, and the course was delivered in the same manner, so they did not make any 

mistakes. 

One year after the course, participant 010 had the same excellent perception. He repeated that his 

perception was indeed slightly altered by the course, but the factor which contributed to transforming his 

perception to excellent was the university’s handling with the COVID-19 lockdown. He voiced his 

displeasure with the fact there was no reduction in the tuition fees (Maqableh, 2021). This participant 

appeared to be very satisfied with the university. The course did not have a significant effect on his 

perception. The factor that played a leading role in affecting and maintaining his perception on 

exceptional level, was the strategy adopted by the university for handling COVID-19 lockdown.  

Interviewee: Before the presentation I was not aware. As I mentioned in previous interviews, the 

presentation managed to slightly change my view because I learnt a lot of positive things. And 

my perception became excellent because of the way the university handled the COVID-19 

lockdown. 

Participant 010: My perception is very positive. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 010: Yes, I think it is the same. The fact that tuition has not been reduced irritates me. 

Similar to the previous interview, the researcher had some difficulties arranging an interview with 

participant 011. During the interview he was not talkative, and just gave brief responses. He was upset 
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as the researcher asked more questions to find out what was on his mind. He claimed that nothing had 

changed since the previous interview and that he still had the same excellent perception. 

Participant 011: My perception remains the same. 

Interviewer: Could you tell me about your overall impressions of the university? 

Participant 011: I am pleased and grateful that I chose this university. My perception is exactly 

the same as before. 

Even one whole year after the end of the course, participant 012 remembered several awards and 

accomplishments. She emphasised on the fact that the course improved her perception and that she still 

had the same excellent perception. She said that the timing of this research was ideal because the 

university had already proven several things during the COVID-19 pandemic, since the university under 

study handled the COVID-19 lockdown professionally and better than other universities. She went on to 

say that this was the only university that has opted to pursue online education, demonstrating that this 

institution was concerned about the safety of its students. According to Bozkurt et al. (2020), online 

teaching reduced the risk of catching COVID-19 virus, a fact that increase the safety of students. She 

considered the education to be cutting-edge and the professors to be excellent. She compared the 

European University to the University of Cyprus, concluding that the European University was more 

organised in terms of online learning. Apart from the course, her overall experience with the university 

and the professors contributed to her excellent perception. Aristovnik et al. (2020) point out that the role 

of the faculty during the COVID-19 pandemic was fundamental in maintaining students’ satisfaction. 

She was outgoing and capable of expressing herself. She smiled and politely moved her head in response 

to several questions. 

Participant 012: The course changed my perception in a positive way. 

Participant 012: My perception remains exactly the same as in the previous interview, it is 

excellent… The timing of your research is good because… This is the only university that has 

chosen to pursue online education. Some universities have begun to incorporate online and in-

person teaching. As a result, this demonstrates the university's desire to protect society as well as 

students, professors, and employees. It is innovative because of the programs and education. The 

professors are qualified. The University of Cyprus, for example, is extremely disorganised.  

Participant 019 seemed to recall a lot of information from the lecture. She claimed that the course had a 

profound effect on her perception, which remained excellent one year after the course. The university 
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met her needs, the communication was excellent, and she obtained assistance when she needed it. She 

stressed that the excellent impression remained stable due to the excellent professors and good 

communication, and she compared them to another university where the professors were not helpful. She 

began the interview with an apologised demeanor, as she had cancelled the interview the day before. The 

researcher asked some general questions to help her relax. She felt more comfortable and relaxed after 

that and remained calm throughout the interview. 

Participant 019: The course changed my opinion in a positive way, because, as I previously said, 

we have the MIC, which is a good thing. Students will also find work. As a consequence, this has 

a positive effect on my perception. After the course completion I considered the university to be 

a better institution.  

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same per our previews interview? 

Participant 019: Nothing has changed. It is the same. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 019: The professors are excellent and are always available when you need them. 

Unlike another institution I know of. My friend is a student there, and the professors are not 

interested. 

One year after the course, participant 020 still had an excellent perception. She mentioned that the course 

had a positive effect on her perception, since she was previously unaware, and that her perception 

changed after the presentation. She was really happy with the fact that the university assisted its students 

during these hard times. Professors, advisors, and outstanding communication were all factors that led to 

this excellent perception (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Miller, 2018). During the interview, this person was 

very polite and talkative, and she was able to answer all of the questions without hesitation. 

Participant 020: The course changed my perception in a positive way because I was not aware. 

After the course, my perception has improved. I received assurances that it was indeed 

worthwhile… My view is very positive. I am very satisfied. The university is student-orientated. 

Due to the current circumstances, we were unable to join the campus, and they found a solution 

and continued with online teaching, which was completed on time. 

Interviewer: What factors contributed in this perception? 
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Participant 020: The lectures, the professors, the advisors, if you need anything everyone is 

willing to help.  

One year after the course was completed, participant 021 still had an excellent perception. She felt that 

the course had a positive effect on her experience. In addition, she pointed out that the university was 

helping its students during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite this optimistic experience, she did not 

believe the university was student-oriented and shared an incident with a professor to support her 

argument. When she described this incident, she nervously laughed and apologised for bringing it up, 

but the researcher encouraged her to elaborate and openly share her thoughts. The university’s handling 

of the COVID-19 lockdown, as well as the fairness with which the lectures are delivered, were two 

factors that contributed to this positive view. 

Participant 021: My overall impression is very positive. I will be able to find employment within 

six months following graduation. After graduation, the university assists students in finding jobs. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as per our previews interview? If the answer is 

no, what are the factors that managed to affect your perception? 

Participant 021: Everything is very positive. now because of the online course, the university 

helped the students a lot. Everything was organised. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 021: The decision to proceed with online lessons, not all the universities have done 

this. During the exams, we had a programme which was monitoring you during the exam. It was 

equitable for both students and professors. It was fair. 

Participant 022 said that the course was really interesting and that she wanted to learn more about it. One 

year after completing the course, she still had the same optimistic outlook. She recalled several awards 

from the presentation and believed that the course had a positive effect on her experience. Professors and 

advisors were extremely helpful, the communication was excellent, and the atmosphere was friendly. In 

terms of the factors that led to this perception, she mentioned that her overall experience with the 

university and the excellent teaching methods the professors used, were some important factors that 

contributed to maintain her perception at such high levels. Similarly, according to Gibson (2010) teaching 

is a factor that contributes to the formation of perception. She was very chatty during the interview, 

speaking for several minutes, in order to share her thoughts. 
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Interviewer: How did the course change your perception of university brand image? 

Participant 022: In a positive way, because I trust the university.  

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as per our previews interview? If no what are the 

factors that managed to affect your perception? 

Participant 022: It is the same as the previous image.  

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 022: My interaction with the university. I am part of it. I like the way of teaching… 

Participant 024 seemed to be comfortable, relaxed, and willing to answer the questions. He was familiar 

with the whole process, and he had a very friendly disposition. This student seemed to be very satisfied 

with the university, and this excellent perception maintained one year after the course. He confirmed that 

his perception was influenced by the course. He liked the direct communication with the professors, and 

how innovative the university was. He described an experience encountered with an advisor; who called 

him in order to ask if he was in good health. He expressed the surprise and pleasure this gesture made 

him feel. He mentioned that the transition to the online teaching positively contributed to this excellent 

perception.  

Interviewer: How did the course change your perception of university brand image? 

Participant 024: In a positive way. Every student needs to know that the university they are 

attending is reputable and well-qualified. 

Participant 024: My perception is very positive. I have been here for one and a half year, and I 

am very satisfied.  

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 024: The only thing I can think of is that my perception was verified as a result of the 

transition to online teaching.  

During the interview, participant 025 was very quiet and in a single phrase, he answered all the questions. 

He noted that the course had a profound effect on his perception, because he learnt that the university is 

well-known around globally and that this excellent perception remained consistent at this stage. He was 
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pleased with his professors, because they were very supportive, and his overall interaction with the 

university led to this excellent impression (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Alhazmi, 2020). 

Participant 025: The course changed my perception in a positive way because I did not know 

them before. And after I learnt that it is recognised worldwide, I believe that it is better now. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 025: Very good perception after everything I have learnt.  

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 025: My interaction with the university, which is good. 

After completing the course, participant 041 confirmed that his perception remained excellent one year 

later. Despite this optimistic impression, this participant expressed disappointment that the university did 

not reduce tuition fee. He also added that the advisors and professors provided him with a great deal of 

assistance. He claimed that he was unaware of university awards at first, but that after engaging with the 

university, he developed a positive impression that grew into an excellent one after the course and 

remained stable one year later. During the interview, this individual maintained a relaxed demeanor and 

was able to articulate his thoughts. 

Interviewer: Does this image remain the same as per our previews interview? If no what are the 

factors that managed to affect your perception? 

Participant 041: It is not the same as the impression I had at the start. After I have been informed 

about the university’s accolades, my perception has shifted in a positive way. 

Interviewer: What are the factors which contributed in affecting your perception? 

