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Do satisfied students generate positive word-of-
mouth? Moderating roles of perceived education
quality and university brand knowledge
Chin-Lon Lin1, Wen-Long Zhuang2✉, Hsiu-Chen Huang3, Ming-Tsung Lee3 & Sung-Hui Wu4

This paper investigates the role of university life satisfaction on students’ positive word-of-

mouth and the moderating influence of perceived education quality and university brand

knowledge. Participants included first-year students from a central Taiwan university enrolled

for at least 6 months. Using purposive sampling, 816 valid responses were collected via an

online survey, achieving a 30.93% response rate. Findings reveal that higher life satisfaction

enhances positive word-of-mouth, education quality strengthens this effect, and brand

knowledge weakens it. Finally, the study offers practical implications and suggestions for

future research based on its findings.
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Introduction

The success and reputation of higher education institutions
rely on factors like the quality of their graduates, the
number of students who return for further studies

(Vukasovič, 2015), and the positive word-of-mouth shared with
potential students (Cao et al., 2019). Choosing a university is an
important decision for prospective students, one that requires
careful evaluation of various factors (Le et al., 2020). Previous
research has examined determinants of students’ university
choice (e.g., Drewes and Michael, 2006; Skinner, 2019; Weisser,
2020) and explored positive word-of-mouth in higher education
from both current students and alumni, including its antecedents
such as service quality, brand identification, and satisfaction (e.g.,
Aslan and Aslan, 2025; Dandis et al., 2022; Rasheed and Rashid,
2024; Schlesinger et al., 2023; Zeqiri et al., 2023) as well as its
consequences (e.g., Amani, 2022; Gabbianelli and Pencarelli,
2023).

While prior studies have often investigated word-of-mouth as
an outcome of service quality dimensions or brand-related fac-
tors, and have examined satisfaction primarily as a mediator in
these relationships (e.g., Gabbianelli and Pencarelli, 2023;
Rasheed and Rashid, 2024), limited attention has been paid to
university life satisfaction as a holistic, student-centered construct
that captures the overall quality of students’ campus experience
beyond service touchpoints. Life satisfaction encompasses
broader cognitive and evaluative judgments about one’s overall
university experience, including academic, social, and personal
well-being dimensions (Raza et al., 2020; Reeve and Lee, 2019),
rather than satisfaction with specific services or programs.

This distinction is important because life satisfaction reflects
the integration of both academic and non-academic experiences,
which may offer unique explanatory power for students’ pro-
pensity to engage in positive word-of-mouth beyond what
service-specific satisfaction measures capture. Accordingly, this
work addresses a gap in the literature by examining the direct
relationship between university life satisfaction and positive
word-of-mouth intention, an area that, despite extensive research
on satisfaction and word-of-mouth, remains underexplored when
life satisfaction is conceptualized and measured as a global indi-
cator of students’ university experience. This focus shapes the
basis of the first research question.

Education is vital for promoting national development and
social progress (Akareem and Hossain, 2016; Chankseliani et al.,
2021). The significance of education quality in shaping students’
post-graduation success is widely recognized across different
fields, regardless of their chosen careers (Scott and Guan, 2023).
For this reason, universities need to uphold and maintain high
standards in the educational environment, following established
quality indicators in higher education (Aldhobaib, 2024; Žalė-
nienė and Pereira, 2021). This study’s second research question
examines whether perceived education quality acts as a moder-
ating role in the association between students’ satisfaction with
university life and their likelihood of sharing positive word-of-
mouth about the organization.

Recent studies reinforce the idea that brand knowledge,
encompassing a customer’s awareness and understanding of a
brand, significantly influences consumer behavior (Elsharnouby
et al., 2021; Baruönü, 2025). Within the university setting, brand
knowledge can impact how students gather and interpret infor-
mation about a school, ultimately influencing their opinions of it
(Balaji et al., 2016). This study’s third research question examines
whether brand knowledge is an important factor in the link
between students’ satisfaction with university life and their
positive word-of-mouth.

