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Introduction

Contemporary marketing strategies in both retail and service sectors have developed vastly
owing to cutting-edge technology, which has seen a boom in referral marketing (RM)
practices and penetration of complex, interconnected social networks (Berman, 2016). At its
ever-increasing pinnacle, social media technology and other technologies continue to advance
ways in which marketers can reach and influence their audience (Alalwan et al., 2017); Clark
et al., 2017; Orzan et al., 2016). Consequently, it is now more important than ever to have a
consistent and innovative integrated marketing communication (IMC) strategy (Luxton et al.,
2015; Vernuccio and Ceccotti, 2015). Rapidly advancing educational technology has given
rise to the education technology (EdTech) industry and online higher education (OE),
opening new channels for higher education providers to reach their audience. Allied to that,
the compound annual growth rate in the next 10 years for the global e-learning market has
been projected at 7.2%, nearing a staggering $325 billion (NGNW, 2017). In 2016, a survey
showed that 88% of corporate recruiters were seeking to hire recent MBA graduates (GMAC,
2016). The aim of this study was to critically analyse the effectiveness of the referral
marketing strategy through the multifocal lens of the enrolment team and current students, its
challenges and opportunities, within the framework of OE. The researchers believe the
benefit of achieving this outcome will be the resultant impact on marketing success and
profitability.

Problem Statement: Understanding Referral Marketing in Higher Education Online

So noticeable is the scarcity of research into the topic of modern-day RM, particularly in the
OE or higher education industry that one must draw on the findings from other industries.
The seemingly abstract concept of consumer brand engagement (CBE) has previously proved
to be an elusive metric for marketing professionals to gauge. Nonetheless, there is a
consensus on the interplay between CBE and corporate success which indeed extends to RM.
Factors linked with increasing engagement include behaviours such as word-of-mouth
(WOM) and electronic WOM (EWOM) generation. These are of particular interest to RM
specialists. Social media channels such as Facebook, Twitter, and Linkedin are now fully
integrated to support targeted marketing campaigns, making EWOM more abundant and
trackable than ever. In light of this global trend, many OE institutes are utilising these
channels to drive lower-cost student recruitment. Consumer relationship management (CRM)
took root in the 1990s and was a critical step in building a loyal consumer base. Yet as
technology has advanced to tender more robust and sophisticated CRM systems, the
extension into an RM strategy focuses on retention and maximisation of loyal consumers,
particularly in the OE sector. Online marketing, online reviews, blogs, and social media have
led to a gradual paradigm shift in student recruitment. In other industries such as banking and
retail, RM has become a lucrative and extensively implemented strategy and the researchers
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believe it has not yet reached its potential in OE. OE is a service that requires students to
continue studying and interacting with the institution for extended periods of time. In this
sense, coupled with high student fees, OE can be regarded as a high involvement purchase.
When considering WOM and EWOM generation, incentivisation is an effective tool (Ryu
and Feick, 2007; Mengze and Wojnicki, 2014). This principle forms the basis of an
incentivised RM strategy, yet ‘referral marketing’ is distinguished by targeting existing
clients to refer new consumers that have a ‘high lifetime value’ (Berman, 2016).

Statement of Purpose

Through the assessment of experienced practitioners’ feedback of a leading OE institution,
the researchers’ aim is to display a holistic snapshot of the current RM strategy, steering
away from assessing the traditional dyadic consumer-brand relationship focussed on by
extant RM literature (Chan et al., 2014; Lee and Anantharaman, 2015; Garnefeld, et al.,
2013; Shi and Wojnicki, 2014; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). A case study of this magnitude
allows the researchers to deduce and propose a conceptual model for an effective RM
strategy for the OE sector. The adoption of a two-part, mixed-methods analysis followed a
constructivist approach, involving both qualitative and quantitative research methods and
data analysis, and sought to gain insight into expert opinion on RM definition, key RM
dimensions in an effective RM strategy, related contemporary issues, and recognition of
emerging opportunities to adapt the current strategy in this unique industry. A quantitative
survey enquiring into students’ logic for referring was also conducted and
compared/contrasted with the experts’ feedback. The present study endeavoured to pioneer
RM research in OE whilst developing on key extant literature to further understand how to
implement a successful RM strategy in OE at all marketing levels of an organisation.

As opposed to simply investigating trends and behaviours of consumers on which much of
the research in the field is focussed, this research aimed to mainly embrace a focus to the
executive’s approach, complemented by student feedback. On this premise, a case study was
built to show a snapshot of the current referral strategy in an international OE company.
Research questions were carefully chosen to identify constructs and conceptual elements,
both internal and external, which were perceived to influence the efficacy of the existing RM
strategy whilst illustrating a holistic snapshot, whence actionable managerial insights can be
derived. Internal and external factors refer to influential elements occurring inside and
outside the organisation respectively.

Research Questions and Objectives

The current study explored defining features of an RM strategy in a multinational OE
organisation. After consideration of the current environment and identified gaps in extant
literature, the following broader research questions were proposed, specific to the OE sector:

1. How do elements of organisational commitment lead to a successful RM strategy?
2. What are the influential dimensions of RM in OE?
3. What are the key trends in RM in the OE sector (related to influential dimensions)?
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Given the constructivist nature of the research in seeking to empirically and inductively
conceptualise successful RM strategy in OE, the research aims to explore employees’
subjective involvement, knowledge and opinions in regard to RM strategies. To delineate the
aims of the study more specifically, the research objectives are introduced below:

Discover how employee engagement influences the current RM strategy
Establish the influential dimensions of RM in the OE sector

Determine the perceived impact of IMC on the success of the RM strategy
Identify key trends, challenges and opportunities in RM in an OE setting

Rationale and Significance

Since much of related research falls outside of OE, the current study links extant RM
literature from other industries with the international OE sector. On the foundation that the
higher education sector, and more specifically the OE sector, is unique and relatively new,
the researchers believe that findings from other contexts are not directly comparable.
Therefore, this research into the higher online education sector is warranted.

