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Conceptualising Brand Trust in E-Tertiary Education: A Tri-Nation study Kim-Choy Chung School of Business Administration, Al Akhawayn University, Ifrane, Morocco Tan Shin Shin Thames International College, London, UK Abstract A brand is firm’s promise to their customers and it tells them what they can expect from their services or products and it often acts as a differentiator of service quality. In addition, trust decreases the perceived risk of using a service. Since e-learners have no direct contact with the education providers, brand trust can contributes to a reduction of uncertainty in an e-tertiary setting. Survey in Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei using mall-intercept method revealed that the attributes of brand trust in e-tertiary education is related to risk aversion, contingent on institutional and courseware design assurance factors. This tri-nation study also revealed that public opinion (friends/family’s opinion about e-tertiary education, industry support, mouth-tomouth communication via alumni networks) and Website quality enhanced learners’ experience and trust in an e-tertiary brand. Overall, this study contributes to the understanding of trust within the context of consumer-brand relationship in e-tertiary education.
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Introduction Singapore is experiencing a rapid growth of e-learning where rapid advancement of information communication and Technology sectors, increasing demand for knowledge workers and government incentives are fueling its adoption rate in Singapore educational institutions (Bashar & Khan 2007). In Malaysia, there two fully online universities, namely; Open University of Malaysia and Wawasan Open University. However, there is an overall lack of enthusiasm for e-degrees in Singapore



(Chung, Fam & Holdsworth 2007) and the impact of e-learning in Malaysia is insignificant (Lodha 2006). So far, the only success story of e-learning in Malaysia is the Open University of Malaysia with 78,000 enrolments (Abas 2009). In Brunei, online degrees had a slow start, needing



time to establish their reputation for quality offerings and because of the lack of resources (Leong 2006). This study proposed that consumers’ trust in a brand is critical to a brand’s success, especially with regards to e-tertiary education because of its impersonal nature. According to Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001), brand trust is the willingness of consumers to rely on the ability of the brand to perform its stated function. Brand trust contributes to a reduction of uncertainty in consumer purchases (Garbarino & Mark 1999; Gommans, Krishan & Scheddold 2001) and is believed to increase customer loyalty (Fullerton 2003; Narayandas & Rangan 2004) and brand equity (Aaker 1996; Fournier 1998). There is a consensus that brand trust is established through a combination of familiarity, security, word-of-mouth, advertising, and brand image (Garbarino & Mark 1999; Wernerfelt 1991). While brand has been mentioned as one of the factors affecting student’s choice of tertiary education (Gray, Fam & Llanes 2003; Stensaker 2005), there is a lack of empirical evidence on the effect of brand trust on student’s decision-making. This study explores on the attributes of brand trust in e-tertiary education in Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei. E-tertiary education is defined as university’s undergraduate and postgraduate education via the Internet/Web.



Conceptual Model The rapid development of specialized branding language within different industries has lead to an array of definition of brand (Drawbaugh 2001). However, brand is commonly referred to as the name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller's good/service as
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distinct from those of other sellers (Aaker 1996). Similarly, diverse views in studying trust across difference disciplines have resulted in various definitions. Economists view trust as either calculative [12] or institutional (Williamson 1993). Psychologists define trust in terms of trustors and trustees and focus upon internal cognitions (Deutsch 1962; Rotter 1967). Sociologists assess trust in terms of social relationships/social institutions (Granovetter 1985; Lewis & Weigert 1985). On the other hand, social psychologists consider trust as an expectation that is specific to a transaction and the person with whom one is transacting (Drawbaugh 2001; Johnson-George & Swap 1982). Within the marketing discipline, the study of trust mostly focuses on understanding the consumer-brand relationships as in brand loyalty (Aaker 1996; Dawar & Pillutla 2000), brand equity (Fournier 1998; Ambler 1997) and relationship marketing (Morgan & Hunt 1994). These conceptualisations of trust in brands are largely brand performance related. For example, Aaker (1996) conceives brand equity as the value added to the core product or service by associating it with a brand name. It is apparent that most discussions of trust agree that confident expectations and risk are critical components. For example, Deutsch (1962) defines trust as the confidence that one will find what is desired from another, rather than what is feared. Similarly, Morgan and Hunt (1994) and Lewicki, McAllister and Bies (1998) also consider confidence expectations as key elements of trust. Trust matters only when a person is in a situation that involves uncertainty, vulnerability or risk about an outcome (Mayer, Davis & Schoorman 1995). A strong brand is a trust mark (highly regarded by consumers) because it signals high product quality or reliability, evokes consumers’ feelings of security, and enhances their confidence that a product offering will deliver what they expect (Aaker 1996). From a student’s perspective, the perceived risk in purchasing e-tertiary education can be: i)



