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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This study investigated the overall quality of the interpersonal Received 5 October 2016
relationship students have with faculty and staff, that is, Accepted 1 June 2017
relationship quality (RQ). In relationship management research, RQ

is paramount for the creation of bonds with customers, which in Hi .

. . -~ N . igher education;

turn is necessary for the sgstamablllty gf orggmzatlons, that is, relationship management;
continuity and growth. In higher education, it is not only recent relationship quality; student—
changes in funding of education that urge us to further faculty relationships;
investigate RQ, as students having relational bonds with their confirmatory factor analysis
teachers and faculty/staff is important as well. These relationships
are expected to positively influence students’ college experiences.
Although educational literature addresses the importance of
student—faculty relationships, little is known about students’
perceptions of the quality of their relationship with their program.
The aim of this study was therefore to get a more in-depth
understanding of the concept and measurement of RQ within a
higher education context. To that end, an existing RQ scale was
used measuring five dimensions: trust in honesty, trust in
benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and affective
conflict. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted on
survey responses of 551 students from a Dutch university of
applied sciences. Next to the CFA, a small-scale focus group
discussion was held to validate the quantitative findings of
students’ perceptions on RQ. The findings confirm that the RQ
instrument is an adequate instrument to investigate RQ in a
higher education context. Additional qualitative findings also
suggest that students acknowledge the relevance of RQ and the
need for having a good relationship with their faculty and staff.

KEYWORDS

Relationship quality (RQ) time

Time to degree completion is of growing concern to the funding of public higher edu-
cation institutions (Suhre, Jansen, & Torenbeek, 2013). As a result, the importance of
student-faculty relationships becomes of interest, because these relationships are expected
to positively influence students’ college experiences (Fuentes, Ruiz Alvarado, Berdan, &
DeAngelo, 2014; Kim & Sax, 2009), and can therefore contribute to timely degree
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completion. Tinto (1997) already asserted that student—faculty interactions are indicative
of the student’s level of academic integration in the college environment, and that students
who engage in academic and social integration experiences are less likely to leave their
institution. For instance, students who develop positive interactions with their peers, tea-
chers, and faculty/staff are more likely to persist and complete a degree, and in the future,
will be better able to build rapport. Positive student-faculty interactions also contribute to
students’ intellectual and personal development such as increased motivation, study
success, engagement (Kim & Sax, 2009; Klem & Connell, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991), and retention (O’Keeffe, 2013; Vander Schee, 2008a, 2008b). In addition, to
improve students’ overall evaluation of and satisfaction with their university, the relation-
ships between students and their faculty/staft appear most crucial (Arena, Arnaboldi, &
Azzone, 2010).

Research in the field of services and relationship management in higher education
indicate that positive interactions and relationships are associated with student loyalty
(Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau, Langer, & Hansen, 2001; Macintosh,
2007), which is crucial for the continuity and growth of higher education institutions
(e.g., word-of-mouth, recommendations to other potential students, ranking of higher
education institutions, alumni offerings of student traineeships, and enrollment in
post-graduate education). General ideas from the services and relationship management
literature suggest that for any kind of services organization (profit or non-profit), it is
important to retain customers. To establish long-term benefits for organizations such
as customer retention and loyalty, services organizations should attract, maintain, and
enhance client relationships (Berry, 2002; Gummesson & Gronroos, 2012; Zeithaml,
1981). Although previous studies indicated that having a focus on establishing a good
relationship with students is of interest to higher education institutions (Cook-Sather
& Luz, 2015; Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Zepke, Leach, & Butler, 2014), for instance, to
reduce dropout rates (Helgesen, 2008; Schertzer & Schertzer, 2004) and improve
student loyalty (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001), little is known about the overall quality
of the interpersonal relationship students have with university faculty and staff from a
student’s perspective, that is, RQ. RQ is especially important when the offered services
are complex, delivered over time, and customized because interpersonal relationships
are expected to be more vital in these contexts (Crosby, Evans, & Cowles, 1990).
Higher education settings meet these criteria because the educational service consists of
a high degree of interaction between students and faculty/staff (i.e., complex), expressed
in multiple educational service encounters with different people and continuing over
time. Moreover, through students’ choice of courses, internships, and research projects
students customize their educational program. The aim of this paper was therefore to
get a more in-depth understanding of the concept and measurement of RQ within a
higher education context.

