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Abstract 

For all types of organisations, having a portfolio of loyal customers has become the social, economic and brand foundation that allows them to remain standing in the changing and unstable environment currently  faced  by  companies.  Based  on  this  scenario,  and  as  part  of  a  process  of  continuous improvement, this research aims to establish guidelines to build customer loyalty among Ecuador’s distance-learning undergraduate students, through strategies linked to the improvement of customer service and communication channels, which allow strengthening the sense of belonging of university students. This research is based on the case study of an Ecuadorian university. The relation between this institution and its heterogenous publics is based on the analysis of the opinions of undergraduate distance-learning  students.  The  field  work  was  carried  out  with  a  mixed  approach  that  combined qualitative and quantitative data collection instruments (interviews and surveys, respectively), which allowed  for  the  analysis  of  the  stakeholders’  points  of  view  and  the  drawing  of  strategic communication guidelines to build customer loyalty. 
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1. Introduction 

Higher education institutions have been created to respond to the needs of the communities in which they operate, and specifically to prepare individuals in different areas of knowledge, so that they can serve society as productive entities, with a high humanistic approach and a solid scientific-technical basis. This  is  why  it  is  argued  that:  “the  cultivation  of  science  and  the  humanities  takes  place  in another level of collective existence” (Revista EKOS, 2009: 126). 



In Ecuador, higher education is a field that involves the participation of different types of institutions that  offer  a  diversity  of  degrees  in  different  learning  modalities. One  of  the  common  drawbacks faced by these organisations is student dropout, which has “social and economic consequences that directly  affect  the  family  environment,  the  academic  community  and  the  country,  and  are  not  only limited to Ecuador” (Fernández, 2014:34) 

Figure 1: Dropout rate in an Ecuadorian university  



Source: Buele, Ramón & Sánchez (2013: 38). 
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According  to  various  studies  conducted  in  the  last  decade,  student  dropout  is  higher  in  distance education  programmes,  especially  in  the  first  years.  The  factors  that  have  been  identified  as  the causes  of  non-completion  include:  teaching  methods,  economic  problems  and  lack  of  time  to study. An example of this reality is shown in Figure 1, taken from the “Study of undergraduate non-completion rates and causes in distance learning programmes”, which found out that more than 50% 

of the student population abandon their studies in the initial stage. 



Faced  with  this  scenario,  customer  loyalty  can  contribute  to  the  decreasing  of  student  dropout rates. Based on the previous premise, this research presents the case study of an Ecuadorian distance learning  university  that  aims  to  identify  the  communication  factors  that  influence  the  customer loyalty. 



Loyalty  is  understood  as  “a  positive  attitude,  which  involves  the  union  of  customer  satisfaction (formed  by  rational  elements,  affection  and  behaviours)  and  a  stable  and  durable  consumption action” (Alcaide, cited by Agüero and Collado, 2014: 3) 

  

Today, meeting the needs of customers is necessary to provide consumers with products and services that meet their expectations and desires, which is what builds loyalty. 



According to the Monterrey  Institute of Technology and  Higher Education (2011), loyalty includes the “actions carried out by a company to set up stable relationships with clients in the long term, to create  in  the  customer  a  sense  of  belonging  towards  the  organisation,  and  consequently  generate positive conversations about it”. 



From this theoretical approach, customer loyalty, in the current context faced by organisations, can be turned into a sustainable competitive advantage for the company over the industry. 



Fuentes (2015) reflects on the new environment faced by companies and highlights that: The service culture evolves according to the dynamics of the environment; where the market and the client’s profile change. This dynamic has transformed the concept from transaction-based  sales  to  relational  sales,  where  the  construction  of  relations  with  the  customer  is  a priority  and  becomes  a  differentiating  element  to  achieve  greater  competitiveness  in  the market. In  this  new  scenario,  communication  takes  a  leading  role,  because  its  management enables the construction of relationships and links (p.17) 



Loyalty  does  not  only  imply  retaining  customers,  but  also  turning  these  audiences  into  letters  of introduction for potential customers, through recommendation. 



