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Abstract:
							                           
   The  aim  of  this  paper  is  to  understand  the  process  of  forming  relationships  between educational  institutions  and  students.  The  virtual  education  market  is  considered  to  be  of great importance in our society, which is in constant development and highly competitive. Thus,  the  reasons  for  the  relations  between  the  perceived  quality,  trust,  commitment,  and loyalty were analyzed. Specifically, the factors to be taken into account are trust, perceived quality, commitment, and loyalty. In this exploratory study, in-deep educational interviews were done with experts (managers/coordinators), teachers, and students. The results show that  the  relevant  reasons  for  the  relationship  between  perceived  quality  and  loyalty  were: feelings of being well received, motivation, and credibility. The following reasons were found for  trust  and  loyalty:  transparency,  commitment  of  the  client/student  with  the  institution, reflection on learning as a result of the course, and good faith. In relation to commitment and loyalty, cognitive commitment (calculative) was highlighted as the principal reason: the changes provided by the course.  



Keywords: perceived quality,  trust,  commitment,  loyalty,  virtual education.
		                         


Resumen:
						                           
   El objetivo de este artículo es comprender el proceso de formación de relaciones entre las instituciones educativas y los estudiantes. El mercado de educación a distancia es considerado uno  de  los  sectores  de  mayor  trascendencia  para  nuestra  sociedad,  que  se  encuentra  en constante desarrollo y es realmente competitivo. De ahí la relevancia de las relaciones con respecto a la confianza, calidad percibida, compromiso y lealtad. Por ello, se analizaron los motivos que crean las relaciones entre confianza, calidad percibida, compromiso y lealtad. Se realizó un estudio cualitativo y exploratorio, con entrevistas individuales y en profundidad con  expertos  (gerentes/coordinadores),  docentes  y  estudiantes.  Los  resultados  muestran que,  para  la  relación  entre  la  calidad  percibida  y  la  lealtad,  las  razones  relevantes  fueron: sensación de ser bien recibidos, motivación y credibilidad. Para la confianza y la lealtad, se encontraron como razones: transparencia, compromiso del cliente/alumno con la institución, reflejo del aprendizaje como resultado del curso y la buena fe. En la relación de compromiso y lealtad, el compromiso cognitivo (calculativo) se destacó como la razón principal: los cambios proporcionados por el curso.  



Palabras clave: calidad percibida,  confianza,  compromiso,  lealtad,  educación a distancia.
                                








 In higher education institutions (HEI) context, concern with competitiveness is observed in the rise of the number of institutions. Given this context, concern with marketing is now frequent among university managers. Hence, knowing how the loyalty of the student is made becomes important in the context of higher education, thus making the process of maintaining the students already enrolled or attracting new ones even more important. 

 Several studies have been carried out aiming at better understanding how long-term relationships are established in different markets. Some of these studies proposed models where the formation of loyalty starts to fall under a significant influence of factors such as customer satisfaction (Taylor & Hunter, 2003; Harris & Goode, 2004; Aurier & Goala, 2010), perceived quality (Aydin & Özer, 2005; Lenka et al., 2009), commitment (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Wang & Holcombe, 2010), trust (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002; Agustin & Singh, 2005; Ahu, 2005; Rohden et al., 2016), and perceived value (Zeithaml, 1988; Sirdeshmukh et al., 2005; Rohden et al., 2016), and perceived value (Zeithaml, 1988; Sirdeshmukh et al., 2001; Bergamo, 2008). However, there is a lack of publications on the reasons for each relationship considering the constructs Trust, Perceived Quality, Commitment, and Loyalty in HEI with distance courses. This is the main objective of this study, in which exploratory, qualitative research was used as the method.




Theoretical Foundation


Perceived quality

Perceived quality
is an important construct of loyalty, especially in the service sector. For
Anderson et al., (1994), perceived quality can be considered an assessment of
the company’s performance by the customers, with good performance tending to
positively influence the attitudes and behavioral intentions of customers in
relation to the supplier. The delivery of high-quality services is considered
essential for the success and survival of the strategies in competitive environments (Dawkins & Reichheld, 1990)
because the perceived quality is understood as a function of the expected
service, the perceived service, and the image of the company (Charalambou
et al., 2016). Therefore, the perceived quality of the service positively influences the behavior chosen by the customer, and this will determine the continuity and the intensity of the relationship with the organization (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). However, perceived quality consists of an overall assessment of long-term performance (Mathmann et al., 2016).