RM has the growth potential to form a significantly dominant strategy, particularly due to its
advantages of reduced cost per lead, increased consumer loyalty, increased consumer
satisfaction, increased consumer engagement, increased retention and increased student
success (Berman, 2016; Schmitt et al, 2011; Shi and Wojnicki, 2014).

Referrals are typically more valued consumers, with increased loyalty and better retention
rates (Schmitt et al, 2011). Therefore, in terms of profitability and reputation, it is believed
that universities and higher education institutes can benefit from the findings of such
research.

The current case study aimed to delineate presently implemented RM practices in the
organisation of interest whilst illustrating impacts of interdepartmental efforts, effectiveness,
opportunities and challenges. By gaining a deeper understanding of the mechanisms behind
RM, marketers and OE specialists can streamline RM strategies to increase return on
investment, student retention, and the overall student experience.

The originality and value of this study are threefold, as it contributes to the body of
knowledge concerning strategic RM, specifically in higher education online where research is
lacking. Secondly, it complements existing literature on this unique marketing concept in
terms of contemporary and practical managerial insights, whilst providing a framework that
can potentially contribute to future marketing and/or behavioural theory.

Generalisation of Results

Genaralisation as a research practice is a logical way of argumentation in order to extend the
researcher’s claims beyond the data and creating a connection between the studied events
with the ones that were not studied. There is no methodology that is exempted from the need
to demonstrate a compelling argument and logic of generalisation (Steinberg, 2015).
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However, the most criticised element of case studies is generalisability (Woodside, 2010).
Also, case studies receive criticism about their external validity (Byrne & Ragin, 2009).
Taking into account this criticism, the researchers decided to use triangulation in order to
ensure the validity of the followed methodology.

Case study research has the potential to deal with various situations, ranging from simple to
complex. Using case studies, researchers can answer “how” and “why” type questions, while
taking into consideration how a phenomenon is influenced by the context within which it is
situated. (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Case study generalisations can be viewed as an effort to
generalise from a small number to a larger population of cases in order to learn from one case
and to understand many (Yin, 2013; Campbell, 2003). Without generalisation our interaction
with our world could not be coherent as generalisation is a part of our cognitive capabilities
(Ruddin, 2006; Robinson & Norris, 2001).

Even so, the generalisation of case results is rather difficult, especially to other contexts than
the one studied (Firestone, 1993). There are researchers who would not draw conclusions
from case studies, especially from single cases due to this. The authors of this paper decided
to take the risk as the chosen organisation is one of the largest representing online higher
education and has many universities around the world as its customers. Even though the data
came from a single organisation, they are not bound to a single university.

The researchers have also considered the term ‘naturalistic generalization’ or ‘transferability’
for this case study (Sheldon, Lincoln & Guba, 1986). The implication of these ideas is that
case study readers should determine themselves if the findings are applicable to cases other
than the ones that the researchers studied. The authors of this paper agree with this and
believe that it is applicable to their case study. Viewed this way, the burden of proof could be
on the reader instead of the researcher, although it is the researcher’s responsibility to provide
the reader with a sufficient description of the case study. This way, the researcher allows
readers to assess the degree of similarity between the investigated case study and the cases to
which the findings can be applied (Lincoln & Guba, 1989).

Although the literature is discrepant, it is mostly suggested that case studies may be
generalised in the same way that statistical studies are, provided that the generalisation is
done correctly (Wikfeldt, 2019). Taking this into consideration, the researchers did their
best, considering the circumstances, to perform a case study that is valid and reliable and also
discussed the drawbacks, research limitations and recommendations for future research in
this paper.

Materials and Methods

Overview
The critical literature review presents and contrasts relevant literature whilst comparing
theoretical perspectives related to RM, organisational commitment, CBE and IMC. The
researchers continue to discuss these topics in more detail and firstly focus on organisational
commitment as a mediating construct to introduce its potential impact on RM strategy
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success. Secondly, the larger part of the study focuses on critically analysing theory and
research related to antecedents of referral behaviour. This process forms a diagnostic
foundation upon which the researchers’ findings can be built.

Examination and Critical Review of Theoretical Perspectives and Paradigms

The researchers have chosen to critically evaluate the literature in relation to the research
questions by organising them into two parts. These will relate to research question one, then
research questions two and three respectively. Research questions two and three have been
grouped together since the researchers seek trends that are linked with referral dimensions.

Critical Analysis of Organisational Commitment and Employee Engagement
Organisational commitment has been defined as being impacted by, and made up of, several
different constructs by different researchers (De Nobile, 2017; Nketia, 2016; Tan and Lau,
2012), yet others also refer to organisational commitment as overlapping with organisational
culture (Khouly and Fadl, 2016), both of which have been found to impact on organisational
performance and success of strategic initiatives (Hanaysha, 2016; Khouly and Fadl, 2016;
Tan and Lau, 2012). Hanaysha’s (2016) conceptual framework classifies factors which shape
organisational commitment in a case study on a university. Hanaysha (2016) only
investigated three variables on organisational commitment in university staff, which is not
related to engagement or strategy nor is comprehensive enough. The researchers seek to
understand what other variables exist in commitment to RM strategy so that OE senior
leadership can make more informed strategic decisions. In contrast, De Nobile (2017) finds
that elements of communication more directly impact on commitment and engagement.