Participant 041: I have been informed that it has achievements and awards. 

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 041: I did not know anything in the beginning. Following my interaction with the 

European University and the staff, my perception has begun to change. 

Participant 042 began the interview by expressing his gratitude for being part of the study and saying 

that he would miss it. This person had a friendly attitude and seemed to be at ease with the researcher, 
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communicating his thoughts clearly. He maintained the same excellent perception one year later. He 

admired the university’s handling of the situation, however he pointed out some drawbacks to the 

operation. The fact that the university was student-oriented and kept its promises played a significant 

role in sustaining his view at this excellent level. 

Participant 042: When I joined, I was not aware about its awards. Everything I learnt from the 

course adds value to the university. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 042: Apart from one or two minor flaws, it is a well-organised university. 

My perception is good. The university tries its best.  

Interviewer: What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European 

University? 

Participant 042: One of its values is that it is student-orientated. It means a lot to me that they 

uphold their promises, and that it is really a student-orientated organisation. 

No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Positive Perception Indicators 

 (1) Financial aspect: university’s refusal to reduce tuition 

In addition, 10% of the participants still had the same positive perception of university brand image. 

Students who maintained the same positive perception are participants 027, and 039. Participant 039 had 

a positive perception before joining the university, a positive perception after entering the university and 

an excellent perception after the course. This specific participant mentioned that her perception changed 

from excellent to positive in July 2020, because the university did not seem to handle the lockdown 

situation in a proper way, a fact which hugely contributed to negatively affecting her view (Fatoni et al., 

2020). This perception maintained positive in November 2020 and March 2021. She was emotional and 

on the verge of crying as she described an incident with one of the professors. During the interview, she 

appeared to be very nervous, particularly when she was discussing some of the events that occurred to 

her. She was convinced that the university was not student-centered, because it did not value students’ 

opinions and was not well-organised. 

Participant 039: I have the same perception. It is not that good. 

Interviewer: Would you like to explain what happened?  
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Participant 039: I can refer to specific examples. We had the midterm exams which were held 

online. After the midterm exam, the professor asked us to send him an email in order to inform 

him if we were cheating during the exam. Obviously, I did not send the email since I was not 

cheating. To make a long story short, he lowered my grade and most of the students had 

experienced this situation.  

Interviewer: In the summer, you mentioned that your perception is not so positive because of the 

pressure your received. This perception has remained the same in November. Do these factors 

negatively affect your perception? 

Participant 039: I am affected by what happened and I am referring to the incident with the 

professors. It is not fair. They are bombarding us. My perception remains the same as in the 

previous interview.  

Participant 039: The university is not that organised. The university does not care about students. 

Nobody asked us for our opinion.  

Focusing on participant 027, she had a positive perception before enrolling in the university, a positive 

perception after entering, an excellent perception after the course, and an excellent perception in July 

2020, even when some problems arose. However, as a result of these issues, her perception changed from 

excellent to positive in November 2020, which remained unchanged until March 2021. It seems that this 

specific participant was affected by the incident that occurred over the summer. She was relaxed and 

calm during the interview, but when she mentioned the incident that occurred to her, her tone changed 

and she seemed upset.  

Participant 027: It is an excellent university. The professors are excellent. Every university has 

its own set of drawbacks. My opinion of the university is favorable, though I have some concerns 

about the incident (professor) and the tuition fees. There has been no reduction in tuition. 

Interviewer: While you said that your impression of the university is good, there have been some 

negative events that we have addressed in previous interviews. Is it true that these events have an 

effect on your perception? Can these incidents affect your perception? 

Participant 027: Yes, of course. If I tell other students about my experience, they terminate their 

studies.  
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Interviewer: Your perception changed after the presentation. In the previous interview, because 

of the incident, your perception was not excellent, but however it was positive. What is your 

current perception? 

Participant 027: Exactly the same. I am not pessimistic, and I am unconcerned about this 

incident. I am unconcerned about this particular professor. 

Interviewer: Is there anything else going on besides this incident? 

Participant 027: No. Professors’ approaches and relationships are radically different as a result 

of online teaching. We do not even remember them. My professors are unfamiliar to me.  

Negative Perception Indicators 

 (1) Financial aspect: university’s refusal to reduce tuition 

 

Participant 028 had an excellent perception after the course (March-July 2020), which was negatively 

affected eight months later (November 2020). The university’s refusal to reduce tuition fees for online 

education was the main factor contributing to this change. After an analysis of her perception in March 

2021, it was clear that she continued to hold a pessimistic viewpoint. During the tuition discussion, this 

person was angry, and her voice became louder. This participant was not satisfied with the online 

teaching, not because the professors did not do their job properly, but because she did not pay attention 

to the lesson and predicted that her grades would be very low for that specific semester. This new reality, 

in combination with the university’s refusal to reduce tuition, contributed to this negative perception 

(Maqableh, 2021). 

Participant 028: If we disregard the awards and accomplishments, we can infer that the university 

is unconcerned about its students. We went ahead with online instruction, and the tuition was not 

reduced. They were unable to assist the students since many parents do not work. 

Interviewer: You claimed that the university is uninterested in its students. Do you want to tell 

me about your experience? 

Participant 028: I contacted the advisor about tuition and received no response. Students who 

pay tuition fees, in particular. It is highly frustrating for them. The university did not support 

them. (Participant 027) 
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Perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Negative Perception Indicators 

 (1) A negative incident with a professor 

(2) Financial aspect: university’s refusal to reduce tuition. 

As it has already been mentioned, a negative adjustment in freshmen students’ perceptions was observed 

in participants 026 and 029. 

The findings show that participant 026 had a positive perception of university brand image before joining, 

a positive perception after joining, an excellent perception after completing the course, and an excellent 

perception in July and November 2020. One year later after the course (March 2021), this specific 

participant had a negative perception of university brand image. She was very upset during the interview 

and she explained that her negative perception occurred due to some negative encounters she had with a 

professor, facts that had a significant impact on her perception (Aristovnik et al., 2020). She was 

considering a transfer to a different university. According to Pradhan (2019), students who are not 

entirely pleased, are more likely to terminate their studies with the selected university. It was obvious 

that she was very upset and angry. Her hands were shaking and her face was red as she described her 

experience. She was enraged by the incident with the professor that happened a week before the interview 

and at times she shouted. When more questions were asked about this incident, she ignored them and 

continued to protest and yell. The specific participant mentioned that everything was good during the 

first year, however the university did not meet her expectation during the second year. She stated that she 

had a negative view of the university, which she claimed would not alter, despite the university’s best 

efforts to provide her with what she desired. 

Interviewer: What is your current overall perception of the university? 

Participant 026: The worst… (negative perception). I had an examination, and I went to help my 

grandmother; I was involved in a car accident and was unable to return home in time to take the 

exam. (She shouts). When I spoke with her again, she told me that this was not an excuse to skip 

the exam. 

Interviewer: Did this incident manage to negatively affect your perception? 

Participant 026: Yes, of course. Since they seemed to understand students, she refused to let me 

take the test. I failed my exams and had retake them. I was furious (very upset). This course cost 

me 600 euros. 
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When looking at participant 029’s perception one year after the course, it seemed that she had a negative 

perception of university brand image, because she had several difficulties during online teaching and did 

not receive adequate help from professors (Maqableh, 2021). Another aspect that led to this negative 

view is that tuition remained unchanged (Panda et al., 2019). During the interview, this person was visibly 

trembling, shouting, and her hands were shaking. She was nervously playing with her hair and when she 

expressed her frustration, she was unable to control the volume of her voice. She was outraged by the 

university’s refusal to reduce tuition. 

Participant 029: Things are highly complex. Professors are unconcerned about us. They are 

uninterested in the lessons… 

Interviewer: What is your overall perception of the university? 

Participant 029: I stated in the previous interview that I had a lot of help from the university and 

professors, but we no longer have that. 

Interviewer: Does this situation have a negative effect on your perception? 

Participant 029: Yes. Because I have no support, I had to register online, and my advisor is not 

interested at all. I feel that no one cares about me… Now, as the situation stands, my perception 

is negative. I do not know how to register; I am not able to pay the tuition fees and the university 

cares about tuition (very upset). 

A general conclusion that emerges from the experimental group is that 57% of the students maintained 

the same excellent perception one year after the completion of the course, a fact that confirm that the 

positive visualisation course in brand identity was instrumental in positively influencing students’ 

perceptions. A change noted in participants 039, 026, 027, 028, 029. It should be mentioned that 

participants 026, 027, 028, 029 were from the same nursing programme, suggesting that there was a clear 

social influence on the individuals’ views, shaping their thoughts and opinions about university brand 

image. Luan et al. (2017) confirm that social influence can affect the perception of current customers. 