Functional risk - The risk that the program will not meet student expectations (poor quality or the program unable to help students upgrade their skills).



ii) Financial risk - The program is not worth the investment or loss of investment in the event the program is not relevant to student needs. For example, will an e-MBA degree help a person get a better job in their home country?
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iii) Social risk - A poor choice of program may result in social embarrassment (reference group members and significant others may not like the choice). For example, inability to finish a program as expected or enrolling in a university that has a reputation of certificate fraud. iv) Time risk - The time spent in studying for a e-degree will be wasted if industry or government does not recognize the e-degree in the student’s home country.



Hypothesis 1: Brand trust in e-tertiary education is related to risk aversion, contingent on situational factors such as institutional assurance and courseware design.



Institutional assurance factors Regular faculty evaluation and government recognition of e-degrees (Chung & Ellis 2003) and course accreditation (Phillips 2007) ensure quality of e-courses. This paper proposes that instructor quality (relevant qualification & motivated), and government recognition of e-tertiary providers as the institutional assurance attributes. A motivated e-instructor is taken to mean having strong empathy with e-learners (time-pressed, computing skills, sense of isolation). Given that strong research outputs is a common critteria for generating worldwide university ranking (Stensaker 2005; Phillips 2007), it is included as a institutional assurance factor.



Courseware design factors Lack of a minimum study period, low entry requirements and unspecified study materials are some of the characteristics of a ‘certificate mill’ (Phillips 2007). A certificate mill refers to the provision of education degrees for a fee. The certificate mill deems previous academic records irrelevant and they promise a certificate (based on work experience) within 30 days after entry. In order to maintain trust in the e-tertiary education system, this paper proposes that courseware developed for e-tertiary education must have certain minimum periods of study, and the same entry requirements and study materials as classroom study.



Hypothesis 2: Brand trust in e-tertiary education is influenced by knowledge acquired through direct brand experience (site quality) and indirect brand experience (public awareness).



63



Journal of Internet Business Issue 7 - 2009 _____________________________________________________________________________________________



According to Kania (2001), familiarity with a company or brand generates higher trust, unless a person has a negative perception of a brand. Similarly, a research by Cheskin Research and Studio Archetype (1999) also indicates a strong correlation between familiarity and trust. Brand familiarity is defined by Alba and Hutchinson (1987) as the variable that reflects consumer’s level of direct and indirect experiences with a product. In contrast, McKnight, Cummings and Cherang (1998) suggest that trust is not so dependent on familiarity. Given that e-tertiary education is a form of invisible purchase (no face-to-face contact) where the outcome of the purchase (satisfaction) can only be assessed after course completion, users’ positive experience (direct & indirect) with the brand is key in maintaining trust in this form of learning.



Site quality Site quality is discussed as a main factor in engendering trust in the e-retailer (Sharma 2007; Siau & Shen 2003). Good structure/clarity of design, technical helpdesk and self-checking activities are influential factors in the market acceptance of e-education (Chung & Ellis 2003). Site quality in this paper is taken to mean a well-designed Website that gives e-learners up-to-date information (knowledge content), is easy to navigate, and shows necessary links to other relevant websites or facilitates an effective interaction with e-learners.



Public awareness According to Chung and Ellis (2003), industry support (recognition of skills achieved), strong alumni network (mouth-to-mouth communication) and friends/family’s opinions about e-tertiary education are vital for its success. This paper intends to validate this argument in relation to brand trust.



