
* Corresponding author.  
 
E-mail address: asepramdan.upi@gmail.com (A. M. Ramdan) 
 
 
© 2021 by the authors; licensee Growing Science, Canada  
doi: 10.5267/j.msl.2020.9.034 
 

 

 
 

  
 

Management Science Letters 11 (2021) 357–364 
 

 

Contents lists available at GrowingScience 
 

Management Science Letters  
 

homepage: www.GrowingScience.com/msl 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The effect of uniqueness and student's experience in improving university image: Empirical study 
at private universities in Indonesia 
 
 
Asep Muhamad Ramdana,b*, Agus Rahayua, Lili Adi Wibowoa and Puspo Dewi Dirgantaria  
 

 
 
 
aUniversitas Pendidikan Indonesia 
bUniversitas Muhammadiyah Sukabumi 
C H R O N I C L E                                 A B S T R A C T 

Article history:  
Received: June 20, 2020 
Received in revised format:  
August 30 2020 
Accepted: September 18, 2020 
Available online:  
September 23, 2020 

 The purpose of this research is to develop a conceptual model to explain the relationship between 
the uniqueness of higher education, student experience and university image. Structural Equation 
Modeling (SEM) is an analytical technique used to test the model. Data collection is conducted on 
268 active students from 49 private universities in Java West. Research findings report the unique-
ness of tertiary institutions influences student experience; uniqueness of tertiary institutions influ-
ences the image of the University. Moreover, experience of students influences the image of the 
University. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Competition in the higher education sector (HE) does not only occur in one country but more than that, HE competition is 
increasingly global (Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 2018) which occurs as a result of the diminishing role the government in funding at 
state universities (Kusumawati, 2013). This condition forced HE to market to find sources of funding to finance its operations 
by offering education services to the public (Faham et al., 2017; Foroudi, 2017; Yu et al., 2019) which ultimately changed the 
view of HE management from merely an educational service provider to a business institution (Azoury et al., 2014). However, 
it must be understood that the more universities that are happy, the more similar education services are offered, which in turn 
will make it harder for universities to win the competition (Panda et al., 2018). In Indonesia, the number of private universities 
is greater than the number of public universities, based on data from the Ministry of Education and Culture in 2020 recorded 
from 4,648 universities, as many as 91.5% or 4,247 are private universities, this results in very tight competition occurring 
among them to fight for prospective students, but the perception of low quality, high costs, limited study programs offered 
and the lack of facilities is a problem faced by private universities (Pangarso, 2019). On the other hand, as a result of the 
government policy on state university autonomy which demands state universities to become more independent, they are 
competing to show their existence, their greatness and their strengths (Sinatra & Darmastuti, 2009), making it more difficult 
for tertiary institutions private sector to obtain prospective students. Seeing the strength of competition, private universities 
are required to always revitalize their strategies to ensure the suitability of environmental and competitive demands, (Rahayu, 
2010), so in the University's image marketing context is the right instrument to win the competition (Foroudi et al., 2019; 
Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 2018; Panda et al., 2018). Creating the image of a private university is very important for the long-term 
survival of the university (Plungpongpan et al., 2016), private universities must strive to form a positive image because private 
universities with a low image will find it difficult to face the challenges of competitive markets (Chen, 2016). Currently 
private universities have spent funds to build their image (Alkhawaldeh et al., 2020; Azoury et al., 2014), which shows that 
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university managers are increasingly aware of the importance of imagery (Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 2018), but in reality there was 
a different view between the intentions of higher education leaders in building an image and people's perceptions who did not 
always go hand in hand, showing that managing the University's image was not an easy thing (Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 2018). 
Previous studies have touched on the importance of universities offering curiosity in building images (Curtis et al., 2009; 
Kusumawati, 2013; Rahim et al., 2009; Panda et al., 2018; Wilkins & Huisman, 2013), but empirical research on the unique-
ness of higher education in building images has not been found. In addition to the uniqueness of higher education, student 
experience will be a source of increasing University image (Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 2018). Therefore, this study will examine 
the uniqueness of tertiary institutions and the experience of students in improving their image in tertiary institutions. 
 