The researchers are most interested in employee engagement (EE) in terms of commitment to
strategy, and they recognise a gap here. Given the lack of clarity and understanding, this
study sought to understand how elements of organisational commitment were impacting the
success of the RM strategy in OE. A positive effect on organisational commitment has been
documented when taking an Open Strategy (OS) approach (Nketia, 2016) including an
increase in the quality of strategic initiatives (Gast and Zanini, 2012). An OS approach can be
defined as promising ‘increased transparency and inclusion regarding strategic issues,
involving both internal and external stakeholders,” (Hautz et al., 2017). This approach is
particularly relevant when attempting to optimise the current RM strategy for this case study.
However, there are disadvantages, including dilemmas of process, commitment, disclosure,
empowerment and escalation.

Consumer Brand Engagement

Understanding conceptual elements of CBE is a relatively recent endeavour that is not yet
fully understood (Dwivedi, 2015; Hollebeek, 2011), thus exposing a gap in the literature.
Deemed as an extension of relationship marketing, CBE has been defined as:

The intensity of an individual's participation in and connection with an organization's
offerings and/or organizational activities, which either the customer or the
organization initiate. (Vivek et al., 2012)
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In a wider scope, elements such as trust, loyalty, WOM, value and affective commitment
appear in the theoretical model by Vivek et al (2012). Such elements are common ground in
referral behaviour research and relationship marketing (Cetina et al., 2014; Shi and Wojnicki,
2014; Sarathy and Patro, 2013; Shao et al., 2014; Schumann et al., 2010; Vivek et al., 2012;
Yoo et al., 2015) thus the researchers expect these will play a role in educational RM also.

Cognition to Action Loyalty Framework and IMC

An alternative approach to demonstrating CBE, Oliver’s (2014) cognition-to-action loyalty
framework appears as more streamlined compared to that of Vivek et al (2012). Where Oliver
(2014) finds a positive impact of cognitive loyalty on action loyalty, further research into
cognitive processing by Leckie et al. (2016) finds a negative correlation with brand loyalty.
Due to this discrepancy, the researchers aimed to distinguish what type of relationship, if any,
there was between the constructs of Cognitive, Affective and Conative Loyalty on Action
Loyalty, with the aim to build on the theoretical conceptual framework in an OE context.

Oliver (2014) delineates each phase as emotional brand preference (Cognitive), attitudinal
(Affective) and behavioural intention (Conative). Action Loyalty is the by-product, and in
this case, is considered as the referral behaviour itself. A similar model by Graffigna and
Gambetti (2015) replaces these stages with ‘friendship’, ‘intimacy’, and ‘symbiosis’,
however, is less of a linear model and more abstract to apply in a managerial context. The
conceptual IMC model by Batra, R. and Keller, K. (2016) matches the stages set out by
Oliver’s (2014) cognitive, affective and conative stages, but in a more continuous fashion. It
aims to fully demonstrate how a comprehensive IMC strategy can reflect a scope of stages
from the cognitive through to the affective stages of loyalty and CBE.

Loyalty and Trust in Referability

Referral Marketing has many constructs in common with relationship marketing including
satisfaction, trust, loyalty and perceived quality and commitment (Berman, 2016; Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2001; Perin et al., 2012). On this premise, fundamentals of preserving student
loyalty should be upheld in a successful RM strategy. Brand loyalty is often deemed as a
competitive advantage, synonymous with greater consumer equity (Hennig-Thurau et al.,
2001; Lee and Anantharaman, 2015). Antecedents of student loyalty are primarily perceived
quality and trust (Perin et al., 2012).

Berman’s (2016) research explores referability with stark references to consumer lifetime
value (CLV), an essential yet elusive metric. Berman (2016) considers RM as separating out
satisfied consumers from which to generate referred business with higher conversion.
Although the current study does not seek to understand this metric, it is an important concept
and driver for a better understanding of RM research.

Co-creation

The concept of co-creation has also become influential in the topic of RM. The generation of
EWOM has ballooned drastically with increasing social media channels which thrive on
EWOM and act as platforms for co-creation. A vague definition of co-creation is the ‘value’
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that clients themselves construct (Zwass, 2010). The two concepts of social media and co-
creation are so closely intertwined that social media has been defined as:

One media type with one differentiating characteristic: They blend technology and
social interactions for the co-creation of content and value. That is, people use them
for social interactions and conversations.(Strauss and Frost 2013)

With the recognised importance of co-created content on consumer purchase behavior in
university choice (Yang and Mutum, 2015), marketers can appreciate the value of co-creation
as part of a successful RM strategy. This is linked with a comprehensive IMC strategy and
branches into the social media domain, and could potentially increase loyalty as it has done in
other industries (Cossio-Silva et al., 2016).

Customer Lifetime Value and Relationship Marketing

RM is an antecedent of referral behaviour and is a critical element of customer-lifetime value,
with much marketing strategy now focusing on increasing CLV (Haenlein and Libai, 2017;
Vivek et al., 2012). The researchers believe RM provides an excellent opportunity to do so.
Recently published research found that soliciting consumer feedback using positive open-
ended questions leads to a higher CLV (Bone et al., 2017). CLV is also positively linked with
attitudinal loyalty (Reichheld, 1993), which is in turn linked with value creation (Hsieh and
Chang, 2016). However, concernedly none of these mention RM. CLV as a construct is
particularly of interest to marketers in OE because a student’s status evolves from a
prospective student to a student, where retention is key. The final phase is as an alumnus,
which is a unique consumer state given that most alumni are often no longer paying
customers. In order to increase CLV, the researchers argue RM marketing is a possible
solution.

Summary and Definition of Research gaps

The researchers found a lack of peer-reviewed literature in this newly burgeoning area of RM
in OE. Embarking on university study is a high-involvement purchase (Mazzarol and Soutar,
2002), however, most related studies revolve around understanding and harnessing consumer
motivations towards referral generation in low involvement purchases (Chan et al., 2014;
Mengze and Wojnicki, 2014; Verlegh et al., 2013).