This perceptual transformation can be explained by the fact that the aforementioned students were 

exposed to a great deal of pressure from both the university and the hospital during their internship and 

they did not receive the expected support from the professors. Furthermore, students indicated that they 

did not attend workshops, a fact that had a negative impact on their performance in the hospital. These 

students also complained about the tuition, which was not reduced, even though their course involved 

several workshops.  
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Further to the positive visualisation course in brand identity, the following factors, which will be 

explained in the following section, contributed to maintain their perception at the same level (1) 

university’s handling of COVID-19 lockdown, (2) academic staff and advisors, (3) financial aspect. 
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Figure 22 presents freshmen’s perceptions (experimental group) of university brand image over the 

period of one year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image over the period of one year-March 

2021 - Experimental group 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive coding: Open coding: 180 codes emerged from the open coding process. Page 2 of Excel file 

5 displays all the codes that have originated from the open coding procedure. Selective coding: 51 

categories resulted from the selective process which are displayed in Excel file 5, page 3. 

Theoretical coding: The theoretical coding revealed one main category that addressed the research 

question, namely ‘freshmen students’ perceptions’. This category is supported by the codes: negative 

perception, positive perception, excellent perception. There are also three categories/factors that 

contribute to the formation of perception: (1) Academic staff and advisors, (2) handling of COVID-19 

lockdown, (3) financial aspect. All categories that have resulted from the selective coding process are 

shown in Excel file 5, page 4. Remarkably, these factors are the same as the previous stage. This ensures 

trust and consistency in the results as participants in the previous interview raised the same concepts. 

(1) Academic staff and advisors. Alhazmi (2020) points out that faculty play a leading role in affecting 

students’ perceptions. Maqableh (2021), supports that one of the most important factors behind the 

students’ dissatisfaction is the students’ poor interaction with instructors and colleagues. The findings 

of this study suggest that the factor academic staff and advisor played an important role in maintaining 

students’ perceptions at the same level. Most of the students expressed their satisfaction indicating 

that they were very supportive, friendly and the communication was good. Although the majority of 

students were satisfied with the professors, some students reported that some negative incidents with 

certain professors resulted a negative effect on their perception of university brand image. Most 

students were really pleased with the advisors, because they received a lot of support and the 

communication was good.  

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown: Maqableh (2021), indicates that COVID-19 pandemic has 

negatively influenced undergraduate students’ satisfaction, due to the challenges and problems they 

face. In contrast to the previously mentioned research, the findings of this research suggest that the 

professional way in which the university handled the COVID-19 contributed to maintain her 

perception excellent. Students reported that they were very happy with the strategy adopted by the 

university for handling the lockdown. They pointed out that the transition to online teaching went on 

smoothly. Some students believe that the university was organised and ready to handle this situation. 

(3) Financial aspect/university’s refusal to reduce tuition: Maqableh (2021) identified that one of the 

main challenges students faced during the COVID-19 lockdown was the financial aspect. In the 

current research students complained about the fact that the university did not reduce the tuition 
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during the online teaching. University’s refusal to reduce the tuition fees during the online education, 

had a negative impact on students’ perceptions. Almost all participants complained about the 

university’s refusal to reduce tuition. This factor not seem to have affected all students’ perceptions; 

however, it had a negative impact on some students’ perceptions.  
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4.5.6.2 Control Group - Freshmen Students’ Perceptions One Year after the first interview (March 

2021). 

The following chart illustrates freshmen students’ perceptions concerning university brand image and the 

way in which had been affected throughout the period of one year.  
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students) decided to terminate their studies and 5% of the participants (1 student) withdrew from the 

study. 

No perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Excellent Perception Indicators 

 (1) Satisfaction 

(2) Awards and achievements 

Participant 002 who had an excellent perception, still had the same excellent perception one year later. 

During the interview, this person stated that he was a student ambassador, a fact that was supported by 

information provided on the university’s website. This participant developed an excellent perception 

before joining the university, because he actively searched and became aware of the university’s awards 

and achievements (positive visualisation course in brand identity). He stressed that this perception 

remained excellent after its integration, due to his overall interaction with the university, as well as his 

experience with the staff, including professors and advisors, and remained stable one year later. He 

suggested a few things that need to be changed, such as the area around the university, which should be 

reinforced and more buildings should be constructed. The main issue that he did not like was that there 

was no single world ranking for the university, so he had no idea where it stands. This made him hesitant 

to recommend the university to others who were concerned about rankings. He was a very articulate 

person who could openly express himself. At the end of the interview, he thanked the researcher for 

allowing him to participated in the research and share his thoughts and opinions.  

Participant 002: When I entered the European University, my perception was excellent. Given 

the current circumstances, it has decreased slightly. But it remains very high. 

Interviewer: Is it negative, is it positive, is it excellent? 

Participant 002: It is excellent.  

Positive Perception Indicators 

 (1) Academic staff: support, communication 

(2) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown 

Furthermore, 62% (thirteen participants) maintained a positive perception of university brand image. 

These participants are 003, 004, 005, 006, 007, 014, 016, 031, 033, 034, 035 036, 037. 

Participant 003 was very talkative and friendly, as in the previous interviews. She stressed that she 

maintained the same positive perception and seemed to be satisfied. She was pleased with the professors, 
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because they provided her with a great deal of information and encouragement. She disliked the cafeteria, 

the limited parking, and the fact that tuition was not reduced. 

Participant 003: It is a reputable university with aspirations for its students… The professors are 

concerned and eager to assist at any time. They want to share their experience. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 003: Nothing has changed. Exactly the same impression. 

Interviewer: You mentioned professors. What do you like about them? 

Participant 003: There is a good communication with them. They try to make you feel 

comfortable. It is easier for the professor to transfer the knowledge and for the student to absorb 

it. 

Participant 004 appeared to be cheerful and talkative. He retained the same positive perception stressing 

that the university was well-prepared to deal with the COVID-19 lockdown, a fact that helped 

maintaining his perception at the same level. This person emphasised that the university was student-

oriented, as it dealt with any issues that students might have, and he claimed that the university met his 

expectations. The financial aspect was the only factor that prevented him from recommending the 

university to other students (Maqableh, 2021). 

Participant 004: In light of the current circumstances, I believe this is a strong and well-organised 

university. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 004: I have the same positive perception. 

Participant 005 joined the interview and laughed because she had poured coffee on the floor a few 

minutes before. As a result, the interview began in a pleasant and welcoming environment. This person 

seemed to be very relaxed and comfortable. She said that she disliked online lectures and laughed when 

she explained how boring it was. This is supported by Aristovnik et al. (2020) who identified that during 

the COVID-19 lockdown, students raised many concerns about the study issues and were mainly bored, 

anxious and frustrated. She stated that she had the same positive perception, due to the good 

communication with the professors, a factor that contributed to this positive perception.  

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 005: It remains positive. They put a lot of effort. I have a positive view. 



282 

 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 005: I do not remember my perception. If it was positive, then yes.  

Interviewer: Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

Participant 005: Certainly (determined). As I previously said, my issues do not conflict with the 

university’s positive aspects. I do not have any major issues. I recognise that they must adhere to 

certain legislation and that they must produce revenue. 

Participant 006 began the discussion by expressing her dissatisfaction, because the situation did not 

changed during the COVID-19 pandemic (Fatoni et al., 2020). Despite her negative feelings about the 

tuition, she maintained a positive perception. This participant was very relaxed when expressing her 

emotions and thoughts, and the researcher was impressed because she had the same facial expression 

when describing a negative factor that she disliked as she did when describing a positive factor that she 

liked. While at the beginning of the interview, this participant claimed that the university was not that 

organised, she suddenly recognised the university as organised in the middle of the interview, and this 

was due to the university’s handling of the COVID-19 lockdown. Notable, what she mentioned in the 

middle of the interview was the opposite of what she said at the beginning. Overall, she seemed satisfied 

with the university, because it exceeded her exepectations, and the professors were excellent and 

supportive. 

Participant 006: This is, without a doubt, a decent university. I’ve been at this university for about 

a year and a half, and I’ve found that the COVID has altered the university’s overall atmosphere. 

During the first semester, I realised how well-organised the university was; it is still well-

organised, but I assume there is no longer any student life. 

Participant 006: My general impression is positive, but I expected it to be more organised.  

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 006: Yes. It remains positive, but it could be more organised.  

Interviewer: Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

Participant 006: Yeah, indeed. Yeah, I believe so. The professors are very cooperative, which is 

a huge plus. 
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Participant 007 seemed to be very happy and optimistic. He had a friendly demeanor. He tried to provide 

as much detail as possible by explaining his thoughts and feelings. He began the discussion by saying 

how much he missed university. He retained a good outlook, owing to the university’s proper handling 

of the COVID-19 lockdown. He seemed to be happy with his professors, services, and fellow students. 

Participant 007: The university comes to mind, as a place where students go to learn knowledge, 

especially advanced knowledge. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 007: I have good feelings about it; I see it as a place where students can socialise 

and communicate with one another. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 007: My point of view has not changed. 

Interviewer: Does your perception remain positive? 

Participant 007: It is positive, the university handled the whole situation in a proper manner. 