In summary, this paper aims to investigate whether students’
satisfaction with university life affects their likelihood of sharing

positive word-of-mouth about the university, while also exam-
ining how perceived education quality and university brand
knowledge might moderate this relationship. On the theoretical
side, this paper hopes to fill a gap in the existing literature on
university management. Practically, the findings are expected to
give universities useful insights for developing policies related to
academic affairs, student services, admissions, public relations,
and campus environment maintenance.

Literature review
Positive word-of-mouth. Word-of-mouth is the way information
is shared from one individual to another (Frenzen and Nakamoto,
1993). In higher education, word-of-mouth refers to informal,
face-to-face communication that isn’t influenced by commercial
motives (Chen, 2016). For students, it serves as a valuable source
of information for prospective students deciding where to attend
(Le et al., 2020). Interestingly, while word-of-mouth doesn’t
always aim to influence others, shared reviews inevitably have an
impact, whether positive or negative (Gabbianelli and Pencarelli,
2023).

This study looks at word-of-mouth from the perspective of
current students, defining positive word-of-mouth as students
sharing favorable opinions about their university. It’s worth
mentioning that there has been limited research on positive
word-of-mouth specifically from the perspective of current
students or alumni (e.g., Amani, 2022; Dandis et al., 2022;
Gabbianelli and Pencarelli, 2023; Gallarza et al., 2020; Greenacre
et al., 2014; Heffernan et al., 2018; Le et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2020;
Schlesinger et al., 2023; Zeqiri et al., 2023). As summarized in
Table 1, prior studies on word-of-mouth in higher education have
examined both its antecedents and consequences, with ante-
cedents receiving relatively greater attention.

A review of the above literature reveals that, in the context of
higher education, word-of-mouth plays a crucial role in
influencing students’ university choice, study experience, and
subsequent behavioral intentions. Many studies indicate a close
relationship between service quality (including various aspects of
campus services, accommodation, and healthcare services) and
student satisfaction, with satisfaction often serving as an
important mediator of word-of-mouth (Gabbianelli and
Pencarelli, 2023; Dandis et al., 2022; Zeqiri et al., 2023). During
the university selection process, students tend to rely on word-of-
mouth information from their interpersonal networks to reduce
uncertainty and strengthen decision-making confidence (Le et al.,
2020; Sipilä et al., 2017). In addition, factors such as brand image,
course experience, and loyalty can enhance students’ positive
emotions and perceived value, thereby encouraging them to
recommend the institution to others (Chen, 2016; Rehman et al.,
2022). Some studies further highlight that perceived usefulness,

Table 1 Studies on word-of-mouth in higher education.

Author(s) (Year) Focus

Chen (2016) Antecedents
Sipilä et al. (2017) Consequences
Le et al. (2020) Antecedents
Rehman et al. (2022) Antecedents
Amani (2022) Consequences
Dandis et al. (2022) Antecedents
Stribbell and Duangekanong (2022) Antecedents
Gabbianelli and Pencarelli (2023) Consequences
Zeqiri et al. (2023) Antecedents
Rabah et al. (2024) Antecedents
Ismail (2025) Consequences
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entrepreneurship education, and the quality of international
education are specific dimensions that can influence students’
choices and attitudes through word-of-mouth (Amani, 2022;
Ismail, 2025; Stribbell and Duangekanong, 2022; Rabah et al.,
2024). Distinct from prior research, this paper suggests that
students’ satisfaction with university life is an important factor
driving positive word-of-mouth.