Most research focuses outside the education industry, but as OE is growing and EdTech is
becoming increasingly mainstream, the researchers recognise a need to define RM in this
unique industry. Studies by Chan et al. (2014) suggest further research is needed into referral
programmes of varying sectors, given the unique RM dimensions and consumer behaviours.
Hanaysha (2016) only investigated three variables on organisational commitment in
university staff, however, the researchers seek to understand what other variables exist in
commitment to RM strategy so that OE senior leadership can make more informed strategic
decisions. Keeping in mind the multifaceted nature of organisational commitment, being
impacted by OS, the researchers intended to uncover new insights into how this may affect
the success of the current organisation’s RM strategy. Related to existent CBE theory, the
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current study aimed at understanding the relationship of perceived CBE with RM strategy
and referral behaviour in online education. Social cognitive theory (SCT) will also be
explored to see if and how it relates to RM strategy in OE.

Lastly, Berman (2016) offers a seemingly comprehensive review of RM, however, the
industries compared do not include education or high involvement purchases. From a critical
perspective, the researchers cannot extrapolate such theory if the uniqueness of OE is not
enveloped in the theoretical design. Thus, the researchers deem it necessary to extend RM
knowledge to the OE sector.

Methodological Approach

The researchers were drawn to mixed methodology, as it is linked with increased
generalisability, reliability and validity of conclusions and thus favoured for this case study.
Mixed-methods research has been described as ‘expansive’, ‘pluralistic’, and
‘complementary’ (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Quantitative research was considered
due to its strength in identifying causal relationships (Easterby-Smith, 2012; Hanaysha,2016).
The current research aims not only to expose causal relationships but also to explore unique
and complex dimensions of RM in OE with the aim of contributing to theory. Given the
scope and professional nature of the study, in-depth interviews were selected to explore
experts’ feedback and input on RM strategy as they provide a greater level of detail than
online surveys, which is valuable for professional applications (Hinge, 2014). Conversely,
online surveys were considered for capturing insights from students as they have a wide
reach and are time efficient for the level of information sought from students to complement
the qualitative data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012; Hinge, 2014). Holistic research on the topic
has relied on secondary data, (Berman, 2016; Daj and Chirca, 2009; Fong, 2013). Their
contributions to RM marketing research and their varied approaches provided a
comprehensive view of the current understanding of the topic, but the researchers argue this
is not enough.

Qualitative Research Design and Instrument

Template analysis is a comparatively novel approach to understanding qualitative data
(Waring and Wainwright, 2008). The researchers used thematic analysis which firstly
involved open coding, followed by axial coding and finally selective coding to categorise
leading themes (Hardy and Bryman, 2009; Johnson, 2015b). By conducting semi-structured
interviews with participants, the researchers aimed to incorporate opinions, which to some
degree included elements of narrative methods. Narrative methods form another group of
constructionist research designs that have been used particularly in marketing and strategy
research, due to their ability to draw emotional insight and consumer beliefs (Haase et al.,
2013; Johnstone et al., 2013; Lobstein et al., 2017; Melewar et al., 2014).

Qualitative Population Sample and Organisational Profile

The unnamed multinational organisation chosen for the study offers higher education
programmes online to students based domestically and internationally. The programmes
offered are UK-based, fully accredited post-graduate programmes with international
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recognition. The referral strategy in place is incentivised, where students who refer new
students are rewarded with financial credit towards their studies. The population of interest
was staff of the organisation that execute a marketing and sales role related to the referral
strategy. The entire team of 24 executives was invited, and 22 agreed to an interview (92%
response rate). Saturation was reached after 15-18 interviews as all overarching codes
appeared, however, the researchers continued to interview the few remaining to ensure
complete saturation. As participants were selected from the population of interest, it was
assumed that their viewpoints were highly likely to mimic others’ in the sample population
(McQuarrie and Mclntyre, 2014).

Qualitative Data collection and analysis

If not carefully guided, qualitative interviews can result in data that does not specifically
answer the research questions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012), yet questions should incite a
personal response that is not too restricted (Johnson, 2015a). As a result, 8 open-ended
questions, that had been adapted from the literature (Cetina et al., 2014; I[lgaz and Giilbahar,
2015), were targeted towards the research aims. They followed a partially structured Skype
interview approach with interviews recorded, then later played back to transcribe. These
questions allowed for open answers to explore employees’ unique perceptions, opinions and
feelings towards the various elements of the organisation’s RM strategy. Semi-structured
interviews lasting approximately 18 minutes each on average were conducted and audio
recorded using Skype from 20/06/2017 to 23/06/2017. Table 1 lists the profiles of the 22
participants.

Pct Pct Pct
Measure  Item N (%) Measure Item N (%) Measure Item N (%)
Age
Gender Female 10 45% Position Manager 2 9% Bracket 25-35 15 68%
Senior
Male 12 55% Consultant 5 23% 36-45 5 23%
Consultant 15 68% 46-55 2 9%
Tenure <lyr 1 5% 56-65
1yr-3
yrs 11 50%
3yrs-
Syrs 7 32% Education No degree 3 14% Location Netherlands 16 73%
Syrs-
10yrs 2 9% Undergraduate 11 50% Poland 4 18%
>10yrs 1 5% Post Graduate 8  36% United States 2 9%

Table 1: Profile of Respondents: Qualitative Interviews (N=22)

During this stage of data conceptualisation, primary themes and codes were established.
Therefore, an iterative process took place where finally similar themes were merged to form
higher constructs to draw concise and relevant conclusions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).