Relationship quality (RQ)

RQ can be defined as the overall assessment of the strength of a relationship between two
parties (Bowden, 2011; Dagger, Danaher, & Gibbs, 2009). Contrary to previous edu-
cational literature where student—faculty relationships only focus on one or few aspects
such as frequency or quality of interaction between students and teachers, RQ in



406 I. SNIJDERS ET AL.

relationship management research is often conceptualized as a multidimensional con-
struct capturing different but related facets of a relationship (Lages, Lages, & Lages,
2005; Palmatier, Dant, Grewal, & Evans, 2006) such as trust, commitment, and satisfac-
tion (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). Building on the work of Roberts, Varki, and Brodie
(2003), RQ adjusted to a higher educational setting consists of five dimensions: trust
in honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and affective
conflict.

Trust in honesty in faculty and staff means trust in a university’s credibility. This is
based on the extent to which students believe university faculty and staff’s word can be
relied on, that they are sincere, and that they will perform their role effectively and reliably.
Trust in benevolence in faculty and staff means the extent to which students believe staff
and faculty are concerned about students’ welfare. This includes having intentions and
motives beneficial to students, and avoiding acting in a way that will result in negative out-
comes for students. Satisfaction refers to cumulative student satisfaction with the overall
quality of the relationship a student has with faculty and staff. It is the students’ cognitive
and affective evaluation based on their personal experience across all educational service
encounters (i.e., every time a student interacts with someone from their university). Affec-
tive commitment refers to students’ commitment to the university. Furthermore, affective
commitment develops over time as individuals (service users/students) become accus-
tomed to positive responses, leading them to become more and more secure in the
relationship (with the university). Finally, affective conflict, is a negative indicator of
RQ, that is, resulting in lower levels of RQ. In line with Roberts et al. (2003), affective con-
flict is used as a measure of the retained level of conflict felt by students concerning their
relationship with faculty and staff.

Present study

In this study, we aim to get a more in-depth understanding of the concept of RQ in higher
education. Drawing upon recent research in the field of services and relationship management
in higher education (Arnett, German, & Hunt, 2003; Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Woodall,
Hiller, & Resnick, 2014), we assume that RQ in higher education can be applied similarly as in
a profit context. This study addresses this issue by incorporating the concept of RQ as
described in services- and relationship management literature, and investigated it in the
context of higher education. First, we administered a questionnaire to measure RQ and exam-
ined whether this instrument and its five dimensions were applicable to a higher education
context. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to analyze the survey data.

To grasp students’ perceptions of RQ from the students’ point of view, we held an
additional small-scale focus group discussion to validate the quantitative findings. The
aim of the focus group discussion was to verify students’ ideas of RQ dimensions.
Focus groups can be used either as a method in their own right or in order to complement
other methods such as quantitative research (Morgan, 1997; Morgan & Krueger, 1993;
Wolff, Knodel, & Sittitrai, 1993), for example, checking validity (Gibbs, 1997). A combi-
nation described by Morgan (1997) is one where a survey is used as a primary method and
a focus group acts as a follow-up research method that assists in interpreting the survey
results. Drawing upon these ideas, in the present study, we conducted a focus group dis-
cussion after the survey.
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RQ questionnaire
Method

Participants

Participants were students enrolled in an educational program at a Dutch University of
Applied Sciences (N =551). Most participants were female (59%), which is a slight over-
representation when compared to the average percentage of female students enrolled at
the institution under study (49.50%). All respondents were distributed across all study
years, although students in their first year were highly represented (57.70%; 12.20%
second year; 12.00% third year; 18.10% fourth year). The average age of participants
was 20.97 years old (SD = 4.54).