A lineal model summarising the proposed hypotheses was presented in Figure 1.
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Course design factors - Have minimum study period - Same entry requirements as for classroom study - Same learning material as classroom study



H1 Institutional assurance factors - Instructor quality - Research output (university ranking) - Home government recognition of online degree



H2



Direct brand experience (via Website) - Interactivity - Easy navigation of website



Indirect brand experience (public awareness) - Family & friend’s opinion about the online tertiary providers - Industry support (employment prospect of online graduate) - Strong alumni network of online tertiary



Brand trust in etertiary education



H3



H4



Figure 1: Hypothesised model of brand trust in e-tertiary education



Methodology Questionnaire and samplings The pre-tested (self completion) questionnaire comprised of demographic, institutional and course assurance factors, site quality and public awareness factors, where respondents rank their importance in trusting e-tertiary education. The targeted samples were high school and junior colleges students in Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei. Students in their uniforms are a common sight in the various shopping malls in these countries. Thus, they are easy to identify and solicit responses for the survey. To increase the randomness of the sample, this research make a random selection of the mall to randomly select the survey respondents. To ensure that all possible times were represented when students went to a mall, preliminary observations were taken to discover the time frame the mall has the largest concentration of students. The time from 1-6pm was observed to have greatest concentration of students in all randomly selected malls. The main author positioned himself at high traffic locations near mall entrances for the selection of respondents.
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Overall, nine hundred questionnaires were distributed in three malls in Singapore, three malls in three major cities in Malaysia (Johore Bahru, Kuala Lumpur and Kuching) and one mall in Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei. Johore Bahru and Kuala Lumpur represent two large cities from peninsula Malaysia while Kuching and Bandar Seri Begawan represent two large cities from Borneo. Out of the 637 questionnaires returned, 235 were from Singapore, 121 from Brunei and 281 from Malaysia (Kuala Lumpur n=95, Johore Bahru n=89, Kuching n=97). The scatter plots revealed univariate normality of data while the boxplot chart showed no cases of outliers. No major differences between Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei were found with all measurement variables. The two-tail tests of measured significance showed no significant differences apparent (p>.05) between all measurement items.



Factorial validity and structural model test The final 637 samples met the primary requirements for factor analysis (5:1 case/variable ratio as recommended by Steed and Coakes (2001). Exploratory factor analysis using SPPS’s Principal Component Analysis (varimax rotation) techniques extracted four factors. The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for all four factors was above the recommended threshold of 0.5 (Hair et al. 1995) for satisfactory convergent validity. All factors showed internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient: Course assurance=.772, Institutional assurance=.748, Site quality=.792 and Public awareness=.828) suggesting that the research’s hypothesised four-factor model is feasible. The AVE and reliability test results are also presented in Table 1. Factorial scale



AVE CR



Courseware design



0.680 0.772 Have minimum study period as for classroom study Same entry requirements as for classroom study Same learning material as for classroom study



Item



Loading 0.754 0.866 0.867



Institutional assurance



0.666 0.748 Research output (university ranking) Home government recognition of online degree Instructor quality



0.798 0.824 0.825



Direct brand experience (Website quality)



0.709 0.792 Up-to-date (relevant) information Interactivity within the Website Easy navigation of website



0.791 0.844 0.888
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Indirect brand experience 0.745 0.828 Strong alumni network of online tertiary providers (public opinion) Industry support (employment prospect of online graduates) Family & friend’s opinion about the online tertiary providers



0.806 0.893 0.887



Table 1: Reliability test statistics and factor analysis component scores from the four factorial scales used in the hypothesized research model
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Measurement items Have minimum study period as for classroom study Same entry requirements as for classroom study Same learning material as for classroom study Research output (university ranking) Home government recognition of online degree Instructor quality Up-to-date (relevant) information Interactivity within the Website Easy navigation of website Strong alumni network of online tertiary providers Industry support (employment prospect of online graduates) Family & friend’s opinion about the online tertiary providers
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Code Min period Same entry req Same material Research output Govt recog Instructor Qua Up to date Interactivity Easy navigation Strong alumni network Industry support Friends & family opinion



brand trust in e-tertiary Education
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.34 1 .78 1
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Site quality (direct experience)



Easy navigation .83



.58 1.00



up to date infor
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.79



p1 p2 p3



.81



1 .42 1 .42 1



Strong alumni network industry 1.00 support (employment).97 friends & family opinion



.73 public awareness (indirect experience)



.79 1.00



f4



Reliability (Cronbach alpha) Course assurance=.772 Inst. assurance=.748 Site quality=.792 Public awareness=.828