Prescriptive themes of Engagement, Influential Factors and Trends were applied initially and

then adapted to the data. Data were coded according to emergent themes, then categorised
into nodes. A mind map of themes was constructed using NVIVO 10 and hierarchical charts
displayed the relationships between clusters to identify prominent themes.
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Quantitative Research Design and Instrument

The data collection instrument used was a free online survey provided by Survey Monkey. It
allowed for a maximum of 10 questions to be asked, and a maximum of 100 respondents. It
allowed for anonymity and had a setting to prevent multiple responses.

Quantitative Population and Sampling

The population of interest was active students studying a variety of online programmes at the
unnamed online UK institute. At the time, there were approximately 4000 active students
(Table 2).

Pct Pct
Measure  Item N (%) Measure Item N (%) Measure Item N Pct (%)
Referred
Gender Female 36 36% Source Referred 32 32% Behaviour others 58 58%
Not referred
Male 62 62% Non Referred 68  68% others 42 42%
Undisclosed 2 2%
Education  No degree 11 11% Engagement Highly 63 63%
Age
Bracket ~ 25-35 43 43% Undergraduate 58  58% Somewhat 30 30%
Not
36-45 39 39% Post Graduate 30 30% engaged 7 7%
46-55 13 13% Doctoral 1 1%
56-65 4 4% Satisfaction =~ Encouraged 66 66%
66-75 1 1% Neutral 17 17%
Discouraged 16 16%

Table 2: Profile of Respondents: Quantitative Survey (N=100)

Quantitative Data collection and Analysis

Students of the unnamed university were invited to participate by posting a series of three
invitations (one initial, and two reminders) in the student social network. In the invitation
post, a link to the online survey was shared. Because a plea for help was the only soliciting
variable successful in increasing online survey participation in a previous study (Petrov¢ic et
al., 2016), the invitation was positioned as a plea for students to help to contribute towards
the current research. The research design comprised two pages with 10 questions in total - the
maximum number of questions allowed in the trial version. The maximum number of 100
participants was reached.

Results

Overview

In this part, the analysis and findings of both qualitative and quantitative data are discussed in
relation to the objectives of the study set out in the Introduction. The mixed methodology
provided insightful data and gave methodological validity (triangulation) which has been also
successful in previous studies (Drouin et al., 2015; Ilgaz and Giilbahar, 2015; Schaap et al.,
2011). The researchers set out to discover RM dimensions in an OE setting, as well as the
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role of EE on its success. According to OE executives, student experience, satisfaction and
culture were the top three influential factors contributing to the success of RM strategy in this
case study. Findings echoed theory posited by Hennig-Thurau et al (2001) in the relationship
quality-based student loyalty (RQSL) model. Indeed, also the level of student engagement
was found to impact positively on referral behaviour, however, there was no discovered
relationship between student satisfaction and referral behaviour. Interestingly, flexibility and
professional applicability, and support related themes were the self-rated major drivers of
students’ referral intentions.

Secondly, EE was found to impact the success of RM primarily through organizational
incentivisation, teamwork and training. Findings were in line with theory posited by
Hanaysha (2016), Kaur (2017) and Gupta (2015), however, a new theme of ‘belief’ in the
strategy was the most commonly voiced theme under the Engagement construct. Lastly, the
researchers aimed to identify trends, and, apart from incentivisation, the main trends were
found to be social media, geotargeting and outreach at key touchpoints which also echoed
recent literature (Wind and Hays, 2016; Wright, 2014). Findings are discussed further below
in relation to each of the research questions. To maintain anonymity of participants, gender
appropriate pseudonyms have been employed with accurate demographic data.

Data Analysis

The researchers conducted a series of Pearson chi-squared tests using 0.05 p value as the
level of statistical significance as deemed appropriate by Chu (1999). For chi-squared tests
with greater than 20% cells with an expected count less than 5, the likelihood ratio (LR) was
considered as the measure of significance. Where data did not meet the assumptions of the
Pearson Chi-Squared test, a Mann-Whitney Test was implemented. Degrees of freedom
appear in parentheses and findings are presented and discussed in more detail below.
Qualitative analysis was conducted through NVIVO (2017a), qualitative research software,
with further discussion below.

Factors influencing EE with the current RM strategy

NVIVO calculates the cluster analysis by employing ‘an iterative multidimensional scaling
algorithm’ (NVIVO, 2017b). Jaccard’s index was used in all cluster analyses and is
calculated through the following algorithm:

|AnB| |AnB|

(A,B)z =
J |AuB| |A|+|B| - |AnB]

A cluster analysis chart was created by word similarity for EE. Jaccard’s index facilitates the
understanding of the similarity between key factors, where nodes with similar coding are
grouped together at an earlier stage than those that are less alike (NVIVO, 2017b).

IMC and interdepartmental communication were found to severely impact EE and is
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discussed in more detail later in the chapter. This is consistent with a comprehensive
literature review of 65 empirical articles by Kaur (2017), however in the list of antecedents
below deemed specific to the Education industry, ‘Belief in Strategy’ or a similar concept is
not listed.

‘Belief in Strategy’ was mentioned by 100% of participants interviewed, with 41 references.
This most closely correlates with Hanaysha’s (2016) construct of Empowerment, however,
‘empowerment’ is defined as ‘a motivational practice that aims to increase the performance
by increasing the opportunities of participation and involvement in decision making’.
Therefore, the researchers propose that employee ‘Belief in Strategy’ should be considered as
a new construct.

Overall Influential dimensions

Once interviews were transcribed, data was entered into the software package NVIVO for
coding and analysis. In NVIVO, codes are referred to as ‘nodes’. Quantitative statistics from
the surveys were coded and entered into SPSS for analysis. Both packages allow for
hierarchical cluster analysis for group identification (identifying emerging themes) and
multivariate analysis.