2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development 
 
2.1 Uniqueness of Higher Education 
 
The uniqueness of higher education is a new construct (novelty) in this study, so it is difficult to find references related to it. 
Researchers use the concept of distinctive capabilities (DC) which are considered relevant to explain the uniqueness of higher 
education. As an illustration to understand the concept of distinctive capabilities, the following are several definitions from 
the authors. According to Kay, (2001) DC as an organization's ability to produce competitive advantages through their unique-
ness when competitors cannot easily duplicate, results for a combination of external and internal resources, such as architec-
ture, innovation, and reputation. While Makadok, (2010) defines DC is a valuable capability that explains that an organization 
is able to do something better than its competitors, referred to as a valuable capability because with its uniqueness the organ-
ization is able to process existing resources and develop them into new resources (Helfat, 2002; Riswanto et al., 2019a). 
Thomas et al. (2018) explain DC is a set of core competencies (resources) used by companies that make companies superior. 
Not all capabilities inherent in an organization are categorized as unique capabilities, only one or more of them is referred to 
as the unique capabilities. Meanwhile, according to Barney and Hesterly (2012) unique capabilities have valuable, rare, imi-
tability and are not replaced by other resources (organization). Understanding the definition above, then in this study what is 
meant by the uniqueness of tertiary institutions is the ability of tertiary institutions to integrate all of the resources possessed 
both tangible and intangible so as to make the tertiary institution different from other tertiary institutions. Some literature has 
explained with varying variety of DC indicators in various services, this research attempts to reconstruct indicators that are 
considered relevant to educational services especially tertiary institutions including the first Marketing Ability (Chumaidiyah, 
2011; Palacios-Marqués et al., 2019; Rahim et al., 2009; Simamora, 2016) marketing capabilities in this study include pro-
motional activities and variations in promotion, both Management Capabilities (Rahim et al., 2009; Simamora, 2016) include 
quality assurance services and institutional accreditation, third Collaboration (Ciptagustia & Kusnendi, 2019; Kay, 2001) 
include the ability of tertiary institutions to collaborate with other domestic and foreign tertiary institutions and cooperation 
with other institutions, the four human resources (Simamora, 2016; Thomas et al., 2018 ) includes the skills of lecturers and 
staff as well as academic qualifications of lecturers, the five infrastructure (Chumaidiyah, 2011) Thomas et al., 2018) include 
the completeness of learning support and the quality of Information Systems and E-Learning, the sixth technological innova-
tion (Chumaidiyah, 2011; Ciptagustia & Kusnendi, 2019; Darsono et al., 2016; Kay, 2001; Rahim et al., 2009; Simamora, 
2016) covers patents produced, prototypes and the unique learning curriculum offered. 
 
This study aims to measure the relationship between higher education (distinctive capabilities), Customer Experience (student 
experience) and Corporate Image (University image). Even though the relationship between DC and corporate image is diffi-
cult to find, but in research conducted (Maulidasari, 2016; Mihardjo et al., 2018) have explained that distinctive capabilities 
have a significant relationship with company image. While the positive relationship between variable distinctive capabilities 
and customer experience is explained in research (Chheda et al., 2017; Foroudi et al., 2016; Mihardjo et al., 2020). 

 
H1: The uniqueness of higher education influences student experience. 
H2: The uniqueness of universities influences the image of the University. 
 