 According to Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001), the specific characteristics of the education sector, such as the high levels of involvement and cognitive skills required, make the quality perception the most appropriate to understand because it is also influenced by the customer’s ability to perceive the potential benefits of a product/ service after it is acquired. Based on the issues stated above, Guimarães (2005) reports that students contribute decisively to the service and, consequently, to their own satisfaction. Therefore, one of the challenges for educational institutions is to develop a quality culture among their students.




Trust

 Trust is seen, in many studies, as an essential component of successful relationships (Moorman et al., 1993), while essential for relationships is having a long-term status and, consequently, being retained is an important factor of loyalty (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Kao & Lin, 2016). 

 According to Grönroos (2003), trust is the expectation from one party that the other will behave in a predictable manner in a given situation. According to Semprebon and Prado (2016), trust reduces uncertainty in situations of vulnerability for the consumer. Along the same lines, Morgan and Hunt (1994) report that trust is an important factor when developing marketing relationships and only exists when one of the parties believes that the other is just and deserves credibility. These authors include the attributes of the consistency, competence, honesty, responsibility, good faith, and integrity of the partners. 

 In relation to the influence of trust and loyalty, Sirdeshmukh et al. (2002) point out that there is a reciprocal relationship between trust and loyalty since the more the company aims at the trust of the customer, the more the customer will be loyal to the company. In the educational context, the construct of trust is based on the previous experiences that each student has with professors and professionals connected with the educational process. At this point, the following topics are also addressed: perceived security topics regarding the professors when teaching a lesson, exams corresponding to what is taught in class, conferences, and lectures given by the teaching staff, along with charisma and proximity. These make trust an important predictor of loyalty (Bergamo, 2008).




Commitment

 According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), commitment refers to the desire to keep a valid relation—that is, when a partner believes that the relationship is so important that the maximum effort in keeping it is justified. One issue to be highlighted is the division between the construct of commitment, conceptualized by Hennig-Thurau and Klee (1997) as the long-term customer orientation in a relationship based on emotional (affective) aspects, and the conviction that staying in the relationship will bring more benefits than terminating it (cognitive aspects). 

 Thus, Tinto (2007) states that emotional commitment is determined by the degree of integration that the student has with the university system and the non- university system. The university system is divided into the following: a) academic system, which consists of academic activities developed in a campus, such as courses, events, academic groups, and other extracurricular activities offered by HEI; and b) the social system, which encompasses the student’s socialization and intensive contact with other campus students through sports activities, interest groups, and student residences. The non-university system is related to aspects that negatively influence the customer/student’s emotional commitment to the HEI (Tinto, 1975). 

 In cognitive commitment domain, in turn, Geyskens et al. (1996) report that the customer considers the benefits that they will receive if the relationship continues. For Wetzels et al. (1998), cognitive commitment positively influences opportunism and the search for better alternatives for the customer, thus  differentiating itself from the affective approach to commitment. However, Lee et al. (2016) emphasize that service performance influences affective commitment. 

 According to Bergamo (2008), commitment focuses on the cost-benefit relationship between the student’s persistence at the chosen university and the perception of the negative aspects related to leaving the HEI as well as the goal of graduation, focusing on the student’s real desire to graduate from the HEI. Cognitive commitment is considered as related to the way the course is presented, and it is a factor that is more important than only providing essential beliefs when teaching each class. In this domain, some factors are of utmost importance: the presentation of the course as a key element for the students’ reaction, the importance of a variety of techniques to effectively gain the involvement of the students, and the transmission of information on the procedures of the course and its forms of evaluation (Curran & Rosen, 2007).




Loyalty

 According to Oliver (1999), in the 1990s, loyalty started to be considered as a strategic tool and part of company discussions, mainly to guarantee a basis for loyal clients. By creating and maintaining customer loyalty, a company develops a long- term, mutually beneficial relationship with customers (Pan et al., 2012; Sampaio et al., 2012; Al-Dweeri et al., 2017). The construct of loyalty refers to a deep and consistent commitment in terms of the future repurchase of a product or preferred service, thus generating repeated purchases from the same brand, despite situational influences and marketing efforts to cause a change in behavior or a search for another brand (Oliver, 1999). Larán and Espinoza (2004) state that repeated purchasing cannot be considered as a synonym for loyalty because it can be related to other aspects, such as price, convenience, or event loyalty to several brands simultaneously.