Emerging themes were entered into a mind map (Figure 1) to enable the researchers to
determine interactions between various factors and resultant referral behaviour.
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Figure 1. Mind Map of RM Dimensions from an Executive’s Perspective (source: the
authors)

A cluster analysis was also created by word similarity for referral dimensions. The data
reveal the complex nature of RM in this sector, and those which stood out were Student
Experience (12 sources, 33 references), Interdepartmental Communication (14 sources, 30
references) and Rapport (12 sources, 23 references). The dimensions of student experience
(22 aggregated sources, 124 aggregated references) and challenges (22 aggregated sources,
116 aggregated references) both have the most influence on referral behaviour compared with
Demographics, Advisor Competency, Incentive, Opportunities, Rapport, Brand Image and
Positioning. These findings were softly echoed by data from students, which pointed to the
strongest influential dimensions related to student experience (Figure 2 student data on
dimensions) and referral behaviour increasing with levels of satisfaction (Figure 3 student
data below). However, multivariate analysis in SPSS found there was no statistically
significant association between Satisfaction vs. referral behaviour in the sample, ¥2 (2) =
0.97, p = 0.953.
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Figure 2. Factors Encouraging Referral Behaviour (source: the authors)
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Figure 3. Satisfaction vs. Referral Behaviour (source: the authors)

Interestingly, only 36% of those who have referred their friends mentioned that the monetary
incentive was a driving factor for their behaviour, compared to 48% of those who had not
referred (Figure 2). However, there was no statistically significant association (¥2 (1) =
0.331, p value 0.565). The main factors encouraging referral behaviour for both sources with
between 50%-60% were the University’s reputation, the programmes themselves, and the
accreditation/recognition of the programmes.

Moreover, despite the patterns in the data, in the study sample there was no significant

difference between Referral Behaviour and Age (LR (4) =2.053, p = 0.726), Education level
(LR (3) =5.769, p = 0.123), or Gender (LR (2) =2.267, p = 0.322) (Figure 3).
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Figure 4. Emergent Positive and Negative Themes from Student Data (n=100) (source: the
authors)

Given that results from the qualitative interviews found Student Experience was a major
contributor to referral behaviour, it was not surprising that events that negatively affect
student experience appeared in the emerging negative themes (Figure 4). These themes were
extracted from the open-ended questions ‘Other (please specify)’ and, ‘Has your experience
so far with the university encouraged or discouraged you from referring? Please briefly
explain what encouraged or discouraged you’. Tony (Management, aged 36-45, Barbados),
noted that flexibility, practicality and interaction were key. However, he expressed negative
feelings towards a unilateral increase in programme fees which he was not expecting.

Incentivisation

Previous research found that the value of the referral reward does not impact on referral
behaviour (Ryu and Feick, 2007), however a more recent study has conflicting findings (Jin
and Huang, 2014). Executives routinely mentioned the inconsistency in the referral reward
and the incentive itself being main drivers of referral behaviour. It was also suggested that
incentivising both parties may increase referral conversion. These findings could simply be
reflective of differences in respective fields in existent literature, and/or the extent of
purchase involvement, thus even further justifying the rationale behind further investigating
RM behaviour in the OE sector.

Rapport and Social Network
A growing focus on rapport was a common theme. Elements which stood out included trust,
reliability and support. In total, 100% of those interviewed either directly or indirectly
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mentioned rapport as a vital factor in RM. In other industries, relationship strength between
consumer-consumer and consumer-organisation both have a positive impact on referral
behaviour (Shao et al., 2014). Therefore, social networks are also a critical element of referral
behaviour, as mentioned by employees repetitively. These findings particularly echo
literature on relationship marketing (Almeida-Santana and Moreno-Gil, 2017; Bock and
Larson, 2013; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001), and share similar dimensions. The relationship
quality-based student loyalty (RQSL) model by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) is defined by
three constructs:

1. ‘Perceived quality’
2. ‘Trust’
3. ‘Commitment’

The current study uncovered similar patterns in behavioural student loyalty, with university
reputation and programme quality and accreditation and recognition being the top three
influential factors for referring deemed by students (Figure 4). Another 18% of positive
themes were attributed to professional applicability which is an element of commitment
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001) (Figure 4).

Latent elements of SCT were noticed in relation to feedback from executives, mentioning
that students from certain cultures or those in management programmes preferred to try the
platform themselves before referring others. However, this was not classified as a main theme
in either of the data sets. Nevertheless, it could be alternatively linked to the theme of social
network, although this is inconclusive in this study.
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Figure 5. School vs. Referral Behaviour (source: the authors)

Given that executives perceived a higher referral rate from certain programmes, programme
choice (grouped into school) was tested and showed a statistically significant association with
referral behaviour (LR (5) = 11.214, p = 0.047) (Figure 5). Executives also mentioned a
perceived interest in helping others was greater for students in certain programmes, however
such students were not statistically significantly more influenced by a feeling of social
responsibility (LR (5) =7.048, p = 0.217).

Given that executives perceived a higher referral rate from Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
and African countries and student data was supportive (Figure 6), a Pearson Chi-Square test
was done between African vs. referral behaviour as no GCC students participated in the
survey; a statistically significant positive association was found y2 (1) 4.076, p = 0.044.
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Figure 6. Referral Behaviour by Geography (source: the authors)

Grounded theory (GT) allows for the shaping and reshaping of research design and analysis
(Johnson, 2015b). Following this finding, given the referral policy is financially incentivised,
to understand if there was any direct correlation between economic climate and referral
behaviour, a Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney test was run for gross domestic product (GDP) vs.
referral behaviour. This is because GDP does not follow a normal distribution. The GDP (in
millions of USD) assigned was based on the most recent GDP list for 2016 released by The
World Bank (2017). Although the mean rank of those who have referred others (47.82) is
lower than those that have not (54.20), the 1-tailed probability (0.138) was not statistically
significant.

