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Abstract
This study aims to determine the role which the three factors perceived value, customer satisfaction 
and brand perceptions play in consumer trust in South Africa’s private higher education institutions. A 
large-scale quantitative research design used a structured questionnaire to collect data on a 5-point 
Likert  scale  from  399  alumni  (376  usable  responses)  of  South  African  private  higher  education 
institutions.  Confirmatory  factor  analysis  identified  and  tested  the  significance  of  relationships. 
Perceived  value  (β=0.14;  p<0.05),  Customer  satisfaction  (β=0.71;  p<0.001)  and  Brand  perception 
(β=0.14; p<0.05) all have a significant direct effect on Students Behavioral trust. Likewise, Perceived 
value (β=0.36; p<0.001) and Brand perception (β=0.50; p<0.001) have a significant direct effect on 
Customer satisfaction as a mediating variable. Customer satisfaction (β=0.71; p<0.001) has a strong 
significant effect on Behavioral trust. The model contributes 88.9% of the variance in behavioral trust. 
Management of  private higher education institutions can fruitfully  apply  the findings to improve 
students’ behavioral trust in their brand, while future researchers can further refine the factors and 
improve the measurement model.   
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INTRODUCTION
South African private higher education institutions (HEIs) increasingly operate in a competitive, 

market-oriented environment shaped by student mobility, technological change, regulatory oversight, 
and rising service expectations. Over the past decade, the sector has expanded significantly, positioning 
institutions as both knowledge providers and service-oriented brands competing for student loyalty 
and sustainability [1].

According  to  the  Department  of  Higher  Education and Training,  private  HEIs  produced 60,927 
graduates in 2023,  representing a 6.3% increase (3,625 students)  from 57,302 in 2022 [2].  Most  
graduates  were in  higher  certificates  (27.5%),  bachelor’s  degrees  (27.2%),  and diplomas (12.6%). 
Students are no longer passive recipients of education but active consumers who evaluate institutions 
based on service quality, credibility, engagement, and reputation [3].

In this context, brand loyalty has become a critical strategic asset, as loyal students are more likely to 
persist, re-enrol, and generate positive word-of-mouth [4]. Unlike traditional markets, loyalty in higher 
education is driven by a complex interplay of academic, relational, technological, and experiential 
factors beyond purely transactional considerations [5]. In empirical studies the major brand-loyalty 
antecedents came up trumps in explaining variance in brand loyalty. For example, in a structural model 
of student brand loyalty, Customer satisfaction exhibited a strong total effect (β = 0,92), while Brand 
trust also showed a significant strong effect (β = 0,84) [6].

Problem statement 
Despite the growing importance of brand loyalty in higher education, empirical models tailored 

specifically for private higher education institutions, especially in South Africa, remain limited.

Against this background, this study seeks to empirically validate a theoretically grounded model to 
measure brand loyalty in South African private higher education institutions. By identifying and testing 
the  key  antecedents  that  influence  student  brand  loyalty,  the  study  contributes  to  both  theory 
development and managerial practice.

Most studies tend to focus on cognitive trust, and more research is needed to understand the 
underlying  factors  influencing  behavioral  trust.  Expanding  research  in  this  area  offers  important 
benefits, as behavioural trust reflects actual actions such as continued engagement, retention, and 
advocacy rather than merely attitudinal beliefs [7]. Unlike cognitive trust, which is based on perceptions 
of reliability and competence, behavioural trust represents the willingness to act on those beliefs,  
making  it  a  stronger  predictor  of  long-term  relationship  outcomes  [8].  Recent  research  further 
emphasizes that behavioral outcomes such as loyalty and continued usage are driven by experiential 
and relational evaluations rather than cognition alone [9][10]. A deeper understanding of behavioural  
trust,  therefore,  enables  institutions  to  better  predict  student  retention,  strengthen  relationship 
management  strategies,  and  design  value  propositions  that  convert  perceptions  into  sustained 
behavioural outcomes [11].