Materials and procedure

A questionnaire consisting of 15 items, distributed over five subscales (i.e., trust in
honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and affective conflict)
was used to measure RQ. Each dimension was measured by three items (Roberts et al.,
2003). All items were structured on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

The survey was administered in Dutch. To ensure that the original items were correctly
translated, a forward-back-translation process was employed (Craig & Douglas, 2005). At
the end of the 2014-2015 academic year, a questionnaire containing a short description of
the purpose of the study was sent by campus email to all 4600 students from the university
under study. Filling out the questionnaire took approximately 10-15 minutes. First-year
students who were not familiar with the questionnaire tool were asked to fill out the ques-
tionnaire in a classroom setting and were, when needed, assisted by their tutor, but only
for practical purposes and not related to answering the questions (e.g., assistance in
logging into the questionnaire tool). Participation was voluntary. Students were given a
27-day period to respond (one month before their exams started). Students who did
not complete the survey received another email reminding them of the first email, and
after a fortnight, they were asked again to fill out the questionnaire. A book voucher
was rewarded to 15 randomly selected respondents.

Analyses
To investigate the applicability of the existing RQ scale in the context of higher education,
we conducted a CFA on the survey consisting of 15 items. Based on the services and
relationship management literature and empirical research on RQ, we postulated a
model and tested it for its validity given the sample data. In this way, we determined
the extent to which the items measured the RQ dimensions. All items comprising its
RQ dimension (i.e., its subscale) were therefore expected to load onto their related
factors. An alternative model of RQ with a one-factor structure was constructed to test
whether this could lead to a better fit with the data. Thus, the second model contained
all 15 items loading on one latent factor ‘RQ.” A schematic representation of these
models is shown in Figure 1.

Model 1 (see Figure 1(a)) postulates a priori that RQ is a five-factor structure composed
of trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and affective
conflict. There are five factors (dimensions), as indicated by the five ellipses labeled Trust
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in Honesty (RQT_H), Trust in Benevolence (RQT_B), Satisfaction (RQSAT), Affective
Commitment (RQACOM), and Affective Conflict (RQACON). These five factors are
determined by 15 observed variables, as indicated by the 15 rectangles. Likewise, Model
2 (see Figure 1(b)) is a RQ model with one latent factor, as indicated by the ellipse
labeled RQ. In this model, all 15 variables as indicated by the rectangles are expected to
load on one latent variable RQ. Responses to negatively stated items, that is, affective con-
flict, were reversed so that for all items the highest response was indicative of a positive
rating of each of the five latent constructs.

Data were analyzed using a structural equation modeling approach (Byrne, 2013) to test
whether the underlying dimensional structure of RQ had a good fit to the data, and hence
whether this five-factor structure could be applied to a higher educational context. A CFA
was conducted on the models presented in Figure 1 using Amos 22 (Arbuckle, 2013). For
the estimation of the model’s parameters, maximum likelihood estimations were used.
Two groups of fit indices were selected: absolute and incremental.

In the present study, we used y°, accompanied by degrees of freedom, sample size, and
p-value, as well as the root mean square error of approximation (root mean square error of
approximation, RMSEA; Steiger, 1990) and standardized root mean square residual
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(SRMR) as absolute fit indices. y* has been used to test the closeness of fit between an
observed and predicted covariance matrix. For RMSEA, the lower the value, the better
the fit, with a cut-off value close to 0.06. RMSEA appears to be sensitive to model speci-
fication, minimally influenced by sample size, and not overly influenced by estimation
method. SRMR values of 0.08 or lower are generally considered a good fit (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). The Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) and the comparative fit index (CFI) were
included as incremental fit indices. Both indices range from 0 to 1, with higher values indi-
cating a better fit. Values close to 0.95 or 0.96 are suggested by Byrne (2013) to be associ-
ated with well-fitting models.

Results of questionnaire

Table 1 reports the questionnaire items with their factor loadings and the hypothesized
dimensions of RQ together with Cronbach’s alpha (&), means, and standard deviations
(SD). Cronbach’s « values for the five dimensions ranged from 0.84 to 0.96, all exceeding
the 0.70 cut-off value (Nunnally, 1967).