2.2 Student Experience  
 
Consumer behaviour researchers use different terms in discussing experiences such as consumption experiences (Bolton et 
al., 2014), customer experiences (Palmer, 2010), and service experiences (Helkkula, 2011), giving rise to difficulty in 
understanding and adopting the concept of customer experience into empirical research, but in this study the approach used 
is customer experience (CE) in the service context. CE is a cognitive, emotional, physical, sensory, and social response caused 
by market participants (De Keyser et al., 2015; Siqueira et al., 2019) which stem from a series of interactions that occur 
between customers and products (Riswanto et al., 2019b; Riswanto et al., 2020), companies, or parts of organizations, which 
trigger reactions (Gentile et al., 2007). This experience is truly personal and implies customer engagement at different levels. 
CE is a new level for creating value not only for companies but also for customers and good experience generally has to 
engage with individuals with varying degrees (Meyer & Schwager, 2007). Although the concept of experience in the service 
industry is less developed (Dube & Helkkula, 2015), CE is at the core of this domain. Customers experience a series of positive 
or negative clues that help them make an impression. Directions may be performance based or context based. Performance 
instructions are based on service functions while context instructions are more related to the atmosphere which involves sight, 
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sound, touch. A positive customer experience can be obtained by systematically guiding the instructions. Clues also help 
differentiate experiences. If the instructions are not managed properly, they also give a negative perception (Fatma, 2014). In 
higher education services, students are often referred to as customers (Royo, 2017; Le Roux & Van Rensburg, 2014), therefore 
the concept of CE in this context is a sensation and knowledge of the totality of student interaction with various elements of 
higher education services that automatically stored in the memory of students' customers (Temple et al., 2014). According to 
Keiningham et al., (2019), in general there are three basic principles of CE, the first is interactional which means that CE 
always comes from interactions between customers and companies through various activities both human and non-human 
(such as technology ) secondly there is a certain level of uniqueness mark every CE. The third of CE is related to its multidi-
mensional nature. Some researchers have contributed various CE dimensions in their research, proposing five dimensions 
namely Cognitive: What people think, Physical: How people interact, Sensory: What people experience (through their senses), 
Emotional: How people feel, Social: How people share. Almost the same as Keiningham, (Dziewanowska, 2015) contributed 
five dimensions in his research Sensory (sensory experiences), Emotional (mood, emotions and feelings), Cognitive (con-
scious mental processes), Pragmatic (physical activities and utilities), Lifestyle (Lifestyle) values and personal beliefs), Rela-
tional (belonging to a community and confirmation of the social identity).  Long before them (Lemke et al., 2010) accessibility: 
ease of interacting and accessing services, competence: provider competence, customer recognition: knowledge of the pres-
ence of consumers, helpfulness: ease of asking for help, personalization: treatment of providers, problem solving: problem 
solving by provider, promise fulfilment: fulfilment of promises by providers, value for time: appreciation of consumer time. 
Regarding CE in higher education, specifically (Royo, 2017) proposes five dimensions including "the application experience-
covering the interactions between potential students and the institution, up to the point of arrival; the academic experience - 
students' interactions with the institution associated with their studies, excluding for these purposes teaching and learning 
processes; the campus experience - student life not directly connected with study, which may include activities away from the 
actual campus (insofar as one exists); the graduate experience - the institution's role is assisting students' transition to employ-
ment". Based on the various dimensions above, this study tries to propose dimensions by combining several dimensions into 
six different dimensions, namely Accessibility of application experience: related to the ease of students when registering, 
Academic services: Student reactions to academic services, Environment of higher education: Student feelings on the physical 
environment in supporting academic activities, Student Care: Student's feelings towards the attention given by universities, 
relation: student ties with universities, Campus Competence: university abilities. Studies conducted by previous research have 
explained that customer experience has a positive relationship with image, although the research they conducted was not at 
all in the education service industry (Bacik et al., 2018; Domb et al., 2015; Fatma, 2014; Sirapracha & Tocquer, 2012). 

 
H3: Student Experience affects the Image of the University 
 
2.3 University Image 
 
There is no denying that at this time that image has become a strategic key for private tertiary institutions in increasingly 
competitive conditions (Alkhawaldeh et al., 2020), but nevertheless empiric research related to the University's image as the 
main source of competitive advantage has not yet been found (Panda et al., 2018). Higher education competes to improve 
their image to have strong competitiveness, because prospective students pay close attention to the image before deciding to 
choose a college (Ramdan et al., 2020; Woodall et al., 2014), by therefore university leaders must realize that developing a 
positive image is more important than creating awareness (Mourad et al., 2011). Researchers have previously studied the 
University's image from various perspectives by adapting the corporate image approach, so that each has a different interpre-
tation of the University's image, Ivy (2001) describes the University's image as "a function of the strategy used by higher 
education institutions, how they are implemented, and how they are understood by their public. Arpan et al., (2003) define 
the University's image as the sum of all beliefs a person has towards a university. Correspondingly, Alessandri et al., (2006) 
suggested that the University's image is "a public perception of the university. The University's image is also said to be the 
sum of all beliefs that a person has towards a university (Duarte et al., 2010). A more complete definition of the concept of 
the University's image was put forward by (Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 2018) namely "as an evaluation carried out by different 
stakeholders of a university through perceptions, beliefs, ideas, and impressions which as a consequence of consistent expres-
sions from time to time, they have accumulated about it". The organizational image of a university refers to the image per-
ceived by the external public (public and private organizations, graduates, government institutions) and internal public (current 
students, professors, administrative staff and services, among others), according to their experience, interests and the idea of 
doing a rational, cognitive and emotional assessment of institutional characteristics and attributes (Wilkins & Huisman, 2015). 
The differences between writers about the University's image, showing that the university's image is a multidimensional con-
struct that is difficult to measure (Panda et al., 2018), a literature study conducted by Lafuente of 70 articles, yields one of his 
conclusions is "there is no consensus regarding the dimensions of the image and reputation of higher education (Lafuente-
Ruiz et al., 2018), but recent research suggests dimensions such as those consisting of university heritage, trustworthiness and 
service quality (Panda et al., 2018), Symbolic meanings, Accessibility, Quality of service, Academic quality, Tangible ele-
ments (Wilkins & Huisman, 2015), Perception of the academic offer, Perception of graduate training, Perception of cost, 
Perception of cost massification, Perception of teaching resources, Perception of research resources (Lafuente-Ruiz et al., 
2018). 
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3. Method 
 