University life satisfaction and positive word-of-mouth. Life
satisfaction reflects how a person feels about their life as a whole
(Diener and Diener, 1995), encompassing feelings of fulfillment,
happiness, and belonging, as well as a sense of achievement and
purpose, and the absence of anxiety or worry (Kirmani et al.,
2015; Liu and Wang 2024). Within the higher education settings,
student satisfaction has long been recognized as a critical out-
come variable, with numerous studies examining its direct rela-
tionship with education quality (e.g., Singh and Jasial, 2021;
Gabbianelli and Pencarelli, 2023; Rasheed and Rashid, 2024).
These studies often position satisfaction as a mediator between
service or education quality and subsequent outcomes, such as
loyalty or positive word-of-mouth.

In contrast, the present study does not treat education quality
as a direct antecedent of satisfaction but instead examines it as a
potential moderator in the link between university life satisfaction
and positive word-of-mouth. While the results confirm that
education quality significantly influences satisfaction, the focus
here is on understanding whether perceptions of education
quality strengthen or weaken the effect of overall university life
satisfaction on students’ willingness to share positive word-of-
mouth. This approach offers an alternative perspective to the
dominant direct-effect models in prior research.

Enhancing student satisfaction is beneficial for both univer-
sities and students (Lee et al., 2020). Satisfied students often
perform better academically and tend to remain loyal to their
university after graduation (Parahoo et al., 2013; Wilkins et al.,
2016). In summary, this paper suggests that when students
experience high satisfaction with university life, they are more
inclined to be loyal advocates for their university during their
studies.

Social exchange theory (SET), first proposed by Homans
(1958) and later elaborated by Blau (1964), provides a social
psychological and sociological framework for understanding
social behavior as the exchange of tangible and intangible
resources, such as approval, status, and information, between
individuals or groups. The theory posits that when one party
offers benefits to another, the recipient is generally inclined to
respond with positive reciprocity (Cropanzano et al., 2017).
Within such exchanges, individuals develop a sense of obligation
to return the socio-emotional resources they have received, which
fosters mutual trust, a long-term orientation, and sustained
cooperative relationships (Kuvaas et al., 2020).

Applied to the higher education context, SET suggests that
students who are highly satisfied with their university life perceive
that they have received substantial socio-emotional and develop-
mental resources from the institution, including quality educa-
tion, supportive faculty, enriching campus activities, and valuable
peer networks. In line with SET, this perceived receipt of benefits
generates a psychological obligation to reciprocate toward the
provider of those benefits—in this case, the university. One way
students can fulfill this obligation is by engaging in positive word-
of-mouth, particularly by promoting their university to high
school students who are potential applicants. Such advocacy
represents a non-material form of repayment, which helps
maintain and strengthen the social exchange relationship between
students and their university.

From the SET perspective, university life satisfaction is not
only an outcome of positive experiences but also a driver of pro-
university behaviors. When students perceive that their university
experience has provided them with significant value, they are
more inclined to reciprocate through reputational support
directed at prospective students, thereby enhancing the institu-
tion’s image and attractiveness to future applicants. Based on this
discussion, this work proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The higher the university life satisfaction of
students, the more positive their word-of-mouth about the
university.

Moderating role of perceived education quality. Higher edu-
cation institutions need to focus not only on producing qualified
graduates but also on how students perceive the quality of their
education (Calvo-Porral et al., 2013). Educational quality refers to
an institution’s ability to produce graduates who can meet
society’s demands and expectations in a highly competitive global
market (Scott and Guan, 2023). In the university setting, this
includes students’ evaluations of their courses, overall experi-
ences, and whether they feel they’re getting good value for their
money (Calvo-Porral et al., 2013). Oldfield and Baron (2000)
highlighted the significance of paying attention to students’ views
on educational quality, so this study suggests that perceived
educational quality should be evaluated from the students’
perspective.