Participant 014 was not talkative, provided short responses and seemed bored. When the researcher asked 

some questions, he nervously laughed and when others were asked, he answered, ‘The answer is given 

above’. He expressed the same positive perception, stating that he enjoyed the professors’ contact and 

the way the lectures were delivered. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 014: Really good. There are some excellent professors. All of the lectures are 

excellent. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 014: Same impression as in the previous interview. 

Due to his dyslexia, participant 016 had difficulty expressing his feelings and he needed extra time. He 

was not talkative, he preferred to speak quietly and slowly. He was less nervous and more comfortable 

with the researcher than in previous interviews. He had the same optimistic impression, stating that he 

enjoyed the labs and that he received a lot of help from the advisors. He considered the university to be 

overpriced, and in his opinion other universities are better in specific fields. As he said, he was 

considering enrolling in a different university, because he believes it is better in this area, and the discount 
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he got was the deciding factor in his decision to enroll in the European University. This factor that greatly 

affects students’ choice of a university (Callender and Dougherty, 2018). This participant disliked online 

education, because he found it difficult. He was very calm during the interview. Throughout the interview, 

he kept a relaxed attitude. He kept the same tone of voice and did not alter his facial expressions when 

explaining the things, he did not like. 

Participant 016: A good university. The professors are good.  

Interviewer: Is your perception positive or negative? 

Participant 016: Positive. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 016: The same. 

Participant 031 was happy and very relaxed. She had a positive perception and liked the friendly 

environment. She felt happy and satisfied and she only had positive feelings. She claimed that she was 

assisted every time she required it. She disliked the restricted parking and, online education and cafeteria, 

proposing for it to be further expanded. She stated that the university handled the situation in a proper 

manner, in order to protect students, however she disliked online teaching, because it was difficult. 

Participant 031: What comes into my mind is the university, the studies, and a friendly 

environment. …I feel happy. I feel pleased with my university experience. I do not have anything 

to complain about. I have positive feelings. I am pleased, and I have a good impression.  

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 031: Exactly the same because the lectures are delivered online. I would like the 

advisors to keep us updated. Like when we used to go to the university. 

Participant 033 had a friendly demeanor and exuded a lot of positive energy. She was fast, loud, and 

fluent in her speech, and she was eager to answer questions. She was able to answer all of the questions 

and provide clarification on everything. This person was very talkative and when asked a question, she 

spoke for several minutes. She mentioned in a previous interview that she had a more optimistic 

impression of the university because of the way it handled the COVID-19 lockdown, which remained 

stable. She enjoyed the facilities because they were new and up-to-date, the welcoming atmosphere, and 

the professors, because they were knowledgeable. This participant would choose the European 

University for her master’s degree, even if her parents encouraged her to study abroad. According to 
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Appuhamilage and Tori (2019), loyal students are willing to continue their education with European 

University. 

Participant 033: It is the university’s building that comes to mind. My personal experiences 

Interviewer: Are those good or bad experiences? 

Participant 033: Positive. 

Interviewer: How do you feel when the university comes into your mind? 

Participant 033: I feel good. I am very proud to be a student at this university. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 033: Nothing has changed. I really miss my university. 

Interviewer: In the previous interview, you mentioned that your perception has improved. Is it 

the same or has something changed? 

Participant 033: Yes, it remains the same. 

During the interview, participant 034 was courteous and optimistic. The interview began with a pleasant 

demeanor. This person stated that her perception remained stable and that she was pleased. This person 

said that she had no problems with the university and that the online instruction was satisfactory. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 034: Quite well-organised and tidy, and the professors are excellent. I have a 

favorable opinion. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as in our previous image? 

Participant 034: Exactly the same Even though we deliver the lectures online and I am unable to 

visit the university, my impression of the professors remains unchanged because they still answer 

promptly when I have a question. This is something I enjoy. 

Participant 036 was very polite. She mentioned that she had the same positive impression, that the 

atmosphere was pleasant and that communication was excellent. She had a lot of support from professors 

and advisors. These two factors according to Alhazmi (2020), Miller (2018) and Zhang et al. (2019) can 

increase the student’s satisfaction level and as a result improve the university’s overall image. She liked 

the online learning and she perceived the university as trustworthy, friendly with high level of education.  



286 

 

Participant 036: My response appears to be quite close to those I gave in previous interviews. It 

comes to mind as a very good university from an academic standpoint, as well as a welcoming 

community. This is an excellent university. 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 036: I have a positive opinion of the university. It is very friendly, there is good 

communication, and everybody is very helpful. 

Interviewer: Does this image remains the same as per our previous interview? 

Participant 036: Yes, yes (determined). 

As for participant 035, she still had the same perception. To be more precise, this participant indicated 

in the previous interview that her perception was still optimistic, but not so positive. In the previous 

interview, this participant slighlty changed her perception in a negative way, because the she was not 

been informed about the online course on time, and as a result she rented a house which in the end was 

not necessary. This waste of money on renting a house, because of the insufficinet infromation from the 

advisor resulted in negatively change her perception and remained stable (Maqableh, 2021). 

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 035: Because of online teaching my perception was affected. I do not want to 

emphasise on that. When we were able to visit the university campus, I was very satisfied. The 

professors were very helpful. 

Interviewer: You mentioned that your perception has changed. Why? 

Participant 035: Yes. I am frustrated with my advisor. This happened in the previous semester as 

well. They did not send me an email in order to inform me about the lectures. They did not respond 

on time. In August, we were not informed about online teaching and I rented a house. 

Negative Perception Indicators 

 (1) Dissatisfaction: Disorganised 

Participant 030 also had the same negative impression of the university, believing that it was disorganised 

and failed to reach her standards, a fact that led to dissatisfaction. This participant’s depressive attitude 

started with the first interview and continued throughout the year. The results show that this particular 

participant had different expectations, because she was studying at a UK university. As a result, she 
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entered with this perception in mind, and it appeared that the European University fell short of her 

expectations. The main source of her dissatisfaction was the university’s failure to meet her expectations 

(Mahsum et al., 2019).  

Interviewer: What is your overall impression about the university? 

Participant 030: As I mentioned in every interview, the university is disorganised. In the second 

semester, online teaching was fine, and my advisor was more organised. 

Perceptual transformation in freshmen students’ perceptions 

Negative Perception Indicators 

 (1) Academic staff 

(2) Financial aspect: university’s refusal to reduce tuition 

(3) Waste of money on cameras 

As previously mentioned, a negative adjustment in freshmen students’ perceptions was observed in 

participants 015 and 032. 

Focusing on participant 015 whose perception improved in November 2020, it seems that in March 2021 

his perception was affected. This participant pointed out that from November 2020 onwards the 

university did not meet his expectations. The main explanation for this negative perception was that the 

university invested a significant amount of money installing cameras in every classroom, with the 

intention to teach lectures in front of the cameras and give students the impression that they were in the 

classrooms, a plan that it was never implemented. Furthermore, he was bothered by the fact that he was 

unfamiliar with the professors’ faces. As he said, he discussed it with his classmates, indicating a social 

influence, which according to Luan et al. (2017) can affect the perception of other students.  

Interviewer: In the summer, you mentioned that your perception was positive. In November, you 

said that your perception was more positive, due to the way that the university handled the 

lockdown situation. Does this perception remain the same? 

Participant 015: Yeah, I believe the university reacted perfectly until November. Since Novemebr, 

the university does not meet my expectations. It is very difficult to teach online. The university 

spent a significant amount of money to install cameras in every room, to give students the 

impression that the professor is present in the classrooms and that the lectures are being 

delivered. The tuition remains the same, although the services are not used. The only thing we 

see is a panel with a PowerPoint presentation, and that is the lesson. My professors are people 

I've never met; I've never seen their faces... 
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Interviewer: You said that your perspective has changed since November. Is your present view 

positive or negative? 

Participant 015: Negative. They spent a lot of money on cameras but did not follow through with 

the plan. So, it does not make sense. I am not the only student who feels like this. Many students 

have the same perception. 

In the case of participant 032, she had a pessimistic outlook before and after starting university, with a 

somewhat more positive perception in July and November 2020, as a result of her attempts to be more 

optimistic. One year after the first interview, in March 2021, this specific participant had a negative 

perception of university brand image. After interpreting the collected data, the findings suggest that this 

participant did not want to be with many people in the same place. A further factor that contributed to 

this negative perception was the fact that the university did not reduce tuition. 

Participant 032: Due the fact that the university did not reduce tuition, I have a negative 

perception. 
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Figure 23 shows freshmen students’ perceptions (control group) of university brand image over the 

period of one year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image-March 2021 –Control group 
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The data was analysed by using substantive coding and theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992). 

Substantive coding: Open coding: From the open coding process, 189 codes emerged. Excel file 5, page 

6 reveals all the codes that have emerged from the open coding procedure. Selective coding: From the 

selective coding process, 44 categories originated. Excel file 5, page 7 shows all the codes that derived 

from the selective coding procedure. 