Thus, organisations of all kinds, as in the present case study, which belongs to the higher education field, should focus their efforts on achieving high levels of satisfaction in their customers, which is the basis for ensuring their loyalty. Therefore, the company should show its interest and commitment with its public. 
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However, establishing links with stakeholders is one of the primary tasks of communication. To this end,  communication  management  and  business  marketing  should  be  directed  at  enhancing  and optimising  customer  service,  which  consists  in  ensuring  that  stakeholders  and  consumers  become loyal clients of the organisation. 



1.1. 

Fundamentals of customer loyalty building 

Emotions  constitute  one  of  the  strategic  tools  to  build  customer  loyalty. This  is  shown  in  the following  Figure,  which  addresses  the  five  aspects  considered  in  loyalty  building:  differentiation, personification, satisfaction, loyalty and regularity, each of which integrates a series of actions to be achieved. 

Figure 2: Fundamentals of customer loyalty building 







Source:  Authors’  adaptation  of  the  Monterrey  Institute  of  Technology  and  Higher  Education (no date) 





1.2. Loyalty matrix 
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Figure 3: Loyalty matrix 







Source: Schnarch (2011: 72) 



The author explains the meaning of each of the terms used in this matrix: 

  Terrorists:  Speak  badly  of  the  company  because  they  are  unsatisfied  and  the  company  has failed to establish relations with them. 

   Mercenaries: Customers that are satisfied, but have not established ties with the company and will leave it if the competition makes a better offer. 

   Hostages: Unsatisfied customers with whom the company has established relations. 

   Apostles: Customers that praise and recommend  the company because  they are satisfied and have close ties that even create barriers against change. 



Placing university students in one of these categories is certainly necessary to determine their level of  satisfaction  with  the  educational  service  provided  by  the  institution,  and  develop  suitable strategies to make all kinds of publics to be identified as apostles. 





1.3. Customer loyalty indicators and categories  

Artel  (cited  by  Romero,  2014)  classifies  loyalty  indicators  and  categories  (p.17)  in  the  following way: 

  Exclusive loyalty. 

  Loyalty that involves purchases from other brands at the same time. 

  Alternate loyalty to brands. 

  Disloyalty: limited purchases but with a positive attitude towards the product. 
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   Penetration: the number of customers who purchased the brand in a period of time, in comparison to the number of customers who bought the same product from other companies during the same period of time. 

   Frequency:  the  number  of  times  that  a  customer  buys  the  brand  compared  with  the  number  of times that a customer buys other brands during the same period of time. 

   Exclusivity:  The  number  of  customers  who  purchased  a  brand  compared  to  the  number  of customers who have purchased other brands in a period of time. 



Identifying  these  factors  in  the  relationship  between  customer  and  organisation  allows  us  to determine  customers’  position  and  level  of  commitment  to  the  organisation,  as  well  as  the  current state and perception of the service offered by the company. 



1.4. Benefits of loyalty 

According  to  Vieites,  (2012),  satisfied  customers  do  not  only  represent  the  possibility  for  repeated purchases, but also a series of added benefits to the company: 

   They are promoters. Loyal customers tend to recommend the establishment so they become the best brand promoters. 

   Continuous  improvement.  Loyal  customers  are  familiar  with  the  business  and  possess  a  higher level of trust so they are better able to make suggestions for improvement to the business. 

   Better  knowledge  about  customers  for  the  company. The  more  a  company  reinforces  relations with clients the more and better they get to known each other and the better the brand can adapt itself to clients’ needs and preferences. Creating a loop of continuous improvement. 

   Profitability  for  the  company.  It  is  cheaper  to  retain  a  client  than  to  capture  a  new  one. These customers are also less sensitive to price hikes because they value the service that was given and therefore will be willing to pay more. 

   Increase in sales:  It is easier to sell a new product to a current customer than to a new client who does  not  know  the  brand. Furthermore,  loyal  customers  are  more  likely  to  that  demand  new products or services from the company. 

2. Methods 

Our  study  adopted  a  mixed  research  approach,  i.e.,  it  combined  qualitative  and  quantitative techniques, to know the perception of diverse institutional aspects of the university under study and particularly of its distance learning study programmes. 

Quantitative  data  were  obtained  by  means  of  the  survey  technique,  based  on  closed  questions  of perception and weighting, applied to a research sample. 