From the perspective of SET (Homans, 1958; Blau, 1964),
students’ satisfaction with university life can be understood as the
result of receiving valuable socio-emotional and developmental
resources from their institution. When perceived education
quality is high, students attribute a greater share of their positive
experiences to the university’s provision of these resources
(Mendoza-Villafaina and López-Mosquera, 2024), such as
effective teaching, relevant curricula, and supportive learning
environments, which strengthens their felt obligation to recipro-
cate. Empirical evidence shows that higher education service
quality significantly enhances satisfaction and encourages loyalty
behaviors such as positive word-of-mouth (Zeqiri et al., 2023).
One way this reciprocity is expressed is through positive word-of-
mouth, particularly toward high school students who are
potential applicants. In this high-quality context, satisfaction is
strongly tied to the institution’s consistent delivery of benefits,
reinforcing the exchange relationship and amplifying students’
willingness to advocate for the university.

In contrast, when perceived education quality is low, students
may still report satisfaction due to other factors such as peer
support or extracurricular experiences, which have been shown to
foster well-being and engagement independent of formal
academic quality (Wong and Chapman, 2023). However, in such
cases, the source of satisfaction is less clearly linked to the
institution’s educational offerings, which weakens the perceived
exchange relationship. As a result, the motivational pull to
reciprocate with enthusiastic and confident positive word-of-
mouth is reduced. Therefore, perceived education quality can
strengthen or weaken the extent to which university life
satisfaction translates into positive word-of-mouth. In line with
SET, high perceived quality reinforces the reciprocity mechanism
by making the institution the clear source of valued benefits,
while low perceived quality dilutes this link by shifting the credit
for satisfaction away from the institution. Drawing from this
discussion, the paper proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Perceived education quality positively moderates
the relationship between university life satisfaction and positive
word-of-mouth, such that the relationship is stronger when
perceived education quality is high rather than low.
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Moderating role of university brand knowledge. Brand
knowledge refers to the impressions and mental connections that
consumers have about a brand in their minds or memory (Keller,
2003). It includes both descriptive and evaluative information tied
to the brand, made up of individual impressions stored in con-
sumers’ memory (Alimen and Guldem, 2010). In other words,
brand knowledge is simply what consumers know and think
about a particular brand (Baker et al., 2014). For universities,
brand knowledge means how aware students are of the uni-
versity’s values, communication methods, and the benefits it
offers (Balaji et al., 2016).

From the perspective of SET (Homans, 1958; Blau, 1964),
current university students with high brand knowledge have a
clearer and stronger understanding of the benefits their institu-
tion provides, such as its academic reputation, program quality,
and unique learning opportunities. This clarity enables them to
attribute their positive experiences directly to the university,
reinforcing the perceived exchange relationship. In turn, they feel
a stronger obligation to reciprocate by advocating for the
institution through positive word-of-mouth, particularly when
communicating with high school students who are potential
applicants. In this high brand knowledge context, satisfaction
with university life is strongly tied to identifiable and valued
institutional benefits, such as opportunities for capacity develop-
ment (e.g., acquiring general and professional competences) and
well-maintained hygiene factors like teaching methods, faculty
quality, curriculum management, and facilities (De-Juan-Vigaray
et al., 2024). When these elements are consistently delivered, they
not only strengthen students’ positive evaluations but also foster a
sense of loyalty, making their recommendations more confident,
specific, and persuasive.

Conversely, current university students with low brand
knowledge may still feel satisfied with their university life due
to strong personal growth and social integration. Factors like a
supportive learning environment, meaningful engagement with
peers and faculty, and involvement in extracurricular activities
contribute substantially to their satisfaction (Li et al., 2025).
However, this weaker brand understanding dilutes the perceived
reciprocity toward the institution, reducing the strength of the
satisfaction-advocacy link. Although such students may still share
positive word-of-mouth, their endorsements are less likely to
focus on the institution’s distinctive value and therefore carry less
persuasive power.

Therefore, in line with SET, university brand knowledge
among current students can enhance or weaken the extent to
which satisfaction with university life translates into positive
word-of-mouth by influencing how clearly students attribute
their satisfaction to the institution itself. Based on this discussion,
the following hypothesis is suggested:

Hypothesis 3: University brand knowledge negatively moder-
ates the relationship between university life satisfaction and

positive word-of-mouth, such that the relationship is stronger
when university brand knowledge is low rather than high.