Perceived value and customer satisfaction are widely recognised as key antecedents of trust in 
relational contexts, and they are likely to influence behavioural trust as well. Perceived value reflects 
the  customer’s  evaluation  of  benefits  relative  to  costs  [12],  and  this  evaluation  directly  shapes 
satisfaction, which represents an overall assessment of the service experience [13]. Empirical research 
consistently  demonstrates  a  strong  positive  relationship  between  perceived  value  and  customer 
satisfaction, as well as between satisfaction and trust [11]. More recent evidence further confirms that 
perceived  value  plays  a  central  role  in  shaping  relational  outcomes  by  driving  satisfaction  and 
subsequent behavioral intentions [9]. Consequently, these constructs are interrelated, with perceived 
value  serving  as  a  precursor  to  satisfaction,  which  in  turn  enhances  trust.  In  the  private  higher 
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education context, examining these relationships offers valuable insight into how value perceptions 
translate into behavioral trust outcomes such as retention, engagement, and advocacy.

In addition, favorable brand perceptions play a critical role in shaping relationship quality, of which 
customer satisfaction and trust are key dimensions [7]. Strong institutional branding signals credibility, 
reliability,  and  service  quality,  influencing  students’  relational  evaluations.  Contemporary  studies 
emphasize that brand-related cues and experiential value significantly affect satisfaction and trust, 
ultimately driving long-term behavioral outcomes in service settings [9][15]. Accordingly, private higher 
education institutions should prioritize brand-building strategies to enhance perceived relationship 
quality and strengthen behavioral trust. From a practical perspective, this necessitates developing an 
integrated model that examines the key drivers of perceived value, customer satisfaction, and brand 
perceptions, and their combined influence on behavioral trust within the private higher education 
environment.

Objective
This study aims to investigate the direct and indirect relationships between key antecedents, namely 

perceived value, customer satisfaction, and brand perceptions, on behavioral trust.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review comprises three sections,  namely 1)  the theoretical  foundation,  2)  three 

theoretical case studies, and 3) developing the hypotheses based on the theory. 

Theoretical foundation
This study emanates from three consumer behavioral theories, namely the Social Exchange Theory 

[14], the Expectation-Confirmation Theory [13], and the Relationship Marketing Theory [9]. 

Social Exchange Theory
Social  Exchange  Theory  provides  a  foundational  lens  for  understanding  how  perceived  value 

influences relationship outcomes. According to this theory, relationships are maintained when the 
perceived benefits outweigh the costs, and individuals seek to maximize rewards while minimizing 
sacrifices. In a service context (such as higher education), perceived value represents the outcome of 
the educational  experience based on a cost-benefit evaluation; this,  in turn,  influences relational 
constructs such as satisfaction and trust. Thus, perceived value is expected to positively influence 
satisfaction, which, in turn, fosters trust as the relationship matures [7].

Expectation-Confirmation Theory
Oliver’s (1980) seminal theory of Expectation-Confirmation [13] explains the role of satisfaction in 

shaping behavioral outcomes. In this theory, satisfaction arises when perceived performance meets or 
exceeds  expectations.  Perceived  value  contributes  significantly  to  this  confirmation  process,  as 
customers assess whether the benefits received justify the sacrifices made. The theory, therefore, 
supports the mediating role of satisfaction between perceived value and trust.

Relationship Marketing Theory
The Relationship Marketing Theory, developed by Morgan and Hunt in 1994, emphasizes trust and 

commitment as key mediators of successful exchange [7]. Trust is particularly important because it  
reduces uncertainty and fosters long-term engagement. Within this framework, perceived value is a key 
input that drives satisfaction, which in turn leads to trust. Notably, this theory argues that trust cannot 
be  formed  solely  on  the  basis  of  perceived  value.  However,  if  perceived  value  translates  into 
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satisfaction, it can develop or reinforce confidence (trust). This postulates an indirect effect from a 
mediating variable.

Case Study Analysis of Perceived Value, Trust & Satisfaction 
This study selected three studies from the literature to demonstrate that perceived value influences 

behavioral trust both directly and indirectly through customer satisfaction [15][16][17]. The first study 
in the hotel industry [16] demonstrated that customer satisfaction partially mediates the relationship 
between perceived value and trust in a service context. 