The results confirm the five-factor structure. Analysis of the hypothesized model
resulted in a XZ (80, N=551)=202.43, p<.001, CFI of 0.98, a TLI of 0.98, an RMSEA
of 0.05, and an SRMR of 0.03. y* statistics was statistically significant, which suggests
that the hypothesized model does not fit the data very well. Nevertheless, the other
indices of fit indicate a fairly good fit of the specified model with the data, and are to
be preferred when evaluating a particular model (Marsh et al., 1994). A y*-difference
test showed that the five-factor structure model had a significantly better fit than the
one-factor structure model, AXZ (10) =1705.55, p <.001 (Table 2).

Table 1. RQ dimensions and items.

Factor
RQ dimensions and items M SDs a loadings
Trust in honesty 0.865
RQ_TH1. My university is honest about my problems 483 147 0.88
RQ_TH2. My university has high integrity 496 1.49 0.84
RQ_TH3. My university is trustworthy 500 1.65 0.77
Trust in benevolence 0.840
RQ_TB1. My university is concerned about my welfare 457 165 0.88
RQ_TB2. When | confide my problems to my university, | know they will respond 532 1.44 0.79
with understanding
RQ_TB.3 | can count on my university considering how their actions affect me 490 1.57 0.73
Satisfaction 0.961
RQSAT1. | am delighted with the performance of my university 480 1.0 0.94
RQSAT2. | am happy with my university’s performance 467 1.52 0.96
RQSAT3. | am content with my university’s performance 478 1.55 0.94
Affective commitment 0.873
RQACOMT. | feel emotionally attached to my university 457 163 0.87
RQACOM?2. | continue to deal with my university because | like being associated 479 1.74 0.83
with them
RQACOM3. | continue to deal with my university because | genuinely enjoy my 475 157 0.80
relationship with them
Affective conflict 0.903
RQACONT. | am angry with my university 260 1.64 0.88
RQACON2. | am frustrated with my university 323 178 0.90
RQACONS3. | am annoyed with my university 321 175 0.84

Note: a = Cronbach’s alphas.
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Table 2. Fit indices for the hypothesized and alternative one-factor model.

Model X df RMSEA CFI Ll
Model 1

Hypothesized 15-item model, five-factor 202.43* 80 0.05 0.98 0.98
Model 2

15-item model, one-factor 1907.98* 90 0.19 0.74 0.69

Note: )(2 = Chi-square, df = degrees of freedom, CFl = comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis index, and RMSEA = root
mean square error of approximation.
*) < 001.

Focus group discussion
Method

Participants

Participants of the focus group discussion were students from the same university at which
the survey study was conducted (N =9). The average age of participants was 24.89 years
old (SD = 8.70). Participants were selected following convenience and purposive sampling
techniques (Brown, Varley, & Pal, 2009) in order to have a group consisting of an equal
mix of male and female students from all study years and different educational programs.
As suggested by Krueger and Casey (2000), a group consisting of five to 10 respondents is
appropriate. In the present study, the group consisted of five female and four male stu-
dents. They participated in the survey earlier conducted. Participants were distributed
over all study years and enrolled in different educational programs (first year: 2; second
year: 3; third year: 1; and, fourth year and longer: 3), and enrolled in different educational
programs (i.e., Pedagogics, Aquatic Eco Technology, Communication, ICT, Logistics
Engineering, Maritime Officer, Social Work, and Commercial Economics).

Materials and procedure

To get a more in-depth understanding of the concept under study, that is, RQ (Wolff et al.,
1993), we organized a focus group discussion shortly after the survey was administered
(i.e, October 2015, a few months after the survey was completed). Our aim was to
clarify and elaborate on students’ perceptions of RQ. Therefore, with the focus group ques-
tions, we aimed to gain a better understanding and interpretation of RQ, such as practical
examples of a priori defined RQ dimensions.