 In the educational context, the loyalty of the student is a key objective of private HEI, which is financially supported by the enrollment fee. Retaining the student means having a solid and predictable financial basis for the future activities of the HEI. According to Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001), loyalty results from multiple inter- related constructs. Therefore, they suggest a holistic approach to their explanation because a single construct is not sufficient to explain loyalty (Perin et al., 2012).




Research Method

 To meet the objective proposed in this study, a qualitative, exploratory research method was chosen because it is the most adequate method when the need arises to understand phenomena in complex social contexts (Malhotra, 2006). 

 The sample included 25 respondents who agreed to participate in the research and met the established criteria. These respondents were divided as follows: experts (managers/coordinators of the institution), students (clients), and professors of the institutions. 

 The qualification criteria for the interviewees were the following in the case of managers of educational institutions: a) having worked for more than one year (two semesters) in the coordination of the institution; b) being registered with the country’s education regulator; and c) belonging to an institution that offers distance learning courses for more than one year (two semesters). 

 The students/clients chosen should have the following characteristics to take part in this study: a) they were properly registered and to be in compliance with the institution; b) they had all the resources for the satisfactory development of a discipline in the distance modality (computer, broadband internet, etc.); and c) they had completed more than one discipline in the distance education modality. 

 The professors who were chosen to participate in the research should present the following characteristics: a) have taught in more than one discipline in the distance education; b) have been an employee of the institution for at least one semester; and c) have had training linked to the area of the discipline (graduation, postgraduation, and master’s degree). 

 The subjects of the research were found in nine HEI: seven of them are private and two are supported by the federal government. The distribution of the interviewees between private and federal HEI was characterized for having 17 interviewees in private institutions and eight in publish institutions. 

 In this study, the semi-structured model of interviews was used. The questions for the semi-structured model of the interview were divided into four blocks, each referring to the reasons for the relationships between the constructs: Perceived Quality and Loyalty, Trust and Loyalty, and Commitment and Loyalty. 

 The data were collected using an in-depth individual research method applying the saturation criterion to set the total number of interviews to be made with each group (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

 To transform the data collected in the research results, content analysis procedures were used to systematize, categorize, and make the analysis of the interviews possible (Yin, 2005). The procedure used for this research was the thematic codification, where the groups studied derive from the research question; thus, they were defined a priori (Flick, 2009).






Results for The Reasons of The
Relationships Between Perceived 

Quality, Trust, Commitment, and Loyalty


Perceived quality and loyalty: emotional
background of the student

According to
Boulding et al. (1993), the level of sentimental attachment is higher when the
perceived quality is above the target levels. Among the reasons found in the
relationship between perceived quality and loyalty, the feeling of being accepted is emphasized, as shown in the
reports below:



“(...) the classes in the environment must be attractive; the contact must be individualized so that the student may
perceive that distance education is successful. This makes the students not
feel alone, feel welcomed by the proposition of distance education, feel
welcomed by all involved, embraced.” (Manager 2)




 The answers of the managers interviewed aligned when the need of the students to feel/be welcome is mentioned. Managers emphasized that, for the student to feel welcome, it is necessary that other actors play their roles efficiently, as is the case with professors/tutors. Such actors must, in addition to developing attractive lessons and virtual environments, develop strategies of activities so that students feel as though they are part of the HEI.

 Similarly, the professors followed the line of thought of the managers and expressed their view that the students were welcome in the institution with distance education courses as follows: 



 “I believe that the institution must create activities in order to make the student feel more welcome, comfortable in the institution.” (Professor 1)





Parasuraman et
al. (1985) report that a large part of the services is produced and consumed at
the same time and that, usually, the quality evaluation is performed
during the service delivery and in the interaction between the customer and the staff of the company providing the service. Thus, it is believed that the need for interactions between
the actors of the institution and the students is not only important but also
that they are internalized by the involved parties, in view of the answers
shown below:



 “One of the factors that I saw that made me see the quality was being contacted by the course coordinators, the people who created (developed) the course (...). I felt more accepted, closer to the decision makers. Also, some requests made by the group targeted directly the coordinator in a classroom. (...)” (Student 6) 




 Related to the reason found in the reports of the students, those who have a greater need for affiliation demonstrate better performances when they realize that affiliation (Testa & Luciano 2011). In this sense, the participation of the students themselves for the development of this type of relationship becomes important. 