The authors Prameka et al. investigated the relationships among perceived value, service quality, 
customer satisfaction, and brand trust within the hospitality industry [16]. The study is grounded in 
relationship marketing theory, which posits that trust and satisfaction are central mechanisms through 
which value perceptions translate into long-term behavioral outcomes. In service contexts such as 
hotels,  perceived  value  reflects  customers’  evaluations  of  benefits  relative  to  costs,  and  these 
evaluations are expected to influence both affective responses (satisfaction) and relational outcomes 
(trust).

The authors specifically aim to understand whether customer satisfaction functions as a mediating 
variable between perceived value and trust. This aligns strongly with service-dominant logic, in which 
value creation occurs through customer experiences, and satisfaction serves as a key evaluative and 
emotional response.

The study uses a quantitative research design based on survey data collected from hotel customers in 
Indonesia. A structured questionnaire was distributed to guests staying in three-star hotels. Using a 
convenience sample, this study analysed 114 valid responses from a five-point Likert scale comprising 
multi-itemed constructs for value, satisfaction and trust) using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation 
Modelling. The empirical results identified significant relationships among:

 Perceived value → Customer satisfaction (Perceived value significantly and positively influences 
customer satisfaction).

 Perceived value → Brand trust (A direct positive relationship exists between perceived value and 
trust).

 Customer satisfaction → Brand trust (Customer satisfaction significantly enhances trust).
 Mediating effect (Customer satisfaction partially  mediates the relationship between perceived 

value and trust).

In  practice,  this  means  that  perceived  value  influences  trust  directly  and  indirectly  through 
satisfaction in the Indonesian hotel (leisure) industry.

In the second study, Yum and Kim targeted online entertainment platforms in 2024 [15]. This study 
found  that  perceived  value  enhances  customer  satisfaction,  which  in  turn  influences  trust  and 
behavioral outcomes. These authors specifically examined the interplay between perceived value, 
customer satisfaction, trust, and loyalty within digital entertainment platforms. These findings align 
well with the current digital learning platforms used by higher education institutions following the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The study anchored in consumer behavior and value theory, emphasizing that 
perceived value is multidimensional (utilitarian, hedonic, and social). The authors argue that customer 
satisfaction represents a cumulative evaluation of perceived value, whereas trust reflects confidence in 
a service provider. The study seeks to identify how value-based perceptions translate into trust and 
behavioral outcomes through customer satisfaction.

Yum and Kim used a quantitative survey questionnaire to target users of online entertainment 
platforms [15]. The questionnaire measured multi-dimensional perceived value constructs, and these 
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were  tested  using  a  structural  equation  model.  The  model  identified  the  following  significant 
relationships: 

 Perceived value → Satisfaction (All value dimensions positively influence satisfaction).
 Perceived value → Trust (Value has a direct positive effect on trust).
 Customer satisfaction → Outcomes (Satisfaction strongly influences behavioral outcomes).
 Mediating  role  of  satisfaction  (Satisfaction  partially  or  fully  mediates  relationships  between 

perceived value and outcomes) 

The third study investigated relationships among perceived value, student satisfaction, and trust in  
higher education institutions [17]. In this context, the students were conceptualized as customers and 
the universities as service providers. The study is grounded in service quality and relationship marketing 
theory,  and  postulates  that  perceived  value  influences  satisfaction,  which  in  turn  builds  trust  in 
institutions.  

This study adopted a large-scale quantitative design with a 400-student multi-stage cluster sample at 
a private higher education institution. The data were collected with a structured questionnaire and 
analysed in a structural  equation model.  The variables Satisfaction, Trust,  and Reliability,  and the 
validity measures, were tested in the model. The structural model identified the following significant 
relationships: 

 Perceived value → Satisfaction (Significant positive relationship).
 Satisfaction → Trust (Satisfaction strongly increases student trust).
 Both perceived value and satisfaction act as important mediating variables in building trust.
 No strong direct path between Reliability and validity and Trust, highlighting mediation importance)

This study confirmed that students’ perceived value increases satisfaction, which in turn strengthens 
trust [17] . This finding in higher education resonates with those by Prameka et al. in the hotel industry 
[16] and highlights the mediating role of satisfaction.  