Focus group performance was based on the main steps suggested by Krueger and Casey
(2000). Ground rules for the discussion (e.g., there are no good or bad answers to the ques-
tions, it is your opinion that counts, and every participant’s opinion is equally important)
and general information about the topics to be discussed were given in advance to prepare
participants to properly react to the questions and discussion that followed. The focus
group discussion was to be held in a surrounding that was not related to the students’ uni-
versity setting. After participants were given a brief explanation of the research objectives,
and were assured that all information provided would remain confidential, they were
asked to sign a consent form. The session was guided by an independent moderator/facil-
itator, who was not familiar to the participants.

Before the start of the focus group discussion, each participant was asked to write down an
example of a situation related to the RQ dimension (i.e., five in total). Then the actual focus
group discussion started. For the exact formulation of the focus group questions, see Table 3.
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Table 3. Focus group questions.

Focus group questions

1 Please give an example of your experience with the quality of the relationship you have with your faculty/staff.
2 If you were asked to describe aspects of relationship quality, in your opinion, what following aspects do you recognize?

(a) Trust in the university people’s honesty (teaching and supporting front office staff) such as sincerity, integrity, or
reliability.
(b) Trust in the university people’s benevolence such as willingness to help, concern, and accountability.
(c) The degree you are satisfied with the relationship you have with the people from your university. For example,
how happy, content, or satisfied you are with their performance.
(d) The extent to which you feel committed to the people from your university. For instance, the way you feel
affectively attached or associated.
(e) The degree of affective conflict you experience in the relationship you have with the university people. For
example, the degree you are angry, irritated, or frustrated about your relationship with those people.
3 How important is the relationship you experience with the people from your university, in general, related to your
study achievements and/or to life itself?
Please explain why.
4 Would you like to add or further explain something you have heard or (have not) said about the topics we discussed.

First, we questioned ‘Please give an example of your experience regarding the quality of
the relationship between you as a student and university faculty and staff.” Next, we ques-
tioned students about each RQ dimension. Finally, we asked whether students thought
that RQ is important in relation to their study achievements, their relationship with the
university in general or even in life itself. After each question, the moderator summarized
the discussion findings of that specific topic. Students’ writings of examples (see supra)
were collected at the end of the focus group discussion (examples are listed in Table 4).

To have an increased understanding of the RQ dimensions, participants were asked for
consensus on the discussion findings (Onwuegbuzie, Johnson, & Collins, 2009). The
session lasted for one hour and 15 minutes.

Analyses

To reflect on and further analyze the focus group findings, the discussion was videotaped.
Focus group quotes were combined with the tape-based analysis. Although this mode of
analyzing data is less rigorous than a transcript-based analysis, this type of analysis is
helpful for the researcher to focus on the research questions (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009),
which suits the main goal of this focus group to follow up on the questionnaire data.

Table 4. lllustrative responses to RQ dimensions.

RQ dimensions lllustrative example of focus group discussion
Trust in university’s ‘During the first conversation with my study counselor, it was stated clearly that at all times,
honesty we have to be honest with each other, in order for teachers to get a clear picture of me as a
student.” (SD, male, first year)
Trust in university's ‘| consider my teachers being helpful and understanding, in reaction to what | pointed out
benevolence my study problems are, and when and where | think | need support ...." (MvD, female,
long-term student)
Satisfaction ‘| am satisfied about the quality of the relationship | have with my university. Good! A lot of
understanding, although, sometimes it takes a long time before you get a reaction.’
(Anonymous)
Affective commitment ‘| think | am very strongly committed to my educational program. Part of this is because of

my own assertiveness. This is rewarded by people from my educational program. | believe |
enjoy a special treatment by teachers, and everyone takes me seriously when | have
something to say ... Currently, | am chairman of one of the students’ associations. For both
ways, this stimulates commitment.” (L., male, second year)

Affective conflict ‘There is one teacher who is very unfair about my choice in courses within my educational
program. He does not want to compromise [frustration].” (RA, male, fourth year)
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Results of focus group

First, all participants could provide examples of RQ based on their experience. This vali-
dated our idea that students are aware of RQ aspects within the relationship with their uni-
versity. Moreover, all participants reacted to the examples that were introduced by their
fellow students, resulting in a vivid and rich discussion.