 Other reason found in the three groups, which was mentioned the most by the group of professors and also related to emotional aspects of loyalty, is the motivation (stimulus), as is exemplified in the reports below:



“The quality perceived by the student regarding what the institutions offer stimulates, motivates, and makes the student persist. At the college, we were shaping the students, we improved the structure, the teaching
staff, etc. In the end, the students were even more dedicated.” (Manager 4)




Among the
managers interviewed, only one mentioned motivation as a reason for the relationship between perceived quality and loyalty. He highlighted the importance of the institution perceiving
what motivates the student in the virtual academic environment. The manager
noted that the changes made in the structure and the teaching staff resulted in
a bigger devotion on the part of the students. Some of the factors pointed out
by the manager were also highlighted by the professors interviewed, as shown in
the reports below.



“The students’ understanding of how they
will ‘get around’ in a virtual environment, which makes them realize the
quality of what he is receiving. This makes the student feel stimulated,
motivated, and involved and continues with the distance education proposition.
Similarly, the way the materials are made available makes the students feel
stimulated.” (Professor 2)




 The answers found in the reports of the managers and professors are related to dealing with issues such as the type of materials used, the professors, the structure, etc. This, according to the reports, makes the students motivated about the institution and by the nature of the course; consequently, they stay in the institution. Related to this, the didactic material for distance education is a key element of building knowledge and for the maintenance of the motivation of the involved parties (Villardi & Oliveira, 2005). However, these were not the only issues raised by the students, as shown below.



“I perceived the quality in the type of
education that I was receiving when I saw that it was different from what I had
seen previously (...) both in actual courses and distance courses. I stayed in
the institution because I motivated myself with that (...).” (Student 2)




The responses of
the students/clients do not fully converge with the responses of the other
actors interviewed, with the students/guests mentioning the motivation to
continue, with the results/applications that they find in everyday situations
as the main reason for the perceptions of quality that lead to their loyalty to
the HEI. Thus, incongruity between the responses of the actors can lead to a misplaced delivery of values by the HEI to students, which may be related to an
increase of students dropping out of the distance academic environment.




Perceived quality
and loyalty: credibility of the distance education from the student’s side

One of the themes
found in the report of the groups analyzed is related to the credibility of distance education.
Therefore, it was emphasized that the practices of the institution positively
influence the fact that the student believed, or not, in the distance
education.



 “When the students perceive quality in the course, in the institution, they credited the institution. This makes them believe in the distance education proposition and, consequently, stay until the end of the course.” (Professor 1) “The perceived quality generates credibility. If the student perceives the structure, the professors, and the content to have quality, this student believes so.” (Manager 1)




 The group of  professors interviewed stated that, when the student perceives quality, credibility also occurs, making the student believe in the proposition of the course. According to the reports, credibility, in the eyes of the student/customer, would be related to not viewing the agent as the individual of the communication, mainly because they never did a distance course. 

 Among the representatives interviewed who were managers, one emphasized that credibility is a reason for the link between perceived quality and loyalty, pointing to the structure, professors, and contents developed as principal factors. The group of managers interviewed, like the professors, emphasize the relevance of credibility not only regarding the institution but also regarding the proposition of distance education in general.



“The changes made after the requests made us (the students) develop a greater perception of the quality of the
course. These changes made us even believe more in the distance education.”
(Student 1)




The group of students/customers also emphasized the improvements that were made. However, the improvements emphasized were not related to
the issues reported by the interviewees from the other groups. They emphasized, in their reporting, the credibility given by the
student/customer to the relationship between the institution and the development
of this relationship.




Trust and loyalty: transparency between
those involved

The relationship between trust and loyalty is explained by the reciprocity of arguments—that is, when the suppliers act so that the trust of the customer can be built, the
perceived risk of the supplier of a specific service is probably reduced,
enabling the customer to make reliable predictions about the future behaviors of the supplier (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Thus, transparency among the parties involved is one of the reasons for the relationship between trust and loyalty that was highlighted in the reports of the
groups interviewed, and it was considered by the respondents as important for
the reciprocity of arguments and the perception of justice among the students
to occur, as described in the reports below.