This research was conducted at 49 Private Universities in West Java and data were collected from 268 active students as 
respondents through the distribution of online questionnaires developed from previous literature. The first part of the ques-
tionnaire is intended to collect data related to the characteristics of gender respondents, the level of education of the insti-
tution's accreditation rank and level of education, in the second part of the questionnaire is intended to measure various 
constructs related to various components, namely the uniqueness of universities that are based on research (Chumaidiyah, 
2011; Ciptagustia & Kusnendi, 2019; Kay, 2001; Palacios-Marqués et al., 2019; Rahim et al., 2009; Simamora, 2016; 
Thomas et al., 2018), Student experience with dimensions of Accessibility of application experience, Academic services, 
Environment of higher education, Student Care, Relation, Campus Competence sourced from research (Royo, 2017; 
Dziewanowska, 2015; Keiningham et al., 2017; Lemke et al., 2010) university image with indicators sourced from research 
(Panda et al., 2018) namely university heritage, trustworthiness and service quality. The collected data is then tested in two 
stages. In the first stage, the measurement model is validated with the help of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). In the 
second stage, the structural model is examined to examine the relationship between various variables considered in this 
study, along with a series of statistical data analysis using the help of SPSS 24 and Amos 24 software. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. Full Structural Model Analysis 
Source: Authors’ own data processing 

4. Result 
 

Participation of Respondents in this study varied, from 268 students who became respondents 61.9% or 166 were women 
while the remaining 38.1% or 102 men, all respondents came from 47 private universities in West Java which consisted of 
11% or 5 universities have an “A” accreditation rating, 65% or 31 universities with a “B” rating and the remaining 24% or 
11 universities have an “C” accreditation rating. Respondents came from various educational programs, data showed 89% 
of respondents were from the Undergraduate Program, 3% were Diploma Programs, 6.3% were Masters Programs and 
1.7% were from Doctoral Programs (PhD). As explained earlier, this study was conducted with two stages of testing, namely 
the validation stage and testing the relationship between variables. The results of testing the validation show the results as 
presented in Table 1. 

 
Table 1  
Measurement Validity and Reliability Construct 

Variable and Indicator Std. Loading (Value Lamda) Convergent Validity (AVE) ≥ 0.50 Contruct Reliability (CRI) ≥ 0.70 
Uniqueness of higher education    
UHE 1 0.624 0.592 0.896 
UHE 2 0.799   
UHE 3 0.808   
UHE 4 0.750   
UHE 5 0.782   
UHE 6 0.836   
Student Experience    
SE 1 0.749 0.641 0.931 
SE 2 0.775   
SE 3 0.768   
SE 4 0.757   
SE 5 0.601   
SE 6 0.818   
SE 7 0.805   
SE 8 0.838   
SE 9 0.741   
SE 10 0.789   
University Image    
UI 1 0.848 0.750 0.900 
UI 2 0.865   
UI 3 0.762   
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As presented in Table 1 above, it can be explained that all indicators already have lambda values in accordance with the 
minimum measurement standards of 0.40-0.60 (Beckett et al., 2018) while the results obtained are already above the numbers 
0.647-0.865, thus showing their respective contributions - each indicator can be accepted with a good level of significance 
that is above the critical ratio of 1.96 or 2.0 (Arbuckle, 2016). Analysis of instrument validity was performed using convergent 
validity (AVE) with a standard ≥ 0.50 (Beckett et al., 2018), the results showed that all three variables had AVE values that 
met the measurement standards, namely for each variable of (uniqueness of higher 0.592, student experience 0.641 and Uni-
versity Image 0,750), meanwhile Measurement reliability construct using the Construct reliability index (CRI) with a standard 
≥ 0.70 measurement results showed a good level of reliability namely (uniqueness of higher 0.896, student experience 0.931 
and University Image 0.900).  Furthermore, to examine the relationship between variables, using the complete SEM, the 
empirical model proposed by Uniqueness of higher education as an exogenous variable while student experience and Univer-
sity Image as endogenous variables, after testing the results show that the model required is very feasible as shown by the 
value of CMIN test results (1.94) is good, GFI 0.912 is good, CFI (0.966) is good, TLI (0.957) is good and RMSEA (0.060). 
In addition, based on the results of hypothesis testing it can be seen that all hypotheses can be accepted because the CR value 
of 1.96 and the value of P-value, 0.005. 