Students referred to different situations during service encounters with faculty and staff,
when they were asked to provide examples of the RQ dimensions in their educational
service experience. At first, they only related to teacher-student interactions, which consti-
tuted the main part of students’ encounters. However, other examples of their evaluations
of RQ followed, such as encounters with the international office or study counselors. Inter-
actions with staff from additional services such as the library, audiovisual services, and
catering, which are also part of the total university offering, were not mentioned.

Furthermore, we wanted to know how these examples were related to their educational
service experience. Therefore, participants were asked to elaborate upon and discuss
examples of the five RQ dimensions. The discussion led to a better idea of how students
perceive RQ aspects. This was established by the positive and negative examples of RQ and
the naming of distinct situations based on the quality of student-faculty relationships.

Next, we wanted to know how these examples were related to their educational service
experience. In general, focus group participants reacted positively to the question to what
degree they are satisfied with the quality of the relationship between them and university
faculty and staff. Although some participants placed critical remarks, for example regard-
ing teachers’ willingness to (quickly) respond to students’ questions by email. Among par-
ticipants, different interpretations of affective commitment and affective conflict were
derived. For instance, students’ commitment to their education and the interpersonal
relationships between students and faculty/staff seemed to be based on reciprocity. In
other words, the more a student is committed from the student’s point of view, the
more willing a teacher is to help and advise. Regarding affective conflict, frustrating or irri-
tating situations can occur during one’s program, for instance, when receiving critical
remarks about one’s work. Nevertheless, in retrospect, students understand and value
these occasions. To conclude, we covered all aspects of RQ, we discussed the proposed
dimensions (i.e., five-factor structure) and sought to find additional ones. Based on this
focus group discussion, we were not able to find other RQ aspects, directly or indirectly
pointed out by students.

Finally, we questioned whether students believe that RQ is important in relation to their
academic achievements, in their relationship with the university in general, or even in life
itself. Participants claimed that the importance of RQ was paramount, not only during
courses to achieve better study results, but also in students’ preparation in becoming a suc-
cessful young professional who is able to connect to others and build fruitful professional
relationships. In conclusion, the focus group findings support the quantitative findings
from the survey.

Discussion

This study aimed to contribute to an improved understanding of the concept of RQ in
higher education. To that end, five RQ dimensions were examined from a student’s
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perspective: trust in honesty, trust in benevolence, satisfaction, affective commitment, and
degree of affective conflict. Furthermore, we explored the concept and dimensions of RQ
by means of a small-scaled focus group discussion to investigate whether students
acknowledge the concept of RQ and whether they can relate to practical examples
based on their experience.

Based on our qualitative and quantitative findings, we found a good fit of the five-
dimensional model of RQ and the alleged importance of RQ from a student’s point of
view. Our findings thus confirm prior assumptions that a relationship management
approach (e.g., Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001), or more
specifically, RQ in higher education, is appropriate and seems to be an important issue
for both higher education institutions and students.

Recent studies on interpersonal relationships still mainly focus on the relationship
between teachers and students (see Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Pianta, Hamre, &
Allen, 2012). The current study adds to that research by taking a broader interpretation
of the educational environment. Instead of only focusing on teachers, in our study, we
consider all personnel students have contacts with in the context of their educational
program, such as employees of the educational administrative office, library, or exam
committee. Furthermore, in contrast to prior studies that have investigated one or a
few aspects of student-faculty relationships, such as frequency of interaction (e.g.,
Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Kuh & Hu, 2001), our study emphasizes the overall
measure of RQ. We used a five-dimensional structure of RQ in higher education,
which enriches the conceptualization of RQ and strengthens its measurement in
higher education contexts. By applying a more comprehensive and relational approach
to investigate students’ perceptions of the quality of student—faculty relationships, we
believe that our findings contribute to a better understanding of how RQ can positively
influence educational performance outcomes for students and higher educational
institutions.