“When the student feels comfortable in the environment, in terms of interaction, they trust it more. The relationship automatically is more transparent, and I
(Manager) see that this makes the student see the institution differently, and
they end up staying.” (Manager 8)




The managers reported that transparency is one of the factors that make the student/customer
perceive the institution differently. However, the synergy pointed out by one
of the managers interviewed has, as a starting point, the management of people and the internal processes of the HEI. Thus, it is understood that the transparency necessary for the student/customer remains in the
institution as it goes through managerial channels and the contact sectors,
such as reception, secretaries, the coordination of courses, and professors.



 “When the trust between the professor or tutor and the student occurs, the closeness is different. The relationship is more transparent. The student is more relaxed.” (Professor 8) 

 “In the course, I feel that the communication between the students and the people that created the course is very good. We had reported things we did not like and they were readily solved. [... This] provides a greater interactivity and transparency among all those involved.” (Student 5)




 In the reports of the professors, there is a need for different forms of communication expressed. Professors provided examples in which their communication with the students in different formats simultaneously enabled greater transparency, making the relationship between those involved more trusting. 

 According to the report of the student, the fact they have, or do not have, better communication among the ones involved enabled the student to stay in the course longer. Another issue emphasized was the “shortening” of the educational chart, which enables better communication between those involved, because students/ customers can have easy access and the communication that they seek.




Trust and loyalty: commitment to the
relationship

 Trust and commitment are central in relationship marketing studies since they increase cooperation among partners and reduce the risk of an exchange for alternative partners (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Therefore, commitment in the relationship emerges between the institution and the student as a reason for the relationship between trust and loyalty, which, as mentioned by respondents, results from the reciprocity in the practices of the institution or professors and students. This was shown in the following comments: 



“The commitment and involvement of the
students have to be much deeper for this proposition of education. In the
students that stay, the loyal ones, we were able to see this in detail.”
(Manager 8)




One of the
managers highlighted the importance of students’ commitment and involvement
because of the nature of the course. Thus, the student was deemed the main
agent of loyalty. However, such a relationship was not perceived by the other
groups interviewed, as follows.



“When the students get involved, they are committed, they will surely stay until the end of the course. [...] it also
includes the practices of the institution, such as extension courses, internal
activities, polls.” (Professor 4)




 It is observed that the interaction between professors and students provides a greater commitment of students while developing skills that are of high value, such as interactions in the virtual environment. It is necessary to interact by positioning themselves in the study that is being carried out in the course, which ends up changing not only the role of the professor but also that of the student: 



 “I noticed that the group alone started to commit more when they started to trust more in the institution and in the proposition (...).” (Student 1)




The commitment
developed by the student after observing the same commitment of the others involved was evident in the report of daily examples given by the
students interviewed. These examples emphasize the relevance of commitment to
the action by the professors and different levels of the organization.




Trust and
loyalty: a reflex of the learning as a result

 The performance of the supplier regarding the factors common to their function, such as delivery, price/cost, service, and benefits, can change the future of the transactions since the competitors can supply the same potentialities (Doney & Cannon, 1997). With the factors connected to performance and the benefits of the relationship based on experience as premises, it was observed that a specific group (professors) stressed situations that were linked to experiences related to student reports that highlighted positive points related to learning. These issues are addressed below.



 “[...] a student once told me that she was more confident in her own capacity after the discipline was completed. Confidant regarding what was learned.” (Professor 1)




The reports from the group of professors mentioned situations based on experiences prior to the development of
disciplines or the courses, with the students as examples. This group emphasized that loyalty patterns were kept because the students perceived that the reflections on the experiences they had resulted in learning.




Trust and loyalty: influence of the benevolence

According to
Agustin and Singh (2005), trust is represented by the confidential belief of
customers that a seller will deliver the services that they were promised. When
it comes to belief in the delivery, the subjects responded that good faith from the institution was one
of the reasons for the relationship between trust and loyalty.



“When the course sells something that it
does not have, or something that is known to be changed soon, the fact of
acting in bad faith regarding what was offered makes the student not become
loyal to the institution.” (Manager 5)




The reports of
the managers emphasized the need for the HEI to develop the reasons linked with
trust that are not only based on the students but also on the society as a whole. Related to  this, Santos and Fernandes (2006) point out that uncertainty about the actions of the other party is a source of
risk that contributes to the discontinuity of loyalty, which is evident in the reports of the managers. Moreover, the following
manager underscores the importance of not only offering credibility but also
maintaining it:



“[...] you have to believe so that this
would happen. You have to have faith in this relationship. When this happens, the student stays until the end of the course.” (Professor 8)




For the
professors, good faith is already marked by the exchange of information
between the students and the HEI. However, the students/customers exchange much information in the virtual
environment and enroll in courses where they do not have contact with the
professors or with the physical institution. An example of this is educational
institutions that have campuses in different regions without having their own
location.