Theoretical coding: During the theoretical coding process, three codes that support the main category 

‘freshmen students’ perceptions’, were developed (negative perception, positive perception, excellent 

perception). There were also four categories/factors that contribute to the formation of students’ 

perceptions, (1) Financial factors including the university’s refusal to reduce tuition as well as the waste 

of money on establishing cameras on each classroom, (2) Academic staff which refers to the support 

students received as well as the good communication, (3) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown, (4) 

Dissatisfaction/Satisfaction.  

(1) Financial aspect/university’s refusal to reduce tuition: Maqableh (2021) in his study found that one 

of the main challenges students faced during the COVID-19 lockdown was the financial aspect. In 

the current research, students complained about the university’s refusal to reduce the tuition, a fact 

that could negatively affect students’ perceptions.  

(2) Academic staff and advisors: Aristovnik et al. (2020) stressed the importance of faculty and other 

staff during the COVID-19 pandemic in maintaining students’ satisfaction with the university which 

leads to a positive perception. Importantly, Maqableh (2021), mentioned that one of the most 

important factors behind the students’ dissatisfaction is the students’ poor interaction with instructors 

and colleagues. Students in the current research still had the same perception of the university staff 

as they found them friendly, supportive and approachable and the communication was excellent. 

Some students complained that there was no personal communication with some professors. Some 

of them were old, so communication became more difficult.  

(3) Handling of COVID-19 lockdown: Maqableh (2021), supports that the COVID-19 pandemic has a 

negative influence on undergraduate students’ satisfaction and this is because of the numerous 

challenges they face. The findings of the current research do not agree with Magableh (2021), since 

the factor university’s handling of COVID-19 lockdown helped students maintain their perceptions 

at exceptional levels. The participants were satisfied with the way that the university handled the 

lockdown. They pointed out that the transition to online teaching was smooth and the university was 

well-organised.  
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(4) Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction: Students’ satisfaction can be defined as a short-term attitude resulting 

from an evaluation of students’ educational experience (Weerasinghe and Fernando, 2017). There is 

a strong correlation between the concept of student’s satisfaction and expectations (Ilyas and Arif, 

2013). Students’ satisfaction is determined by the degree to which the university meets their 

expectations. According to Elsharnouby, (2015), student satisfaction, can positively affect the 

university’s image. Most of the participants appeared to be satisfied since the university met their 

expectations. A specific participant expressed her dissatisfaction from the first interview, because she 

had higher expectations which the university did not meet. 

Comparison of the Experimental and Control Groups – March 2021 

Comparing the results of the experimental group and control group one year after the first interview, the 

findings reveal that 57% of the participants in the experimental group (twelve students) maintained their 

excellent perception, 9.5% of the participants still had a positive perception, whereas one participant 

(5%) held the same negative perception. Most significantly, a negative adjustment in freshmen students’ 

perceptions was observed in participants 026 and 029. Hence the percentage of the participants with a 

negative perception is 14%. Throughout the 12-month-period a negative perceptual transformation was 

noticed in participants 039, 026, 027, 028, 029. The findings reveal that 026, 027, 028, 029 came from 

the same course of studying (nursing), hence a social influence that had a strong impact on the 

individuals’ perceptions could be observed.  

When it comes to the control group, one year after the first interview, 5% of the participants maintained 

an excellent perception, 62% of them held the same positive perception, and 5% of the participants 

(Participant 030), still had the same negative perception. In addition, a negative adjustment in freshmen 

students’ perceptions (9.5%) was observed in participants 015 and 032. Therefore, the total percentage 

of students with a negative perception is 14%. 
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4.6 Summary March 2020 – March 2021 

4.6.1 Experimental group - Summary (March 2020 – March 2021) 

Summarising the results of the participants’ perceptions in the experimental group throughout the year, 

14% of the participants (three students) had a negative perception of university brand image before 

joining and this was mainly because they underestimated the private universities in Cyprus. Additionally, 

14% (three participants) had no perceptual awareness, 14% (three students) held a neutral perception 

(neither positive or negative) and 57% of them (twelve students) had a positive perception since other 

students recommended the university to them. The participants’ perceptions were affected in a positive 

way after entering. In particular, the three students (14%) changed their perception from negative to 

positive. In addition, three students (14%) with no perception and three students (14%) with neutral 

perception developed a positive perception due to their positive interaction with the university (i.e., up-

to-date facilities, amicable environment, excellent educational level, unique courses, employment 

opportunities, the positive behaviour and punctual support they received from their professors and the 

advisors). The twelve students who had a positive perception, maintained this perception because they 

knew what to expect from the university and the university met their expectations.  

One week after the positive visualisation course in brand identity (end of March 2020), it became 

apparent that a change occurred. Nineteen students (90.5%) mentioned that their perception was 

positively affected, with only one exception (participant 017), whilst participant 010 mentioned that his 

perception slightly changed. Concerning the students whose perception was altered commented that their 

perception significantly improved after the completion of the course. 

Four months (July 2020) after the implementation of the positive visualisation course in brand identity 

the findings reveal that 71% of interviewees (15 students) maintained an excellent perception, and 5% 

(participant 017) of them held the same positive perception. Moreover, 5% of them (participant 039) had 

an excellent perception, which slightly changed because the university did not seem to handle the 

lockdown situation in an appropriate manner (change from excellent to positive perception). In contrast, 

participant 010 positively changed his perception (excellent perception), because he appreciated the way 

in which the university handled the situation during the lockdown. To sum up, 9.5% of the participants 

had a positive perception and 76% an excellent perception. 

Eight months after (November 2020), the completion of the positive visualisation course in brand 

identity, 67% of the participants maintained their excellent perception, and 5% of them still had the same 

positive perception. Also, 9.5% of the participants (two students) mentioned that their perception was 
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negatively affected. The main factors that contributed to this negative perception was the non-reduction 

of the tuition fees during online teaching, as well as a negative incident with a professor. 

One year after (March 2021) the positive visualisation course in brand identity it was observed that, 57% 

(twelve students) maintained their excellent perception, while 9.5% of the participants (participant 027, 

participant 039) held the same positive perception. Additionally, participant 028 maintained the same 

negative perception. Most significantly, a negative adjustment in freshmen students’ perceptions was 

observed in participants 026 and 029. Hence the percentage of students who had a negative perception is 

14%. Moreover, 14% of the participants (three students) withdrew from the study and 5% of the 

participants decided to terminate his studies. (Each individual’s perception throughout the year is 

presented in Appendix 17). 

 

4.6.2 Control Group - Summary (March 2020 – March 2021) 

Summarising the results of participants’ perceptions in the control group throughout the experimental 

period of 12 months, seven students (33%) had a negative perception of the university before they joined 

because they underestimated the private universities in Cyprus as well as the college status held by the 

European University in the past. Additionally, six students (28.5%) had no perception of university brand 

image, one student had a neutral perception (5%), six students (28.5%) had a positive perception of 

university brand image since other students had recommended the university to them. Furthermore, one 

student (5%) mentioned that his perception of university brand image was excellent (participant 002). 

Notably, this participant knew a lot about the university’s brand identity.  

The findings that emerged from the data collected in March 2020 suggest that 5% (participant 002) 

maintained the same excellent perception after entering the university. Apart from the university’s brand 

identity, the reason why he maintained the same excellent perception was his interaction with the 

university. Among the six students who had a positive perception before joining, five of them maintained 

the same positive perception, in contrast to another student (participant 030) who claimed that her 

perception became negative, since in her view the university was disorganised. The student who had a 

neutral perception before joining, he developed a positive perception, and six students with no perception 

reported that they developed a positive perception after entering. In terms of the seven students who had 

a negative perception before joining, six of them said that their perception became positive, because they 

experienced the university at a greater level. Nonetheless one student expressed her negative perception 

since she did not like the environment.  
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Four months after the first interview (July 2020), fifteen participants still had the same positive 

perception, and one participant (participant 002) still had the same excellent perception. Regarding the 

two participants who had adopted a negative perception, one of them had the same negative view 

(participant 030), whereas the other student, had a better perception (participant 032). 

Eight months after the first interview (November 2020), the findings reveal that 5% of them (participant 

002) who initially had an excellent perception, continued having the same excellent perception, while 

5% of the participants (one student) maintained their negative perception. Furthermore, twelve 

participants sustained the positive perception of university brand image. In addition, 5% of the 

participants (participant 035) were not completely satisfied with the university and this had a minor 

impact on their perception, whereas 10% of the participants (participants 033 and 015) slightly positively 

changed their perception. The percentage of students who had a positive perception was 71%. 

One year after the first interview (March 2021), 62% of the participants (thirteen participants) maintained 

a positive perception, 5% of them (participant 002) still had the same excellent perception. Moreover, 

5% of the participants (participant 030), stil had the same negative perception. Most significantly, a 

negative adjustment in freshmen students’ perceptions was observed in participants 015 and 032. (Each 

individual’s perception throughout the year is presented in Appendix 18). 
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4.7 Conclusion - Main Comparison of the Experimental and Control Groups 

The students’ perceptions of university brand image before entering the university vary from negative to 

excellent. Most of the participants’ perceptions of both groups, was affected in a positive way after 

entering, and the factors contributed to this were the pleasant environment, friendly faculty, outstanding 

teaching methods, modern facilities, and many others. The difference in the perceptions of both groups 

started to become obvious after the experimental group participants’ exposure to the course since, their 

perceptions had positively been influenced (90.5% of the participants) except for two cases (9.5%).  