A recent study by Jones et al. (2015) indicated that a consumer’s attitude towards
relationship management has an impact on the willingness to engage in relationships
with service organizations. In other words, if organizations apply relationship marketing
tactics, consumers are more likely to (voluntarily) proceed in the relationship with one’s
service provider. By adopting a relationship philosophy focused on understanding the cus-
tomer, and in this case, the student, organizations are better able to meet students’ chan-
ging needs and expectations (Zeithaml, Bitner, & Gremler, 2009).

Implications

For policy-makers of higher education institutions, the RQ dimensions provide guidelines
that are applicable in educational services. For example, trust in honesty of faculty and
staff is reflected in the advice given to students. Besides institutional and educational
program restrictions, staff members should be informed of students’ skills as well. They
then can give solid advice, when, for example, students ask for information about their
study career choices and chances to go abroad or start an internship in a specific field.
The degree of responsiveness by teachers, for instance by grading an exam or respond-
ing to email, reflects trust in benevolence. Active students are more likely to receive help
and guidance by teachers compared with non-active students, who are expected to be left
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to their own devices. Transparency in when to respond seems to be of importance to com-
municate adequately to students.

Satisfaction with the quality of the relationship as perceived by students is part of the
overall satisfaction students have about their educational services. It is therefore an impor-
tant indicator of the students’ willingness to participate and to engage in the educational
experience. Unsatisfied students are not expected to be involved in educational activities.
Moreover, they can have a bad influence on other students. Evaluations during courses
could be informative regarding the degree of student satisfaction and ways to improve
when necessary.

In order to be able to build good relationships with students, commitment is required.
This commitment is not only stimulated by the course offering itself, but also by other
educational activities (e.g., being a student member of a student association).

Finally, both quantitative and qualitative findings indicate that the degree of affective
conflict such as irritation and frustrations by students is also part of the quality of the
relationship perceived by students, and can influence the relationship positively.
Although sometimes the initial conflict is perceived as negative, students indicate that
during their personal development throughout their educational program, their view
on the relationship with people from the educational program might change. Neverthe-
less, higher education institutions should provide customer services and the possibility to
adequately respond to complaint behavior, or even foresee service recovery strategies.

Limitations and suggestions for further research

Although this study provides new insights into the concept of RQ in higher education, it
also has limitations. In particular, the study was conducted in only one university of
applied sciences. Future research should test if our findings hold in other samples. Also,
one could examine differences among students by study year. As relationships grow
over time, the evaluation of RQ could be influenced.

The qualitative findings were meant as a complementary study to the quantitative find-
ings; however, multiple focus groups would provide a full qualitative methodology to
study RQ among students. Because of the cross-sectional nature of the data, it was not
able to demonstrate causality. Longitudinal approaches with RQ as an antecedent could
be of interest.

Conclusion

The overall quality of the interpersonal relationship between students and faculty and staff
is based on multiple interactions and sequential service encounters between students and
different people from their university. Therefore, it is not equivocal to interpret and
describe RQ in higher education. Nevertheless, a measurement of RQ does give an indi-
cation of the students’ perceptions of the quality of the relationship they have with
their university. Our results indicate that in the context of higher education, RQ quality
has a place in an overall model of educational quality/academic success. The findings
confirm that the five-dimensional RQ instrument is an adequate instrument to investigate
RQ in a higher education context.
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If higher education institutions acknowledge the importance of RQ, also seen from a
services and relationship management point of view, they can positively influence their
relationship with students (e.g., prompt reaction to students’ questions and provide
honest feedback). In line with the existing services and relationship marketing literature
(Bowden, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001; Macintosh, 2007), this
could be beneficial for both higher education institutions and students. A good relation-
ship between students and teachers and other faculty and staff is expected to have positive
influences on the engagement of students during their education (Zepke et al., 2014), such
as in classroom meetings or other extracurricular activities. This can increase their loyalty
to the university (Bowden, 2011). Also, chances for achieving better study results might
increase (Klem & Connell, 2004) which is not only a positive outcome for students, but
in terms of efficiency and performance outcomes, for higher education institutions as well.
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