To investigate the impact of collectivism/individualism in culture, primary nationality was
sorted into individualistic and collectivist groups (Hofstede, 2003) (Figure 7). A positive
statistically significant association between culture (collectivist/individualistic) vs. referral
behaviour was %2 (1) 5.420, p = 0.020.
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Figure 7. Culture vs. Referral Behaviour (source: the authors)

Other Interesting Findings

It was noted by a Senior Executive that there was a certain personality type that tended to
refer more or act as opinion leaders, which resonated with findings by Song et al (2017).
Personality type was not gauged in the survey, however ‘social recognition’ and ‘social
responsibility’ were choices given. There was no significant difference between those who
had referred and those who selected ‘social recognition’ or ‘social responsibility’ as a reason
for referring. This, therefore, did not reflect elements of SCT. Overall, interviews came
across as emotionally-attached, highlighting the emotionally connected nature of employees
in this institution. Implications of this are discussed in the next part.

Perceived impact of IMC strategy

The IMC strategy of this organisation includes digital marketing (social media, email
campaigns, website, webinars), phone calls and face-to-face information sessions.
Throughout the interviews, employees mentioned their opinions and observations of how the
IMC strategy impacts on RM. Overall, the perceived impact of the current IMC strategy was
poor, and was often linked to a perceived negative impact on referral generation, both
directly (RM activities) and indirectly (collective student experience) as summed up by
employees. This phenomenon appeared to be linked to goal-related conflicts between
departments, which was exacerbated by high levels of dissatisfaction with inter-departmental
communication. In total 91% of employees interviewed mentioned challenges related to IMC,
and/or inter-departmental communication.

Key trends
When asked about key trends, employees noted a collective of six main themes: social media,
geotargeting, key touch points, focus on budget, video content and technology.

Social Media and Video Content
The greatest trend discovered was social media. Social media has become a powerful tool for
marketers in many sectors and is increasingly used in the Education sector (Clark et al.,
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2017). In other industries, social media has highly influenced attitudinal loyalty (Almeida-
Santana and Moreno-Gil, 2017). Most appealing to marketing experts is that it functions as a
dynamic, interactive platform for relationship building, EWOM and direct marketing
(Alalwan et al., 2017; Clark et al., 2017; Haenlein and Libai, 2017). It also allows for the
sharing of video content, which was established as another key trend.

Competition
A Senior Executive mentioned there had been a decreasing trend in referrals over his past
3.5-year tenure, which he attributed to competition in the rapidly growing sector.

Challenges

The clear majority of challenges were of an internal nature, therefore falling largely under the
institution’s control. These included inter-departmental communication, incentive
inconsistencies, policies & systems, economic climate and fee increase. Findings shadow the
literature which found EE is affected by process improvements (Gupta, 2015) and inter-
departmental communication (De Nobile, 2017).

Opportunities

Themes on opportunities were collected into Targeting, Social Media and Incentivisation
nodes. Outlying the themes above were some interesting suggestions on targeting expat
communities, student stories, and data analytics in targeting. Each of these concepts are
reflected in recent literature in relation to global marketing strategy, most relevantly by
Wright (2014).

Conceptual Model

Below is the conceptual model proposed by the researchers based on the collated findings
discussed (Figure 8). Managerial and theoretical implications are discussed further in the next
section.

The proposed conceptual model illustrates the complex interactions between RM constructs
in OE. The researchers acknowledge that further understanding is required to define each
construct in the wider OE community (outside this case study). However, this model forms
the basis of RM phenomena witnessed throughout the study, which includes an important
suggested action of OS to mediate employees’ ‘Belief in Strategy’. If implemented correctly,
finely-tuned interactions between the dimensions and constructs should ultimately increase
referral behaviour.
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study findings (source: the authors)

Validity and Reliability

Through a targeted sampling design for both data sets, both samples were deemed to be
representative of the respective populations under investigation for this case study as they
were assumed to be representative of the population (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). A larger
sample for the student data would have increased the validity and reliability of the findings.
By making the survey ‘easy and short’, ensuring ‘confidentiality and anonymity’, posting
reminders and clearly outlining the purpose (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) it encouraged
responses. Methodological triangulation also assisted in maintaining valid and reliable results
within the limitations mentioned by capturing various elements of the same phenomenon.
Indeed, a larger sample size can increase validity and reliability, however valid and reliable
data can be extracted from 22 interviews (McQuarrie and MclIntyre, 2014). A series of chi-
square tests and cross-tabulations were conducted to produce reliable and valid results from
the sample.

Conclusions

The findings of this study make key contributions to understanding RM in OE. The key
dimensions and relationships discovered have profound meaning for marketers in this
industry. They provide a foundation for scholars to further advance knowledge of consumer-
brand relationships, CBE, EE, and trust-loyalty behaviour in an industry where students play
a unique consumer type. Incentivisation is a key driver of referral behaviour. IMC, video
content and social media were found to be perceived as influential in successful RM.
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However, their contribution to the studied organisation appeared not to have reached full
potential, and thus are considered an opportunity for further development. Personalised
outreach at key touchpoints was a common theme throughout the study which links with
existing theory (Batra and Keller, 2016) and has interesting managerial implications. It is
suggested that a comprehensive IMC strategy is created to include geographically tailored
dialogue, and executives are also trained to outreach with personal messaging. Managers
must collaborate with other departments which influence RM success in order to increase
interdepartmental communication. All of these factors in turn, are expected to increase the
success of RM.