Four months later, 76% of the participants had an excellent perception, and 9.5% a positive perception. 

When it comes to the control group, 76% of the participants had the same positive perception, 5% still 

had an excellent perception, and 5% still had a negative perception.  

Eight months after the course, 67% of the participants in the experimental had maintained their excellent 

perception, 9.5% had maintained a positive perception, while 5% changed their perception to negative. 

Focusing on the participants’ perception in the control group it was observed that 71% of the participants 

had a positive perception, 5% of them still had the same excellent perception, and 5% of the participants 

still had the same negative perception.  

One year after the course, 57% of the participants in the experimental group (twelve students) maintained 

their excellent perception and 9.5% of the participants still maintained a positive perception, whilst one 

participant kept the same negative perception. Most significantly, a negative adjustment in freshmen 

students’ perceptions was observed in participants 026 and 029. When it comes to the control group, one 

year after the first interview, 62% had a positive perception, 5% of them (Participant 002) held the same 

excellent perception, and 5% of the participants (Participant 030), stil had the same negative perception. 

In addition, a negative adjustment in freshmen students’ perceptions was observed in participants 015 

and 032. Therefore, the percentage of students with a negative perception is 14%. The following table 

offers a comparison of the experimental and control groups over the period of 12 months. 
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Table 8: Main Comparison of the Experimental and Control Groups 

 Experimental 

Group 
Control Group 

Before joining EUC 

Students’ perceptions of university brand 

image 

Negative Perception 14% 33% 

No perception 14% 28.5% 

Neutral perception 14% 5% 

Positive perception 57% 28.5% 

Excellent perception 0% 5% 

After joining EUC 

Students’ perceptions of university brand 

image 

Negative Perception 0% 9.5% 

Positive Perception 100% 81% 

Excellent Perception  0% 5% 

One week after the course 

Students’ perceptions of university brand 

image 

Negative Perception 0% 9.5% 

Positive Perception 9.5% 81% 

Excellent Perception  90.5% 5% 

Four months after the course 

Students’ perceptions of university brand 

image 

Negative Perception 0% 5% 

Positive Perception 9.5% 76% 

Excellent Perception  76% 5% 

Attrition 5% 9.5% 

Withdrawal 9.5% 5% 

Eight months after the course 

Students’ perceptions of university brand 

image 

Negative Perception 5% 5% 

Positive Perception 9.5% 71% 

Excellent Perception  67% 5% 

Attrition 5% 14% 

Withdrawal 14% 5% 

One year after the course 

Students’ perceptions of university brand 

image 

Negative Perception 14% 14% 

Positive Perception 9.5% 62% 

Excellent Perception  57% 5% 

Attrition 5% 14% 

Withdrawal 14% 5% 
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Another conclusion emerged from the analysis of the data is that the attrition rate was higher within the 

participants in the control group (14%) comparted to the attrition rate of the participants in the 

experimental group (5%). Hence it could be concluded that the positive visualisation course in brand 

identity can positively affect freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image and reduce the 

attrition rate. The following bar chart presents the students’ attrition rate for both groups.  

 

Chart 9: Students Attrition Rate 

 

The following chapter namely Discussion and Conclusion presents the most significant data emerged 

from this research. It also explains how the current research contributes to the literature. It outlines the 

managerial implication, limitation of the study as well as the future work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1

3
E X P E R I M E N T A L  G R O U P C O N T R O L  G R O U P

N
U

M
B

ER
 O

F 
P

A
R

TI
C

IP
A

N
TS

STUDENTS ATTRITION RATE

5% 

14% 



298 

 

5. Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion  

5.1 Introduction  

In the 21st century, branding seems to play a vital role and is an inextricable ingredient in ensuring the 

success of a business, especially now that the business environment is booming and constantly advancing 

from multiple perspectives. For this reason, all types of enterprises are expected to employ marketing 

strategies that will help them survive the harsh contemporary business environment. Branding in HE has 

proven to be an effective strategy which has received considerable attention in recent years (Chapleo 

2015), and a growing number of articles on the subject have begun to appear in the literature. However, 

a clear gap in the literature regarding students’ perceptions of university brand images confirms that this 

perspective has not been extensively researched. Consequently, researching this particular topic has been 

extremely beneficial because it has enabled the researcher to develop a new theoretical model for 

branding in HE and provide substantial and unexpected insights into how freshmen students formulate 

perceptions of a university’s brand image. A Grounded Theory methodology was selected, consisting of 

semi-structured interviews that specifically targeted first-year university students. An experiment was 

carried out in which a positive visualisation course in brand identity was conducted among first-year 

university students. The study expands on the existing literature by presenting an inductive theoretical 

model to guide future research on this subject. The emergent theoretical model (re-illustrated in Figure 

24) explains how freshmen students formulated perceptions of a university brand image before enrolling, 

the factors that influenced their perceptions throughout the experimental period of 12 months, as well as 

the impact of the positive visualisation course in brand identity on those perceptions. As it can be seen 

from the model, the way that students formulated their perceptions before enrolling was affected by 

positive/negative word-of-mouth (WOM) and/or marketing communication activities. After students 

entered the university and during the experimental period, their perceptions were influenced by the 

following factors: (1) academic staff and advisors, (2) the university environment, (3) university 

facilities, (4) student satisfaction, (5) sustainable competitive advantage, (6) financial aspects and 

employment opportunities and (7) the handling of the COVID-19 lockdown. In addition, the findings 

strongly suggest that perceptions of the university’s brand identity improved among students who 

attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity. Therefore, the course had a strong impact on 

students’ perceptions of the university’s brand image. However, most importantly, the study found that 

students’ overall perceptions of a university’s brand image can affect their behaviour. In particular, 

students who attended the course were more likely to complete their studies (5% attrition rate) than those 
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who did not attend the course (14% attrition rate). They were also more willing to continue their 

postgraduate studies at the university (loyalty) than students who did not attend the positive visualisation 

course. Students who attended the course were also more willing to recommend the university to other 

students (WOM). Consequently, it is evident that a positive brand image provides a competitive 

advantage. 

Figure 24: Emergent Theoretical Model (re-illustration) 
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5.2 Substantive Theory 

All the objectives of this current research have been achieved. The first objective consisted of the 

following: 

(1) To investigate how a positive visualisation course in brand identity affects freshmen students’ 

perceptions of a university brand image. 

The findings strongly suggest that the perception of the students who attended the positive visualisation 

course in brand identity changed positively. To be more precise, after the students in the experimental 

group attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity, their perceptions of the university were 

positively affected (90.5% of the participants). The students were initially unaware of the university’s 

achievements, awards, recognitions and history, and after learning about them, their perceptions 

improved. They also mentioned that their perceptions were further enhanced after the course completion, 

and the awards and achievements about which they had learned had given the university more prestige 

and a higher position in their minds. One year after the course, 57% of the participants in the experimental 

group maintained their excellent perceptions. Certain factors that will be analysed in the following 

section, were of critical importance in maintaining or changing students’ perceptions. It should be 

mentioned the students who attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity were more willing 

to complete their studies (5% attrition rate) than students who did not attend the positive visualisation 

course (14% attrition rate). They were also more willing to continue their postgraduate studies at the 

university (loyalty) and recommend the university to others (positive WOM). Therefore, it is evident that 

the positive visualisation course in brand identity had a positive impact on students’ perceptions, 

transforming their assessments from positive to excellent, which affects their behaviour and provides a 

competitive advantage. Nevertheless, the factors presented in the following section contributed toward 

negatively changing or maintaining their perceptions of the university brand image during the 12-month 

experimental period. 

 

The second objective was identified as the following: 

(2) To identify what other factors contribute to shaping freshmen students’ perceptions. 