The  inductive  and  deductive  methods,  which  go  from  the  particular  to  the  general  and  vice  versa, were direct observation and documentary analysis, and subsequently to contrast the diagnosis of the situation and the  final  conclusions. The in-depth interview  was  also  used  to  collect  the opinions  of the institution’s management team. 
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2.1. Scope 

The  study  adopts  an  exploratory  and  descriptive  approach.  It  is  e xploratory  because  it  seeks  to establish  and  highlight  the  fundamental  aspects  of  a  given  problem  and  find  the  appropriate procedures  to  correctly  diagnose  the  current  situation  of  the  communication  management  and  the actions to build customer loyalty. It is d escriptive  because it seeks to collect systematic, precise and objective  data  that  will  be  used  in  the  analysis  and  interpretation  of  results.  These  two  approaches allowed for a clearer and more objective understanding of the subject matter, and provided the basis for the final proposed. 

2.2. Techniques 

The techniques used in this research are: 

2.2.1. Direct observation 

This  technique  allowed  us  to  carry  out  in-depth  observation  of  the  case  study,  and  to  establish  a direct  relationship  between  the  object  of  study  and  the  researcher,  which  facilitated  the understanding of the context of study. 

2.2.2. Interview 

Three  in-depth  interviews  were  conducted  with  the  leaders  of  the  teams  directly  linked  to  the customers of the distance learning study programmes. 

2.2.3. Survey 

An online survey of 10 questions of weight and perception was applied to a sample of 395 students, obtained with the following formula: 

N 

n = ----------------- 

E2 (N-1) + 1 



n= sample 

N= population 

E2= squared error (5%) 

29519 students 

29519 

n =-------------------------------- = 0.0025665 or 1.7% = 395 

0.0025 (29519 -1) + 1 



395 students 

The  survey  encompassed  three  dimensions:  customer  service,  communication  channels,  image perception and attributes. 
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3. Results and discussion 

  Survey 

In  the  development  of  this  research,  we  considered  it  was  necessary  to  establish  the  reasons  why students  preferred  the  distance  learning  mode,  because  this  is  a  determining  factor  for  the potentialities of loyalty. 

Figure 4: Reasons to choose the distance-learning mode 



More  than  half  of  the  surveyed  population,  55.69%,  chose  to  study  in  distance-learning  mode because their job did not leave enough spare time for on-site education. The second most common answer  was  people’s  need  to  obtain  a  degree  to  grow  professionally,  with  11.89%. Most  of  the respondents who chose the variable “Other”    specified that their time is limited because they have to take care of their family. 

The following figures present the results of the 3 dimensions addressed in the survey: 

Customer service 

Figure  5:  Satisfaction  rate  of  distance  students  of  the  Private  Technical  University  of  Loja (UTPL) 
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This  survey  question  evaluated  the  level  of  satisfaction  of  students  in  five  aspects,  in  a  1-5  scale, obtaining  an  average  of  3.28/5. In  conclusion,  the  satisfaction  level  is  over  50%  but  this  does  not mean that the evaluation of these aspects should not be improved.  

  

Communication tools and channels 

Figure 6: Identification of communication channels for effective procedures University  support  centres,  with  43.31%,  are  the  main  channels  used  by  students  to  carry  out  their academic  procedures. Likewise,  call  centres  and  student  services  office,  with  25.06%  and  21.51%, respectively,  the  next  most  used  channels  among  students. Email  and  social  networks  are  the  least used channels for administrative services, with 4.81% and 1.01%, respectively. With regards to the 

“other” channels, they were not specified by respondents. 

Figure 7: Identification of informative channels 







http://www.revistalatinacs.org/072paper/1190/40en.html                                         Página 759 



RLCS, Revista Latina de Comunicación Social, 72 – Pages 751 to 764 

Research | DOI: 10.4185/RLCS, 72-2017-1190en| ISSN 1138-5820 | Year 2017 

61.51%  of  the  student  population  obtains  university-related  news  from  the  institutional  website, which  receives  high  acceptance. This  communication  channel  is  followed  by  social  networks  with 25.31 of acceptance. There is a low percentage of students who use the mobile app and the internal newsletters  for information, with  a rate of 4.75 and 3.79%,  respectively,  which indicates that these channels are not fulfilling the role for which they were created. 

Image and attributes 

Figure 8: Weighting of attributes (constellation of attributes) For  the  purposes  of  this  research,  it  was  necessary  to  determine  whether  university  students identified the attributes shown in Figure 8. As we can see, the attributes “leader in distance learning” 

and “academic excellence” stood out over the others. 