Drawing on existing research and formulated hypotheses, this
work introduces the proposed research framework, displayed in
Fig. 1.

Methodology
Sample. The sample for this study consisted of first-year under-
graduate students, including first-year students in the 5-year
junior college program, from a private university in central Tai-
wan who had been enrolled for at least 6 months at the time of
the survey. First-year students were selected because they tend to
maintain closer connections with high school peers, making them
more likely to engage in positive word-of-mouth toward pro-
spective students within their immediate social networks. In
contrast, students in their second year or above are less likely to
know high school students who are only two grades below them.
By the 6-month mark, these first-year students had completed
one academic semester, participated in courses and campus
activities, and interacted with faculty, peers, and administrative
services, providing sufficient experience to evaluate the uni-
versity’s education quality and related aspects. Using purposive
sampling, the university’s Institutional Research Office identified
eligible respondents based on the inclusion criteria and dis-
tributed an online survey via Google Forms. A total of 2638
questionnaires were sent to these respondents, and all responses
were collected through the same system.

The choice of Taiwan as the study location is particularly
relevant due to its unique educational and cultural context.
Taiwan’s higher education system is distinct, with private
universities placing increasing emphasis on enhancing student
satisfaction and engagement to remain competitive in a highly
dynamic education market. The findings from this study will
contribute valuable insights to the development of targeted
support systems, such as academic advising, career counseling,
and extracurricular activities, aimed at improving students’
overall university experience, particularly within private
institutions.

The purposive sampling method was chosen to obtain data
from participants with sufficient exposure to university life to
provide meaningful insights into the research questions.
Although the data were collected via an online questionnaire,
which is a tool commonly associated with probability-based
surveys, the sampling frame was intentionally restricted to
participants meeting the inclusion criteria. This approach aligns
with purposive sampling principles.

Before distributing the official questionnaire, actions were
taken to minimize social desirability bias, following the approach
recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2012). First, respondents were
notified that the survey was purely for academic purposes,

Fig. 1 Research framework.
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highlighting that their input would contribute to academic
insights, not evaluations. Second, they were assured that their
responses would remain completely anonymous, with no links to
their personal identity. Third, respondents were told that the
analysis would focus on group data rather than individual
answers, reducing any pressure to respond in a socially desirable
way. Fourth, participants were given the option to stop
participating at any time without any negative effects, ensuring
that participation was entirely voluntary. Finally, completed
questionnaires were securely stored by the research team to
protect participants’ information and maintain confidentiality
throughout the study.

Measures. This study assessed two demographic variables: gender
(male, female) and admission pathway (options included apply-
ing for admission, admission for technical excellence, admission
selection, joint registration and distribution, separate admission
for the continuing education division, and others). University life
satisfaction was assessed with a 4-item scale from Parahoo et al.
(2013). The perceived education quality scale, adapted from
Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) and Kahraman and
Alrawadieh (2021), included 11 items. University brand knowl-
edge was assessed with a 4-item scale based on Baumgarth and
Schmidt (2010) and Balaji et al. (2016). Finally, positive word-of-
mouth was assessed with a 3-item scale from Henning-Thurau
et al. (2001), Schlesinger et al. (2023), and Söderlund (2006). A
5-point Likert scale was used for all items, where 1 represented
“strongly disagree” and 5 represented “strongly agree”.

Prior to the main survey, a pilot test was conducted to assess
the clarity and robustness of the measurement items and the
accuracy of the translated content. Using a translation and back-
translation procedure by independent bilingual experts, con-
ceptual and semantic equivalence was ensured. The pilot test
involved 100 participants from the target population, whose
feedback led to minor wording revisions. All scales demonstrated
acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s α > 0.70), confirming
their reliability before formal data collection.