As mentioned above, the positive visualisation course in brand identity had a positive impact on students’ 

perceptions, transforming their assessments from positive to excellent. Nevertheless, the following 

factors contributed toward negatively changing or maintaining their perceptions of the university brand 
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image during the 12-month experimental period: (1) academic staff and advisors, including professors 

(reliability, assurance, empathy, responsiveness, quality of teaching, communication, friendly approach, 

personal relationship, overall behaviour) and advisors (reliability, assurance, empathy, responsiveness, 

availability, overall behaviour); (2) the university environment, which includes the university 

environment (friendly, supportive, welcoming, organised), the physical environment/ building 

(cleanliness, colourful walls, appearance, modern, architecture, green surroundings), the social 

environment (events, meeting new people, clubs), the learning environment/education (quality of 

education, activities in the labs, and unique/unusual courses, timetable, attendance at courses, organised 

education) and location (accessibility, place/amenities around the university); (3) university facilities 

including the cafeteria (atmosphere, quality of food and coffee, prices, behaviour of the staff, 

cleanliness), the library (variety of books, atmosphere, cleanliness), the labs (modern, equipment and 

facilities, cleanliness), the sports centre (equipment), technology (Wi-Fi, place to charge mobile phones, 

Moodle) and parking places (availability of space); (4) student satisfaction, that is, before-service 

expectations versus after-service experience; (5) sustainable competitive advantage, which involved the 

comparison of the European University with other universities; (6) financial aspects and employment 

opportunities (86% of students find jobs within six months of graduation), tuition fees (expensive tuition 

fees, university’s refusal to reduce tuition fees during the COVID-19 lockdown), financial issues (pay 

extra for food, books and access to the fitness centre); and (7) the handling of the COVID-19 lockdown, 

which concerned how the university responded to critical events, and more specifically, the COVID-19 

lockdown and the transition to online teaching. It should also be noted that during the COVID-19 

lockdown students did not have direct interaction with the whole university, therefore, the academic staff 

as well as the university’s refusal to reduce tuition fees were the main determinants that positively or 

negatively influenced students’ perceptions. 

The third objective was described as the following: 

(3) To build a theoretical model to elucidate the effects of the positive visualisation course in brand 

identity on freshman students’ perceptions of a university brand image. 

The emergent theoretical model (re-illustrated in Figure 24) has been designed to explain how freshmen 

students formulate their perceptions of a university’s brand image, the factors that influence these 

perceptions throughout the year, and the impact of the positive visualisation course in brand identity on 

those perceptions. Before the students entered the university, they had one of the following perceptions 

of the university: negative, no perceptual awareness, neutral, positive or an excellent perception. The 
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way that students formulated their perceptions was affected by positive/negative WOM and/or marketing 

communication activities. After the students entered the university and during the experimental period 

of one year, their perceptions were either positively or negatively influenced due to the following factors: 

(1) academic staff and advisors, (2) the university environment, (3) university facilities, (4) student 

satisfaction, (5) sustainable competitive advantage, (6) financial aspects and employment opportunities 

and (7) the handling of the COVID-19 lockdown. The findings strongly suggest that after the participants 

of the experimental group had attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity, their 

perceptions of the university were positively affected (90.5%) and transformed from positive to excellent 

perceptions. The positive visualisation course in brand identity directly enhanced freshman students’ 

perceptions of the university brand image, however, the aforementioned determining factors may also 

have played a leading role in shaping freshman students’ perceptions during the year. The findings also 

show that students’ overall perceptions of a university’s brand image can affect their behaviour. In 

particular, students who attended the positive visualisation course in brand identity were more willing to 

complete their studies (5% attrition rate) than students who did not attend the positive visualisation course 

(14% attrition rate). They were also more willing to continue their postgraduate studies at the university 

(loyalty) and to recommend the university to other students. Therefore, it is evident that the positive 

visualisation course in brand identity had a strong impact on freshmen students’ perceptions of the 

university’s brand image, which influence their behaviour and provides university a sustainable 

competitive advantage.  

5.3 Theoretical contribution  

This research examined the impact of a positive visualisation course in brand identity on freshmen 

students’ perceptions of a university’s brand image. The findings of this research advance the theory in 

two ways: 

o Firstly, the study contributes and expands upon the existing literature by presenting an inductively 

generated theoretical model (FOP model) which sheds light on the relationship between a brand 

identity positive visualisation course and freshmen students’ perceptions of the university. As 

already mentioned, branding in the HE sector has received considerable attention the recent years 

(Chapleo, 2015; Rutter et al., 2017; Manzoon et al., 2020; Farhat et al., 2020). However, attempts 

to understand freshmen students’ perceptions of the university brand image have been scarce. 

Specifically, the existing literature does not theoretically explain how these students’ perceptions of 

the university brand image can be affected by marketing strategies. By addressing this gap in the 

literature, this study offers first-hand insights into the students’ perception formulation, i.e. how 
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their perceptions towards the university brand are formed. The FOP model is significant because it 

demonstrates how freshmen students formulate a perception of university brand image. 

o The second contribution concerns the factors that govern students’ perceptions of university brand 

image. The findings advance our understanding of how students formulate perceptions before joining, 

the factors that influence these perceptions over an eight-month period, and the influence on their 

behaviour. A plethora of studies have been conducted to determine what influences students’ 

perceptions (Panda et al., 2019; Sriyalathka, 2019; Zhang et al., 2019; Alhazmi, 2020; Alhaza et al., 

2021). This study provides up-to-date insights in this field. More specifically, the empirical results 

indicate that their perceptions prior to enrolment were affected by positive/negative WOM and/or 

marketing communication activities. In addition, the following seven factors play a determining role 

in influencing students’ perceptions after entering the university: (1) academic staff and advisors, (2) 

university environment, (3) university facilities, (4) student satisfaction, (5) sustainable competitive 

advantage, (6) financial aspects and employment opportunities and (7) the handling of the COVID-

19 lockdown. This study contributes and expands on the existing literature be presenting new insights 

into freshmen students’ perceptions.  

5.4 Contribution to the education industry 

In addition to the theoretical contribution, the findings of this research entail relevant managerial 

implications.  

o To start with, through this research an emergent theoretical model has been provided which can be 

applied by universities to understand the way freshman students develop their perceptions of a 

university during the academic year along with the impact of a positive visualisation course in brand 

identity on those perceptions. By considering the different stages of this model, marketers can 

proceed with relevant actions to positively influence students’ perceptions. While the positive 

visualisation course in brand identity will improve students’ perceptions of a university’s brand 

image, other factors should also be considered to maintain their perceptions of the university at an 

exceptional level. These factors are (1) academic staff and advisors, (2) university environment, (3) 

university facilities, (4) student satisfaction, (5) sustainable competitive advantage, (6) financial 

aspects and employment opportunities and (7) the handling of the COVID-19 lockdown. Hence, a 

combination of a positive visualisation course in brand identity and the proper management of the 

aforementioned factors leads to an excellent perception of a university, which, in turn, can affect 

students’ overall behaviour. 
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o In addition, universities with similar achievements and awards should identify the most appropriate 

ways to expose students to a positive visualisation course in brand identity to enhance their 

perceptions of the specific university’s brand image. During induction week, the university should 

expose all freshman students to a positive visualisation course in brand identity. Students should 

also be given an assignment about the university’s brand identity to complete. In this way, they 

would be required to actively seek information about the university's awards and achievements, and 

students will be intentionally exposed to brand-related information and retain the information in 

their long-term memories, rather than passively receiving information they may forget a few weeks 

later. 

o In order for the university to raise awareness about its awards and achievements, it should focus on 

social media marketing, as its target group is active on social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Instagram and YouTube, and through organic and paid advertisements to promote a short positive 

video visualising the brand identity. 

o Moreover, through this research it became apparent that a portion of the students underestimated 

the university before joining it, and this underestimation was a common opinion in society 

according to the students. For this reason, the university should promote the university’s 

achievements, awards and value to the external community. People outside the university have no 

interaction with it, and as a result they are unaware of the university’s facilities, environment, 

academic staff, advisors or educational level, hence, they are not able to shape an accurate 

perception. Hence, if they were exposed to a positive visualisation course in brand identity, they 

might stop underestimating the university. Such a course would positively influence their 

perceptions. 

o Another recommendation is that university marketers should focus on high school students and 

organise a positive visualisation course in brand identity to inform them about the university’s 

awards and achievements. In addition, schools organise visits to HE institutes, hence, the university 

should take advantage of this opportunity and schedule a positive visualisation course in brand 

identity on campus to raise awareness among high school students. 

5.5 Limitations of the study 

Notwithstanding its theoretical contributions and managerial implications, it is acknowledged that this 

study may have faced the following limitations: 
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o The first and most important limitation concerns the COVID-19 pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic 

was an unpredictable variable that was added at an early stage of the experiment and affected the data 

collection process. More precisely, the pre-positive visualisation course interviews were 

implemented face-to-face, but the rest of the interviews were carried out using video conferencing 

technology, also known as Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP), due to the pandemic. The 

researcher’s consequent inability to read the participants’ body language may have represented a 

limitation because it became more challenging to read the participants’ body language and non-verbal 

cues compared to the face-to-face interviews. To eliminate this weakness, the participants were asked 

to turn on their cameras during the interviews. Video conferencing enables real-time communication 

through video and sound, and, as Lo Iacono et al. (2016) pointed out, in most cases it can replace 

traditional face-to-face interviews. The researcher may not have obtained a full picture of the 

participants’ body language; however, she was able to appreciate the tone of voice and level of 

emotional strength exhibited during an interview. In addition, due to the COVID-19 lockdown, 

lectures were held online, and the researcher therefore could not fully interact with the university. 

o A second limitation of this study was the withdrawal of certain participants, which is one of the 

greatest disadvantages of longitudinal research (Gustavson et al., 2012). This study was initiated with 

42 participants, but the final number of participants who completed all the stages was 34.  

o Another limitation is the fact that only freshman students studying at the European University Cyprus 

were included in the sample. Thus, the results cannot be generalised to students attending other 

private universities in Cyprus. However, as noted in the methodology section, the aim of qualitative 

research is not to generalise the results to the whole population, but rather to gain an in-depth 

understanding of a specific topic. 

o The fourth limitation is related to the sample size, since the sample in qualitative research should be 

small to enable the in-depth understanding of the cases.  

o The fifth limitation is related to the usage of the English language. As the researcher is not a native 

English speaker, some grammatical errors can be identified. However, this limitation does not affect 

the experiment in any way. 