  

Interview 

In  order  to  establish  the  criteria  of  student  dropout  and  the  importance  of  communication  in  the loyalty of university audiences, in-depth interviews were conducted with three University directors. 

These interviews produced information from which we draw the following conclusions: 

  The profile of distance students is characterised for being people with family responsibilities and a  job,  mostly  in  private  companies. Their  age  ranges  from  17  to  68,  being  17  to  21  years  the dominant  age-group. People in  the latter age  group are characterised for their aspiration to  join http://www.revistalatinacs.org/072paper/1190/40en.html                                         Página 760 
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the  workplace  early. The  highest  percentage  of  acceptance  to  the  distance  learning  mode  is geographically located in the mountain region. 

  The  academic  model  of the  distance  learning  mode  integrates  student-centred  elements,  which are:  professors  and  tutors,  tutorial  function,  physical  and  digital  resources  and  materials,  and  a technological platform. 

  It is considered that the monitoring of students by teachers and tutors needs to be more rigorous and personalised. 

  In recent years efforts have been made to make administrative services for students faster, more systematic and automated, so that students can carry out these processes online instead of going to a university campus. 

  Institutionally,  the  main  reasons  for  student  non-completion  are:  economic  problems,  the difficulty  to  distribute  time  between  school,  family  and  work  responsibilities, and  limited  basic academic knowledge when entering university. 

  The  university  must  create  communication  channels  that  are  closer  to  distance  students  and strengthen and improve the effectiveness of the existing channels, taking into account the profile, requirements and needs of the students. 

  Communication management currently focuses on the recruitment of new students, and the most commonly  used  strategies  are  mass  communication  and  dissemination,  relationship  marketing and direct marketing. 

  Loyalty building programmes for distance students must be implemented. 



4. Conclusions 

  The  academic  model  of  the  university  under  study  has  a  high  percentage  of  acceptance  by students. However, these audiences are slow to adapt to the model, and this variable becomes an important  factor  in  student  non-completion. In  response,  a  loyalty  building  programme  should aim to develop deeper induction courses to make sure the student has acquired an expertise in the model. This induction course should also include aspects related to the institutional identity and culture to create a sense of belonging from the first stage of the student life. 

  Distance  learning  mode  is  characterised  by  a  range  of  technological  tools  that  are  aimed  at students, but are unknown, not used, and their benefits are not taken advantage of in the teaching-learning  and  communication  processes.  Thus,  these  tools  should  be  more  effectively  socialised and disseminated. 

  The  majority  of  students  who  opt  for  distance  learning  mode  are  young  (aged  18  to 27). However,  there  are  several  profiles  within  this  population  that  respond  to  different realities. For this reason, it is pertinent to define these audiences and establish strategies to solve the needs of each profile. 

  The  level  of  satisfaction  of  distance  students,  our  object  of  study,  was  evaluated  in  five  areas (treatment, solutions tailored to customers, tuition fee/cost of service, administrative service and academic service), obtaining a satisfaction level of 66%, which indicates that some processes and services must be evaluated and improved, and that they must be consistent  with  the profile and needs of students. 
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  The basic actions of customer loyalty building are related to the attention customers receive. The values  perceived  about  the  organisation  by  customers  constitutes  a  key  element  in  business management. Since loyalty is a determining factor in  customers’ abandonment of the company, universities must develop a programme to create a sense of belonging, according to each of the student profiles, through strategic and tactical actions that cover the areas related to the learning mode, including the communication and marketing area or department. 

  The  communication  (informative)  channels  welcomed  the  most  by  distance  students  are:  the website  and  social  networks,  and  that  is  why  this  aspect  must  be  used  strategically  to communicate the most relevant topics to students. In addition, the remaining channels should be enhanced. 

  The  image  attributes  of  the  University  (prestigious,  serious  and  committed,  leader  in  distance education,  technology  university,  academic  excellence,  flexible  and  innovative  model,  well-rounded  education,  innovation  and  entrepreneurship)  are  identified  by  students  with  a  general average  of  3.94/5,  which  equals  to  78.8%.  These  figures  indicate  that  the  image  positioning  is quite acceptable, but has low influence when it comes to students droping out of school. 
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