Data analysis planning. This study will use SPSS 25.0 and AMOS
25.0 for statistical analysis, including descriptive statistics, relia-
bility analysis, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the
valid questionnaire data. Regression analysis will also be con-
ducted to investigate the research hypotheses.

Results
Descriptive analysis of participants. A total of 2638 ques-
tionnaires were given to first-year undergraduate students
(including 5-year junior college students), resulting in 816 valid
responses, giving a valid response rate of 30.93%. Most partici-
pants were female, making up 77.90% of the sample. The main
admission pathways included admission selection (38.40%),
separate admission for the continuing education division
(18.30%), and joint registration and distribution admission
(17.90%).

Reliability analysis. This paper uses a Cronbach’s α coefficient
above 0.70 as the standard for reliability. The results show strong
reliability for each factor: university life satisfaction has a Cron-
bach’s α of 0.96, perceived education quality is 0.98, university
brand knowledge is 0.96, and positive word-of-mouth is 0.97.
These results indicate that each construct in this paper has
achieved a high level of reliability.

Validity analysis. This paper used CFA to investigate the validity
of the scales (as shown in Table 2). Based on Hair et al. (1998),

any items with factor loadings below 0.4 were considered for
deletion. The results showed that all 22 observed variables were
significant (t > 1.96, p < 0.05); no items needed to be deleted. High
factor loadings and composite reliability (CR) suggest strong
convergent validity for the scales (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Besides,
convergent validity is established if the average variance extracted
(AVE) for each latent variable and its items exceeds 0.5 (Bagozzi
and Yi, 1988). The AVE values for each scale were as follows:
university life satisfaction at 0.85, perceived education quality at
0.85, university brand knowledge at 0.86, and positive word-of-
mouth at 0.92. Since all constructs have AVE values over 0.5 and
are statistically significant, the scales used in this paper show
acceptable convergent validity.

Discriminant validity measures how well two different
constructs are distinguished from each other. A low correlation
between them indicates strong discriminant validity (Fornell and
Larcker, 1981). As noted by Hair et al. (1998), discriminant
validity is achieved when the square root of each construct’s AVE
is larger than its correlations with other constructs. In this study,
the square roots of the AVE for each construct, ranging from 0.92
to 0.96 (see Table 3), all surpassed the correlations with other
constructs. This confirms that the scales used in this paper
demonstrate good discriminant validity.

Descriptive statistics of variables. Table 3 presents the means
and standard deviations for all constructs. Respondents reported
moderately high levels of university life satisfaction (M= 3.55,
SD= 0.83), perceived education quality (M= 3.66, SD= 0.80),
and university brand knowledge (M= 3.54, SD= 0.81). The
mean score for positive word-of-mouth was 3.50 (SD= 0.87),
indicating a generally favorable tendency to recommend the
university to others.

Hypothesis tests. To test Hypotheses 1 through 3, this study used
positive word-of-mouth as the dependent variable, with gender
and admission pathway as control variables. University life
satisfaction was the independent variable, and perceived educa-
tion quality and university brand knowledge served as moderat-
ing variables. To examine whether multicollinearity posed an
issue in the regression analyses for hypothesis testing, variance
inflation factors (VIFs) were computed for all variables in the
model. The results showed that every VIF value was below 5, far
lower than the commonly accepted cut-off of 10 (Hair et al.,
1998), confirming that multicollinearity was negligible and that
all variables were appropriate for inclusion in the analysis. The
results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 4. They
show that university life satisfaction has a significant positive
influence on positive word-of-mouth (β= 0.42, p < 0.001), which
supports Hypothesis 1.

The interaction between university life satisfaction and
perceived education quality has a significant effect on positive
word-of-mouth (β= 0.13, p < 0.01). As shown in Fig. 2, when
perceived education quality is high, university life satisfaction has
a strong positive impact on positive word-of-mouth. In a low
perceived education quality context, university life satisfaction
still positively impacts positive word-of-mouth, but the effect is
slightly weaker than in the high-quality context. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2 is supported.