Hypotheses Development
The relationship between perceived value,  customer satisfaction,  and behavioral  trust  forms a 

central framework within marketing and service research. These constructs are critical in explaining 
how customers develop relational  bonds with service providers,  ultimately influencing behavioral  
outcomes such as trust, loyalty, and continued usage [7][12]. In service-dominant contexts, including 
higher  education,  the  ability  to  translate  perceived  value  into  customer  satisfaction and trust  is 
essential for long-term institutional sustainability. Our study builds on this foundation by proposing a 
structural  model in which perceived value influences behavioral  trust both directly and indirectly 
through  customer  satisfaction.  Furthermore,  brand  perception  is  introduced  as  an  additional 
antecedent of satisfaction and trust. The hypotheses are developed based on Social Exchange Theory,  
Expectation-Confirmation Theory, and Relationship Marketing Theory.

Perceived Value and Behavioral Trust (H1)
Perceived value is a core determinant of customer decision-making and relational outcomes. Defined 

as the consumer’s overall assessment of benefits relative to costs [12], perceived value serves as a key 
signal of service quality, reliability, and performance. From a theoretical perspective, Social Exchange 
Theory suggests that when individuals perceive high value in an exchange relationship, they are more 
likely to develop trust in the exchange partner [14].

Empirical studies support this relationship. Prameka et al. (2016) found that perceived value has a 
significant  positive effect  on brand trust  in  the  hospitality  sector.  Similarly,  Yum and Kim (2024)  
demonstrate  that  perceived value directly  enhances trust  in  digital  service platforms [15].  These 
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findings suggest that high perceived value reduces uncertainty and reinforces confidence in service 
providers.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Perceived value has a positive and significant effect on behavioral trust (Direct  
effect).

Perceived Value and Customer Satisfaction (H2)
Perceived value is consistently identified as one of the strongest predictors of customer satisfaction. 

According to Expectation-Confirmation Theory [13], satisfaction results from the comparison between 
expectations and perceived performance. Since perceived value reflects this evaluation process, it  
directly influences satisfaction outcomes.

Empirical evidence strongly supports this relationship. Prameka et al. (2016) show that perceived 
value significantly enhances customer satisfaction in hospitality services [16]. Similarly, Yum and Kim 
(2024) demonstrate that multiple dimensions of perceived value positively influence satisfaction in 
digital  environments [15].  In a higher education context,  Halimatussakdiah et al.  (2018) find that 
perceived value significantly improves student satisfaction, reinforcing its role as a critical antecedent  
[17].

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Perceived value has a positive and significant effect on customer satisfaction  
(Direct effect).

Customer Satisfaction and Behavioral Trust (H3)
Customer satisfaction plays a pivotal role in shaping behavioral trust. Within Relationship Marketing 

Theory, trust is seen as a key outcome of positive relational experiences [7]. Satisfaction reflects a 
cumulative evaluation of these experiences and thus serves as a precursor to trust formation.

Empirical studies confirm this relationship. Prameka et al. (2016) found that customer satisfaction 
significantly influences trust in the hospitality industry [16]. Similarly, Halimatussakdiah et al. (2018) 
demonstrate that student satisfaction positively affects trust in higher education institutions [17]. 
These  findings  highlight  that  consistent  satisfaction leads  to  confidence  in  service  reliability  and 
integrity, thereby fostering trust. 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Customer satisfaction has a positive and significant effect on behavioral trust  
(Direct effect).

Brand perception and Customer satisfaction (H4)
Brand perception is a core component of service quality and is a critical determinant of customer 

satisfaction. These constructs reflect the extent to which a service provider consistently delivers on 
promises  and  performs  reliably.  Within  Expectation-Confirmation Theory,  consistent  performance 
enhances satisfaction by confirming customer expectations.

Research shows that reliability is one of the most important drivers of satisfaction in service contexts 
[18].  When  customers  perceive  a  service  as  dependable,  they  are  more  likely  to  evaluate  their 
experiences positively, leading to higher levels of satisfaction.