 
Table 2  
Hypothesis Testing 

The Hypothesized Relationship Std. Estimate Estimate S.E C.R P Conclusion 
SE←UHE 0.750 0.767 0.066 11.698 *** Supported 
UI←UHE 0.315 0.343 0.075 4.773 *** Supported 
UI←SE 0.561 0.597 0.084 7.077 *** Supported 

Goodness-of-fit Cut off Value Result 

Chi-square - 259.172 
Degree of freedom - 133 
Significance ≥ 0,05 0,000 
CMIN < 3 1.94 
GFI ≥ 0,90 0.912 
AGFI ≥ 0,90 0.875 
CFI ≥ 0,90 0.966 
TLI ≥ 0,90 0.957 
RMSEA ≤ 0.08 0.060 

Note: *** p-value= 0.001 
 
5. Discussion 
 
The findings in this study resulted from H1 testing which explains that the positive influence of uniqueness of tertiary insti-
tutions can be an antecedent in shaping student experience, meaning that tertiary institutions must utilize marketing skills, 
collaborative capabilities, resources, infrastructure and technological innovations so as to increase sensation or good 
knowledge that effectively will automatically be stored in the memory of students, these findings support previous research 
conducted by Chheda et al., (2017) Foroudi et al., (2016) and Mihardjo et al., (2020). Referring to the results of hypothesis 
testing in table 2, the research findings of the H2 test result explain that the uniqueness of universities can improve the image 
of the University, this is in line with research conducted by Maulidasari, (2016) and Mihardjo et al., (2018), this study shows 
that the uniqueness of higher education becomes an antecedent in improving the image of the University, in the university 
contacts unique sources are obtained from the first Marketing Ability, universities need to increase their activities and varia-
tions in promotion, secondly the ability of College Management high need to always maintain the quality of service and 
institutional accreditation, thirdly the ability of the four human resources include the skills of lecturers and staff and academic 
qualifications of lecturers, the fifth infrastructure related to the completeness of learning support and the quality of Information 
Systems and E-Learning, the six technological innovations include patents produced, prototypes and the uniqueness of the 
learning curriculum offered. Besides that, other important findings are that this study successfully empirically proved state-
ments from previous researchers (Curtis et al., 2009; Kusumawati, 2013; Rahim et al., 2009; Panda et al., 2018; Wilkins & 
Huisman, 2013), regarding the importance of universities creating uniqueness as a source of enhancing the University's image. 
Furthermore, tertiary institutions need to manage student experience well, student experience starts from the ease of students 
when registering, the academic service process, the physical environment that supports academic activities, the attention of 
tertiary institutions to students, student ties with tertiary institutions and the ability of tertiary institutions in providing educa-
tion. Ultimately forming a positive image about higher education, this has been proven through H3 testing in this study which 
shows that student experience has a significant positive effect on the image of the research University in line with research 
conducted by Bacik et al., (2018), Domb et al., (2015); Fatma (2014) and Sirapracha & Tocquer (2012). 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
The research findings conclude that the uniqueness of the university significantly influences the experience of students, the 
subsequent findings of the uniqueness of the university legally and convincingly can affect the image of the University, this 
finding is empirical evidence from previous research suggestions. The final finding is that students' experiences can shape the 
University's image. Based on these findings, the manager of the tertiary institution can implement the indicators in this study 
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as an effort to shape the uniqueness of the tertiary institution, the experience of students which ultimately leads to the for-
mation of the image of the University. Finally, theoretically this research contribution enriches marketing management liter-
ature specifically marketing for tertiary institutions, practically this research can be a guide for university managers in im-
proving their image through the uniqueness of tertiary institutions and student experience. 
 
7. Limitation and Future Research 
 
Actually this study was conducted with good preparation, but still has some limitations, first is because the scope of the 
analysis unit in this study is limited to private universities so that it cannot be generalized to all types of universities, future 
research can test models with types of universities more variations so that the model can really be generalized to all types of 
tertiary institutions. Both of these studies were carried out only in one province so that they have a weakness to be generalized 
to all existing regions, because it is very open to test this model in a wider area. 
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