Fit measures CMIN/DF=2.10 RMSEA=0.050 GFI= 0.962 CFI=0.974 Hoelter (0.05=281, 0.01=317)



Figure 2: Structural Equation Modeling statistics (standardised) of the hypothesized research model As shown in Figure 2, Structural Equation Modeling using AMOS version 6.0 revealed sufficient evidence of goodness-of-fit between the research’s hypothesised model and the sample data (CMIN/DF=2.10, RMSEA=0.050, GFI= 0.962).
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Findings and Discussions The SEM results indicated that institutional assurance factors and courseware design assurance factors had regression weights of 0.88 and 0.74 respectively. The indicated importance of instructor’s quality, university’s ranking and government recognition of e-tertiary degree (institutional assurance factors) could be interpreted as a potential e-graduate needing the assurance that their efforts and money spent on e-tertiary education would be rewarded with public recognition; that quality instructors are available to encourage, mentor and motivate them to maintain their interest in their ‘isolated’ learning journey; and that the institution they enrolled in are highly regarded worldwide for its quality of teaching/research. Similarly, the indication for the need of a minimum period of study, same course entry requirements and study materials as classroom study (courseware design factors) could be interpreted as respondents viewing these factors as necessary to avoid falling into the ‘certificate mill’ trap. The importance of institutional and courseware design assurance factors meant respondents tried to reduce uncertainty (risks) regarding e-tertiary education, given that eeducation involves no direct contact with the institution or its staff. Thus, hypothesis one (brand trust in e-tertiary education is related to risk aversion, contingent on situational factor such as institutional assurance and courseware design) is supported by this research. Site quality (regression weight=0.78) and public awareness factors (0.81) also influence brand trust in e-tertiary education. Thus, the hypothesis that brand trust in e-tertiary education is influenced by knowledge acquired through direct brand experience (site quality) and indirect brand experience (public awareness) is also validated. This confirmed Sharma (2007) and Siau and Shen’s (2003) arguments that site quality is vital in engendering trust in e-commerce (retails). It also supported Chung and Ellis’s (2003) assertion that family and friend’s opinion on e-degree; industry support in the form of employment and strong alumni network for word-ofmouth communication (public awareness) are influential in the uptake of e-education.



Limitations of research There are several imitations with this study. The mall-intercept sampling design is more of a convenience than a probability sample (although the large sample size, n=637) improves its external validity. While this study tried to increase the randomness of the sample overall by
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randomly selecting the malls, and times to select the survey respondents, a comparison of the sample demographic variables with a validation sample (collected in the same geographical areas) would be advisable. This is to ensure generalisation of the results to the resident population and to test the comparability and stability of the proposed hypothetical models. However, a validation sample was not available for this study. Second, by not focusing on a specific institution, the effect of an institution’s micro environment (a university’s perceived brand image, university’s frontline staff service quality, corporate missions etc) and its brand positioning statement in relation to brand trust as quality cues in e-tertiary purchase is unknown.



Conclusion This tri-nation study revealed that brand trust in e-tertiary education is related to risk aversion (contingent on institutional and courseware design assurance factors) and knowledge acquired through direct brand experience (site quality:-interactivity, up-to-date knowledge contents, ease of navigation) and indirect brand experience (friends/family’s opinion about e-tertiary education, industry support, mouth-to-mouth communication via alumni networks). References Aaker, D.A. (1996). Building Strong Brands. NY: The Free Press. Abas, Z. W. (2009). E-Learning in Malaysia: Moving Forward in Open Distance Learning. International Journal on E-Learning 8 (4), 527-537. Alba, J. W. & Hutchinson, W.J. (1987). Dimensions of consumer expertise. Journal of Consumer Research 13, 411-453. Ambler, T. (1997). How much of brand equity is explained by trust? Management Decision 35 (4), 283-292. Bashar, M. I. & Khan, H. (2007). E-Learning in Singapore: A Brief Assessment. U21Global working paper No. 003/2007 (April). Chaudhuri, A & M.B. Holbrook (2001). The chain of effects from brand trust & brand affect to brand performance: the role of brand loyalty. Journal of Marketing 65, 81-93. Cheskin Research & Studio Archetype (1999). The eCommerce trust study (January), 1-33.
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