Although  not  always  explicitly  labelled  as  “brand  perception,”  empirical  studies  consistently 
demonstrate that service reliability significantly contributes to satisfaction across contexts, including 
education and digital services.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Brand perception has a positive and significant effect on customer satisfaction  
(Direct effect).

Brand perception and Behavioral trust (H5)
Trust is fundamentally rooted in perceptions of a brand. According to Relationship Marketing Theory, 

trust  develops  when  customers  believe  that  a  service  provider  is  consistent,  competent,  and 
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dependable  [7].  Reliability  acts  as  a  key  signal  of  trustworthiness,  reducing  perceived  risk  and 
uncertainty.

Empirical findings support this relationship. Studies in service marketing consistently show that 
reliability is a significant predictor of trust, as customers are more likely to trust providers that deliver  
consistent, predictable outcomes. Furthermore, in higher education contexts, perceived institutional 
reliability has been linked to increased levels of student trust [16].

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Brand perception has a positive and significant effect on behavioral trust (Direct  
effect).

The Mediating Role of Customer Satisfaction (H6)
A central contribution of the literature is the identification of customer satisfaction as a mediating 

variable between perceived value and trust. Mediation implies that perceived value influences trust  
indirectly through its effect on satisfaction.

From a theoretical perspective:

 Social  Exchange  Theory  suggests  that  value  perceptions  influence  relational  evaluations 
(satisfaction), which then shape trust.

 Expectation-Confirmation Theory explains how satisfaction emerges from value evaluations.
 Relationship Marketing Theory positions satisfaction as a precursor to trust.

Empirical  evidence  strongly  supports  this  mediating  effect.  Prameka  et  al.  (2016)  research 
demonstrates that customer satisfaction partially mediates the relationship between perceived value 
and trust [16]. Similarly, Yum and Kim (2024) show that satisfaction acts as a key mechanism through 
which perceived value influences behavioral outcomes [15]. In the education sector, Halimatussakdiah 
et al. (2018) confirm that satisfaction is a critical mediator in building trust among students [15].

These findings suggest that perceived value alone is insufficient to generate trust; rather, it must first 
translate into satisfaction before trust can be established. This highlights the importance of modelling 
both direct and indirect relationships.

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Customer satisfaction mediates the relationship between perceived value and  
behavioral trust (Indirect effect).

Synthesis of the hypothesized model
The literature collectively supports a structured causal framework in which:

 Perceived value influences behavioral trust directly (H1)
 Perceived value influences customer satisfaction (H2)
 Customer satisfaction influences behavioral trust (H3)
 Brand perception influences both satisfaction (H4) and trust (H5)
 Customer satisfaction mediates the relationship between perceived value and trust (H6)

This integrated model reflects both direct and indirect pathways, consistent with prior empirical 
research and theoretical  frameworks.  The inclusion of  brand perception further  extends  existing 
models by incorporating key service quality dimensions into the trust formation process. Figure 1 shows 
the conceptual model.
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Figure 1: Hypothesized model

Research Methodology
In  this  study,  a  positivist  epistemological  paradigm was used to interpret  the data objectively, 

observably,  and  independently  of  the  researcher’s  perceptions  [19].  Adhering  to  these  positivist  
methodological principles, data were collected using a structured five-point Likert scale questionnaire. 
According to Cochran’s formula (95% confidence interval with a 5% margin of error) for an undefined 
population, the minimum sample size is 385 (Z = 1,96; p = 0,5) [20]. Our study collected 399 complete 
questionnaires, but we could use only 376 because 23 respondents declined to consent to the use of 
their data for publication in an article. MPlus (Version 9) was used to analyze the data.

DATA ANALYSIS
Confirmatory factor analysis was applied to examine the construct validity and reliability of the 

four-factor measurement model.

At the preliminary stage of analysis, the modification index indicated that two items within the 
perceived value construct (PVAL_1 and PVAL_2) should be allowed to co-vary. The final measurement 
model produced acceptable fit indices [21]: χ²(128) = 314.371; (χ²/df = 2.46); comparative fit index (CFI) 
= 0.97; Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.96; root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.062. 