 “Not all students know where to search for information about the institution or the professors. (...).” (Student 2)




The answers from
the group of students interviewed complement the answers of the previous
groups. As highlighted by the last group, not all students know where to search for information about institutions or the professors. Morgan and Hunt (1994) include the attributes of consistency, competence, honesty, responsibility, good faith, and the integrity
of the partners.




Commitment and
Loyalty: cognitive aspects of the relationship in the distance education 

 

According to
Fullerton (2003), customers must feel comfortable committing to the
organization with which they do business. This comfort level must be the result
of their interactions with and evaluations of the supplier of services. Thus,
factors involving the cognitive part of the commitment and the results were
present in the reports of the interviewees from the three groups. Such reports
were related to the changes provided by
the title of the course of the students connected to the following reasons:



“I see that a reason that is stronger
than the cognitive reason is the need. The student stays because of some sort
of need that he may have in the future: social, economic, personal (...).”
(Manager 1)




The managers’ reports pointed out that factors related to the calculative (cognitive) issues of the students with HEI as the most relevant reasons for the relationship between commitment and loyalty. Thus, according to the managers, social and economic aspects are factors related to the cognition of the individual while maintaining
the relationship with the HEI:



 “I see a very strong linking regarding the name of the institution in their resume and the benefit in the market because of this. I think that the reason is connected to issues of a better positioning of the students in the market, to improve the condition (...).” (Professor 4) 

 “(...) I believe that one of the reasons is the chance to improve their lives, financial, social condition and even internal, personal factors.” (Student 4)




Answers to the questions about the reasons for the relationship between commitment and loyalty were related
to the benefits that the results provide related to the goals and needs of the
students. The group of professors, like the group of managers, pointed out that
improvement in professional, economic, and personal conditions, as well as
reference to the institution in the students’ curriculum, make them stay in the institution. The students emphasized the fact that they realize that their peers enroll in courses because of the benefits that they will have after completing them.






Conclusion

 Companies from various segments invest in building long-term relationships to attract and retain customers, aiming to maintain these customers’ loyalty while maintaining their profit margins. In this sense, understanding the factors that influence the background of loyalty and what surrounds them would help managers of educational institutions to better develop their relationship strategies with their students as well as open the possibility of theoretical advancement on the topic. This topic was chosen because the higher education market is increasingly competitive and, therefore, maintaining the student means maintaining a solid and predictable financial base for the future HEI activities. 

 Among the reasons found that lead to the relationship between perceived quality and loyalty, feelings of being welcomed, motivation, and credibility were emphasized by all groups and supported by the reference literature. Thus, initially, the proposition that the relationship between the constructs is motivated by intrinsic elements (feelings and motivations) and by the credibility of the HEI and the format of the course is highlighted. 

 The reasons found for the relationship between trust and loyalty were transparency, commitment, learning, and benevolence (goodwill). However, the answers  related to these reasons had heterogeneous characteristics, which may be of concern for the educational institution because it may be delivering a value proposition at which the customers (students) are not aiming. For the reasons uncovered, the need for the student/customer to perceive actions that made them feel safe in the HEI with distance courses was central. 

 As regards the final relationship analyzed in this research, that is, commitment and loyalty, changes provided by the course titling were the reasons emphasized. As a proposition, it is suggested to consider the relationship between the result and the constructs in addition to the inclusion of the construct of trust since one of the results found to emerge from the relationship between trust and loyalty was the student’s commitment. 

 The results revealed the importance of setting up cozy environments and allowing moments of exchange in the institutions’ facilities. This can make a difference, considering competitiveness, for institutions that adopt specific strategies in their branches. 

 In addition, the results are key to the development of strategies involving investors and partners, since the offer of distance education courses involves innumerable situations that should be considered by institutions and that cannot be standardized, such as manuals and methodological processes. 

 Finally, the results show that the relationship marketing in educational institutions is a strong element of competition, especially in markets where there are many institutions and low differentiation of services is offered. 

 After the development of the stages of this study, some limitations in the research were observed. The reasons presented in this study were derived from a qualitative interview with some limitations of generalization and measurement. In this sense, it is suggested that future research quantitatively verify the results found, which may be of value for the development of other studies.
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