Managerial Implications

Managers are encouraged to increase employees’ Belief in Strategy in order to fully achieve
commitment to RM and to increase success through increased conversion of referred
prospects. EE was influenced by training, teamwork, incentivisation and individual belief in
the strategy; a potentially undefined construct which could contribute to EE theory. From
reviewing previous literature and from understanding the complex employee environment,
the researchers suggest that OS may provide a solution to employee disengagement, thus
optimising RM strategy.

Our findings suggest modifying the incentive to reward both parties in a bid to increase
referral conversion. In combination, marketing managers must also look to design messaging,
or enable executives to hone for certain personality traits (Song et al., 2017). These could
greatly increase RM success.

Employee Engagement and Open Strategising

Due to previously discussed dilemmas of OS (Hautz et al., 2017), managers and strategic
leaders must be mindful of the impacts of adopting this approach for RM which may harm
team dynamics, individual motivation and organisational commitment if not properly
administered. However, given the emotionally attached nature of executives in this case
study, and indeed perhaps the larger OE sector, OS may present a realistic solution to EE
towards RM strategy. Hanaysha (2016) stipulates that engaged employees are more
emotionally attached in this sector, and OS can increase commitment and facilitate a sense of
organisational community (Hutter et al., 2017).

Targeting through Social Media, Video and IMC

Social media and video content are conclusively vital emerging trends in the OE sector and
integral contributors to a successful IMC strategy. With social media marketing greatly
impacting on trust and loyalty (Orzan et al., 2016), OE marketing managers must embrace
social media and use it more comprehensively as part of an RM strategy. This also applies to
video content, and face-to-face and virtual events, which provide extra channels to reach
consumers and increase CBE (Manser Payne et al., 2017). Another aspect of OS is applied to
social media (Baptista et al., 2017), and could potentially be applicable to increasing student
engagement with RM in mind. The findings suggested that social media implementation had
not yet reached its potential, and therefore posed as another opportunity for development to
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tie in RM. To drive a successful RM strategy, these findings show that Marketers must
harness the opportunities of social media at key touchpoints, including more engaging video
content, geotargeting and personalisation to strengthen consumer relationships (Alalwan et
al., 2017; Clark et al., 2017), whilst keeping interdepartmental lines of communication open
to create a well-oiled, comprehensive IMC strategy. Marketers must be cautious of the
uncontrolled nature of social media, yet should aim to create an RM dialogue conducive to
positive co-creation and CBE. Relating to the findings and to the student-centred tone of
executive interviews, the researchers propose it could be more beneficial to adopt a bottom-
up approach as proposed by Batra, R. & Keller, K. (2016). Lastly, targeting those who have
already referred and those who are satisfied is likely to increase CLV (Wright, 2014).

Big Data Analytics

As the current study suggests, multinational educational marketers could certainly benefit
from extending big data capabilities into RM for the OE niche to better understand complex
phenomena in RM and better tailor RM strategy. A challenging prerequisite is certainly the
availability of data, and the cloud storage/software to house and analyse it. International
consumer privacy is also an ethical issue that must be dealt with carefully (Herschel and
Miori, 2017).

Culture, Programme Choice and International Arena

The impact of Hofstede’s (2003) cultural dimensions has been recently applied to
organizational profiles in social media (Lo et al., 2017) and the researchers believe
collectivism vs. individualism is something that universities with multinational student bodies
should take into consideration with particular respect to creating RM strategy. Based on our
findings, OE marketers must be more mindful of their audience, as culture plays a large role
in the success of RM, as well as programme choice, residency, and economic climate. Since
the incentive has a positive association with referral behaviour, and the idea to incentivise
both parties was mentioned by employees, it may also be worth experimenting with. Based
on the findings, the researchers suggest creating a geographically and culturally tailored IMC
strategy specifically for referral generation. Marketing departments should also increase RM
efforts in specifically high-referral regions and high-referral programmes in order to
maximise returns on marketing spend. Similar to diverse e-commerce consumer types
(Zikiené and Kalmakhelidz, 2016) different types of students exist. If OE marketing
professionals can master these suggested alterations to existing RM so that they appeal to the
diverse student population, increased profitability is likely, as echoed in the literature related
to other industries (Gorlevskaya, 2016; Oberoi et al., 2017).

Limitations and Delimitations

The nature of this case study allowed only for a small number of employee participants, and a
small number of student participants due to the survey limitations. Therefore, to make
findings more robust, a larger sample of employees, potentially from other universities that
offer a referral incentive, could render more insightful data. Further studies are required to
collect feedback from more students on the topic of referral behaviour and thus contribute to
RM strategy. There was a limitation of using GDP of the nationality given, as the data does
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not specify the current location of the student or the individual’s income bracket, and thus
may be too general of an approach and not truly represent the student body.

Recommendations for Future Research

With the knowledge gained from the current study, future research could build on the model
by Hennig-Thurau et al (2001) with RM in mind. Belief in Strategy is proposed as a
potentially new construct, adding to existing EE theory. Therefore, the researchers propose
OS as a means to positively influence EE in this industry, and thus further research would be
necessary to confirm the relationship. Recently published research by Asrar-ul-Haq et al.
(2017) links corporate social responsibility (CSR) in universities to employees’ satisfaction
and organisational commitment, introducing another potential facet to consider when
implementing RM. CSR was not investigated in the current study, however given this valid
perspective has been highlighted in newly published research, further investigation into this
dimension in relation to OS, EE and RM may prove fruitful for marketing managers. As our
findings suggest, if an organisation can use a comprehensive IMC strategy which reaches out
to students at key touchpoints to build a powerful brand image, this is likely to positively
influence referral behaviour.
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