As further shown in Table 1, all items in the final measurement model loaded significantly onto their 
respective latent variables (p < 0.001) and exceeded 0.5 ([21]. Furthermore, all composite reliability 
values met the minimum threshold of 0.7 [22].

Table 1. Assessment of latent variables

Variable items Std.  factor 
loading

Std.  error  of 
loading

CR

Perceived value (Pval)
Pval_1
Pval_2

0.81
0.80

0.02
0.02

0.92
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Pval_3
Pval_4
Pval_5
Pval_6
Pval_7

0.53
0.76
0.89
0.84
0.82

0.04
0.02
0.01
0.02
0.02

Customer satisfaction (Cust)
Cust_1
Cust_2
Cust_3
Cust_4

0.80
0.89
0.83
0.62

0.02
0.01
0.02
0.03

0.87

Brand perception (DepR)
DepR_1
DepR_2
DepR_3

0.82
0.95
0.80

0.02
0.01
0.02

0.89

Behavioral Trust (BTrust)
BTrust_1
BTrust_2
BTrust_3
BTrust_4

0.87
0.82
0.92
0.71

0.01
0.02
0.01
0.03

0.90

Notes: CR = composite reliability. All factors loaded significantly at p < 0.001.

All  average  variance  extracted  (AVE)  values  in  Table  2  are  also  above  0.5.  Accordingly,  the 
measurement model demonstrated good convergent validity and reliability [21].

Table 2. HTMT2 matrix with average variance extracted on the diagonal in brackets

Variable 1 2 3 4
1. Customer satisfaction (0.63)
2. Behavioral trust 0.942 (0.70)
3.Brand perception 0.800 0.831 (0.74)
4. Perceived value 0.752 0.795 0.815 (0.62)

Table 2 presents the modified heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT2) values for each 
construct pair. HTMT tends to exhibit an upward distortion when the assessment of the research 
constructs is not tau-equivalent, and the correlation between the constructs under investigation is 
close to 1 [23]. Therefore, HTMT2 offers a more appropriate approach for evaluating discriminant  
validity in this study [24]. All HTMT2 values presented in Table 2, fall below the recommended threshold 
of 0.85 [26], with the sole exception being the HTMT2 value concerning behavioral trust and customer 
satisfaction (0.942). Nonetheless, this value can still be regarded as acceptable, given that (1) trust and 
satisfaction are conceptually similar, serving as indicators of relationship quality, and (2) the HTMT2 
value is still lower than the inference threshold of 1 [25][26]. 

Hence,  all  constructs  were  deemed  discriminant,  relative  to  the  other  constructs  in  the 
measurement model [21].

Regression results
Subsequently, the structural equation model was compiled. The structural model also presented 

adequate fit statistics [21]: χ²(128) = 314.371; (χ²/df = 2.46); comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.97; Tucker-
Lewis index (TLI) = 0.96; root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.062. 

From Table 3 it is evident that all five direct relationships examined are statistically significant at 
p<0.001 or p<0.05 and range between 0.14 and 0.71. Overall, customer satisfaction has the largest 
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effect on behavioral trust (coefficient: 0.71; p<0.001), while perceived value and brand perception 
seem to have an equal, but relatively small influence on behavioral trust (coefficient: 0.14; p<0.05).  
Brand perception has a much greater influence on customer satisfaction (coefficient: 0.50; p<0.001).  
Perceived value has a marginal influence on customer satisfaction (coefficient 0.36; p<0.001). Hence, 
H1 to H5 were supported.

Table 3. Structural equation modelling results

Structural path
Standardized 
coefficient 
(β)

Standard
error

Statistical
significance 
(p)

H1: Perceived value → Behavioral trust 0.14 0.06 0.015*
H2: Perceived value → Customer satisfaction
H3: Customer satisfaction → Behavioral trust

0.36
0.71

0.07
0.05

0.001***
0.001***

H4: Brand perception → Customer satisfaction
H5: Brand perception → Behavioral trust

0.50
0.14

0.07
0.06

0.001***
0.018*

Note: *** Statistically significant at p < 0.001; * Statistically significant at p < 0.05

With respect  to  the indirect  effects  examined,  customer satisfaction mediates  the relationship 
between perceived value and behavioral trust (coefficient = 0.26, p<0.001). Hence, H6 was supported. 
Overall, the model contributes 88.9% of the variance in behavioral trust.