5.6 Suggestions for Future Research 

Based on the outcome of this study, several opportunities exist for continued research on the impact of a 

positive visualisation course in brand identity on students’ perceptions of a university’s brand image. 

Future research could address the limitations of this study and use a qualitative research design to 
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investigate the impact of a positive visualisation course in brand identity on students studying at other 

private universities in Cyprus. Moreover, it would be interesting to investigate the impact of the positive 

visualisation course on a high school student sample to examine whether this course influences the 

students’ choice of university. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Articles on HE branding 
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Appendix 3 – Approval from Cyprus national bioethics committee in March 2020 
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Appendix 4: Pre-course semi structured interviews: Experimental and Control groups 

1. How old are you? 

2. Where are you from? 

3. What are you studying – programme of study? 

4. What comes to your mind when you see or hear the name of the European University? 

5. What is your current overall impression of the European University? 

6. What were your expectations before joining the European University/What had you expected 

from the university before you joined it? 

7. Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

8. If someone asked for your opinion, what would you tell them about the European University? 

9. What are the reasons that would encourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus 

to other students? 

10. What are the reasons, that would discourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus 

to other students? 

11. What are the three things that you like most about the European University? 

12. If you were given one thing you could change in the European University Cyprus, what would 

that be? 

13. Which three words would you use to describe the European University Cyprus? 

14. Do you know how the European University has started? If yes, how? 

15. Are you aware of some of its past past achievements? If Yes, can you name a few? 

16. Do you know what the university’s mission is? If yes, what is its mission? 

17. What other universities in Cyprus do you know? 

18. What makes European University different compared to other universities in Cyprus? 

19. Would you choose the European University for your master’s degree? If yes, why? If no, why 

not? 
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Appendix 5: Positive visualisation course in brand identity 
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Appendix 6: Stage 3 - Part 1: Experimental group 

1. What do you remember from the course? 

2. What did you like from the course? 

3. What did you not like from the course? 

4. Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course? 

5. If yes, what were the factors that affected your perception? / If no what is your current perception? 

6. What is your overall impression of the university? 

7. Before the course, you told me that you do not know anything about the university’s history. What 

do you know now? OR Before the course, you told me that you know (Check transcript for each 

participant) about the university’s history. What do you know now? 

8. Before the course, you told me that you do not know anything about the university’s past 

achievements. What do you know now? OR Before the course, you told me that you know (Check 

transcript for each participant) about the university’s past achievement. What do you know now? 

9. How do you feel about being part of a university with so many awards? 

10. If the university did not have so many achievements, would you feel the same? (Explain) 

11. What are the reasons that would encourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus to 

other students? 

12. What are the reasons, that would discourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus to 

other students? 

13. What are the three things that you like most about the European University? 

14. What are the three things that you do not like about the European University? 

15. Which three words would you use to describe the European University Cyprus? 

16. Would you choose the European University for your master’s degree? If yes, why? If no, why not? 

17. Does the university meet your expectations so far? 
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Appendix 7: Stage 3/ Part 2-4: Experimental group 

1. What do you remember from the course? 

2. What did you like from the course? 

3. What did you not like from the course? 

4. How did the course change your perception of university brand image? 

5. Do you believe that your perception of the university has changed after the course? 

6. If yes, what were the factors that affected your perception? / If no what is your current perception? 

7. During the course I presented the value of the university which are committed to excellence, student-

focused, people-oriented, innovative, accountable, socially responsible. Can you see these values in 

the university? 

8. During the course I presented some of the university’s achievements such as Microsoft, etc. How do 

you feel about being part of a university with so many awards? 

9. What is your overall impression about the university? 

10. What are the reasons that would encourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus to 

other students? 

11. What are the reasons, that would discourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus to 

other students? 

12. What are the three things that you like most about the European University? 

13. What are the three things that you do not like about the European University? 

14. Which three words would you use to describe the European University Cyprus? 

15. Would you choose the European University for your master’s degree? If yes, why? If no, why not? 

16. Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

17. What other factors have contributed in changing your perception of the European University Cyprus? 
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Appendix 8: Stage 2/ Part 1-3 – Control group 

1. What comes to your mind when you see or hear the name of the European University? 

2. What is your overall impression about the university? 

3. What image did you have in mind regarding the European University Cyprus before you register 

in the university? 

4. Does this image still remain the same? If the answer is no, what are the factors that managed to 

change your perception of the European University 

5. What are the three things that you like most about the European University? 

6. What are the three things that you do not like about the European University? 

7. Which three words would you use to describe the European University Cyprus? 

8. Would you choose the European University for your master’s degree? If yes, why? If no, why 

not? 

9. What were your expectations before joining the European University/What had you expected 

from the university before you joined it? 

10. Does the university meet your expectations so far? 

- What are the reasons that would encourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus 

to other students? 

- What are the reasons, that would discourage you to recommend the European University Cyprus 

to other students? 
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Appendix 9: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image before and after they joined 

 

Appendix 10: Freshmen students’ perceptions (experimental group) of university brand image after the 

‘‘positive visualisation course in brand identity  
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Appendix 11: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image four months after the course - 

experimental group 

 

 

Appendix 12 Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image four months after the first 

interview - control group 
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Appendix 13: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image eight months after the course - 

Experimental group 

 

Appendix 14: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image eight months after the first 

interview - control group 
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Appendix 15: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image one year after the course - 

experimental group 

 

 

Appendix 16: Freshmen students’ perceptions of university brand image one year after the first interview 

-control group 
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Appendix 17: Individuals perception throughout the year – experimental group 

EXPERIMENTAL GROUP 

Partici

pant 

Numb

er 

Before the joined After joining 

before 

One week after the 

course 

Four months after 

course 

Eight months 

after course 

One year after the 

course 

P011 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P020 Positive perception  Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P027 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Positive Not 

that positive 

Positive perception 

P028 

 

Negative perception Positive perception  Excellent perception Excellent perception Negative 

perception 

Negative perception 

P019 Neutral perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P010 

 

Neutral perception Positive perception Better than the 

previous interview 

Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P040 Positive perception Positive perception  Excellent perception Withdrawal  Withdrawal Withdrawal 

P042 Neutral perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P041 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P039 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Positive perception Positive 

perception 

Positive perception 

P012 Positive perception Positive perception  Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P024 Positive perception  Positive perception  Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P017 Negative perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Withdrawal Withdrawal 

P025 Positive perception Positive perception  Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P022 No perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P029 No perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Negative 

Perception 

P026 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Negative 

Perception  

P018 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Attrition Attrition Attrition 

P038 Negative perception Positive perception Excellent perception Withdrawal Withdrawal Withdrawal 

P001 Positive perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 

P 021 No perception Positive perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent 

perception 

Excellent 

perception 
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Appendix 18: Individuals perception throughout the year – control group 

CONTROL GROUP 

Participa

nt 

Number 

Before they joined After they joined (first 

interview) 

Four months after 

the first interview 

Eight months after the 

first interview 

One year after the first 

interview 

P031 Negative perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception 

P006 Negative perception  Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception 

 

P009 Positive perception Positive perception Attrition  Attrition Attrition 

P014 

 

No perception  Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception 

P 034 

 

No perception Positive perception Positive perception  Positive perception Positive perception 

P030 

 

Positive perception Negative perception Negative perception Negative perception Negative perception 

P008 No perception Positive perception Withdrawal Withdrawal Withdrawal 

P004 No perception  Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception 

P007 

 

No perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception 

P036 

 

Negative 

perception 

Positive perception Positive perception  Positive perception  Positive perception  

P015 

 

Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Better than previous 

interview 

Negative perception 

P003 

 

Neutral perception  Positive perception Positive perception  Positive perception  Positive perception  

P013 Positive perception Positive perception Attrition Attrition Attrition 

P035 Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception  Positive but not that 

positive 

Same as the previous 

interview  

P005 

 

Negative perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception 

 

P037 

 

Negative perception  Positive perception Positive perception  Positive perception  Positive perception  

P002 

 

Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent perception Excellent perception 

P033 

 

Negative perception Positive perception  Positive perception  Better than previous 

interview 

Same as previous 

interview 

P016 

 

Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception Positive perception  Positive perception  

P032 Negative perception Negative perception Positive perception  Positive perception  Negative Perception 

P023 No perception Positive perception Positive perception  Attrition Attrition 
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