The research findings are depicted in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Research findings

Discussion
The  discussion  starts  by  presenting  and  interpreting  the  key  findings,  understanding  why  the 

relationships occurred by comparing them to prior literature, and then, discussing the implications.
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The findings of this study highlight that customer satisfaction (β = 0.71) exerts the most significant 
influence  on  behavioral  trust,  while  perceived  value  and  brand  perception  play  smaller  but  still  
meaningful  roles.  This  resonates with broader research in higher education that underscores the 
relational dimension of trust. For example, the emotional intelligence of lecturers has been shown to  
significantly enhance student satisfaction and trust [27], suggesting that interpersonal and affective 
factors complement institutional branding and value perceptions [28].

The dominance of customer satisfaction as a predictor of behavioral trust suggests that trust within 
private  higher  education is  primarily  experiential  and relational  rather  than purely  transactional. 
Although perceived value and brand perception contribute to trust formation, students appear to rely 
more heavily on accumulated educational experiences when determining whether an institution is 
trustworthy. This finding aligns with Relationship Marketing Theory, which posits that trust develops 
through repeated positive relational exchanges over time. The comparatively weaker direct effect of 
perceived value further suggests that value perceptions alone are insufficient to establish behavioral 
trust unless they are validated through satisfying educational experiences. In this regard, customer 
satisfaction  functions  as  a  critical  psychological  mechanism that  converts  value  perceptions  into 
relational confidence. Furthermore, the strong influence of brand perception on satisfaction indicates 
that institutional reputation and perceived credibility shape students’ expectations prior to service 
consumption.  Positive  brand  perceptions  may  reduce  uncertainty  and  increase  favorable 
interpretations of  educational  experiences,  thereby enhancing satisfaction levels.  Collectively,  the 
findings support a sequential relational process in which brand perception and perceived value shape 
satisfaction, which subsequently drives behavioral trust.

In addition, the mediating role of satisfaction between perceived value and trust is consistent with 
recent evidence that student experience and perceived value strongly predict loyalty and retention in 
higher education settings. Universities that invest in high-quality teaching and support services foster 
stronger satisfaction, which in turn drives trust and long-term engagement [29]. Similarly, Alzamel and 
Choudhary (2022) found that satisfaction significantly predicts institutional trust and retention in Saudi 
higher education, underscoring the relational dimension of trust beyond transactional value [30].

These results also extend the conversation beyond institutional branding by connecting to trust 
between  universities  and  society.  Recent  reviews  show  that  public  trust  in  higher  education  is 
increasingly fragile due to societal disruptions and scepticism toward institutions. Building student 
satisfaction  and  trust  may  therefore  serve  as  a  foundation  for  reinforcing  broader  institutional 
credibility and legitimacy [28]. In line with this, García-Arroyo and Osca (2022) demonstrated that 
satisfaction with academic services directly influences students’ psychological commitment and trust in 
institutions, suggesting that satisfaction is not only a relational outcome but also a psychological anchor 
for long-term engagement [31].

Taken together, the evidence suggests that private HEIs should prioritize strategies that enhance 
satisfaction through relational quality, emotional engagement, and value delivery, as these not only  
strengthen behavioral trust but also contribute to institutional resilience in a competitive and disrupted 
higher education landscape.

Managerial Implications
The results provide clear guidance for managers of private higher education institutions. First, the 

strong effect of customer satisfaction on behavioral trust underscores the need to prioritize student-
centered strategies. Satisfaction is not only a relational outcome but also a predictor of long-term 
loyalty  and advocacy.  Managers  should therefore invest  in  quality  teaching,  responsive academic 
support, and reliable administrative services, as these directly enhance satisfaction and, in turn, trust.
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Second, the findings highlight the importance of perceived value as both a direct and indirect driver 
of trust. Institutions must ensure that students perceive their education as offering tangible benefits 
relative to costs. This can be achieved by aligning curricula with labor market needs, integrating digital 
learning  innovations,  and  offering  flexible  pathways  that  maximize  value  for  diverse  student 
populations.  Transparent  communication about  program outcomes and employability  can further 
strengthen perceived value.

Third, brand perception emerged as a meaningful antecedent of satisfaction and trust. Managers 
should treat institutional  branding not merely as a marketing exercise but as a strategic tool  for 
signaling credibility, reliability, and service quality. Building a strong brand identity through consistent 
messaging, alumni success stories,  and visible community engagement can reinforce trust among 
current and prospective students.

Finally,  the  evidence suggests  that  satisfaction acts  as  a  mediating mechanism between value 
perceptions  and trust.  This  implies  that  even when students  perceive  high  value,  trust  will  only  
materialize if satisfaction is achieved. Managers should therefore monitor satisfaction continuously 
through surveys, feedback loops, and student engagement platforms, using these insights to refine 
service delivery.

Limitations and Future Research
Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the research was conducted within the South 

African private HEI context, which may limit the generalizability of findings to other regions with 
different  cultural,  regulatory,  and  market  dynamics.  Future  studies  could  adopt  a  cross-national 
comparative approach to examine whether the relationships among perceived value, satisfaction, 
brand perception, and trust hold across diverse educational systems.

Second, the study employed a quantitative survey design using self-reported measures, which may 
be subject to response bias. Incorporating mixed-method approaches, such as interviews or focus 
groups, could provide richer insights into the experiential and relational dimensions of trust. Third, the 
structural model explained a substantial proportion of variance in behavioral trust. Other potential 
antecedents (such as digital learning quality, institutional transparency, and social responsibility) were 
not tested in the model. Future research should expand the model to integrate these emerging factors, 
particularly given the growing importance of online learning and societal trust in higher education.

Finally, the study focused on alumni perceptions, which capture post-study evaluations but may not 
fully  reflect  the  experiences  of  current  students.  Longitudinal  research  tracking  students  from 
enrolment through graduation would provide a more dynamic understanding of how satisfaction and 
trust evolve over time.

CONCLUSION
This study demonstrates that customer satisfaction is the most powerful driver of behavioral trust in 

private higher education institutions, while perceived value and brand perception play smaller but  
significant roles. The mediating role of satisfaction between value and trust highlights that institutions 
cannot rely solely on delivering value; they must ensure that students feel genuinely satisfied with their 
experiences. When satisfaction is achieved, trust becomes stronger, leading to loyalty, retention, and 
advocacy.

By integrating these findings with recent research, it is evident that private HEIs should prioritize 
strategies that enhance satisfaction through quality teaching, emotional engagement, reliable support 
services, and strong brand credibility. Doing so not only strengthens behavioral trust at the student 
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level but also contributes to institutional resilience and legitimacy in a competitive and disrupted higher 
education landscape.
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Annexure A: Scale development

Brand perception (DepR)
DepR_1: The brand is considered dependable

DepR_2: The brand is reliable

DepR_3: The brand is well recognized in the market

Customer satisfaction (Cust)
Cust_1: I am satisfied with the service delivered by the institution

Cust_2: I made the correct choice by enrolling at the institution

Cust_3: I speak positively about the institution to friends and family

Cust_4: The programme I completed added value to my life

Behavioral trust (BTrust)
BTrust_1: I trust the institution's brand completely

BTrust_2: What was promised as advertised was delivered

BTrust_3: I will recommend this brand to prospective students

BTrust_4: I may enrol for another programme at this institution

Perceived value (Pval)
Pval_1: I received total vale for what was advertised

Pval_2: The price of the brand gave me value

Pval_3: I derived value from the brand due to past experience

Pval_4: The institution actively seeks out customer comments and complaints

Pval_5: The institution emphasizes a customer-focused service concept

Pval_6: The institution continuously maintains contact with me

Pval_7: The institution provided feedback from surveys conducted
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