The interaction between university life satisfaction and
university brand knowledge has a significant impact on positive
word-of-mouth (β=−0.10, p < 0.05). As shown in Fig. 3, when
university brand knowledge is high, university life satisfaction has
a positive influence on positive word-of-mouth. In a low
university brand knowledge context, university life satisfaction
also positively influences positive word-of-mouth, with a slightly
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stronger effect than in the high brand knowledge context. Thus,
Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Conclusion and discussion
Conclusion. Developed through a review of relevant studies and
hypothesis construction, this paper proposed three research
hypotheses, all of which were confirmed by the analysis results.
First, the study found a positive association between university
life satisfaction and students’ positive word-of-mouth about the
university. This means that when students are satisfied with their
university experience, they are more prone to share the uni-
versity’s strengths with prospective students. Second, the study
showed that perceived education quality positively moderates this
relationship. In other words, when students perceive higher

education quality, the connection between their satisfaction and
positive word-of-mouth becomes even stronger. Finally, the study
found that university brand knowledge also has a moderating
effect, but in a negative direction. This suggests that when stu-
dents have higher brand knowledge, they still share positive
word-of-mouth, but the strength of this effect is slightly lower
compared to students with lower brand knowledge. These find-
ings reveal the nuanced role of university brand knowledge in
shaping students’ word-of-mouth behavior.

Table 2 Results of CFA.

Constructs and measurement items SFL t value AVE CR

University life satisfaction 0.85 0.96
In general, I feel quite pleased with the university I am currently enrolled in. 0.909 -
When I reflect on my expectations before attending the university, the university has fulfilled all of my expectations. 0.914 43.765
The university I attend has supported me achieve my goals. 0.922 44.883
The university I attend has fulfilled my needs. 0.943 48.142
Perceived education quality 0.85 0.98
I feel that the school’s faculty and staff are responsive and accessible. 0.907 -
I believe that the course content contributes to the development of students’ knowledge. 0.951 49.960
I think the instructors provide good teaching. 0.935 47.286
I believe the instructors strictly adhere to the course requirements. 0.938 47.847
The school continuously evaluates my learning performance. 0.920 44.983
The department I am enrolled in has adequate faculty and staff. 0.911 43.677
I feel that the school treats all students equally. 0.923 45.508
I believe the school collects feedback to provide better services. 0.928 46.206
I think the classrooms are adequately equipped with sufficient teaching aids. 0.923 45.460
I believe the library has enough academic resources. 0.888 40.788
I feel that the campus environment of the university I attend supports my learning. 0.910 43.593
University brand knowledge 0.86 0.96
I know the educational goals of the university I attend. 0.928 -
I fully understand the value of the university I attend. 0.934 50.268
I understand how students achieve good learning outcomes at the university I attend. 0.947 52.885
I am aware of the differences between the university I attend and other schools. 0.890 43.037
Positive word-of-mouth 0.92 0.97
If junior high school students ask me which university to attend, I will definitely recommend the university I am
attending.

0.953 -

If given the opportunity, I would share positive comments about the university I attend with junior high school students. 0.952 61.679
I would encourage junior high school students to attend the university I am attending. 0.965 66.527

SFL standardized factor loading, t value significance level, AVE average variance extracted, CR composite reliability.

Table 3 Correlation coefficient matrix.

Variables Mean SD A B C D

A. University
life satisfaction

3.55 0.83 0.92
1.00

B. Perceived
education
quality

3.66 0.80 0.88 0.92
1.00

C. University
brand
knowledge

3.54 0.81 0.88 0.88 0.93
1.00

D. Positive
word-of-mouth

3.50 0.87 0.89 0.87 0.88 0.96
1.00

Values on the positive diagonal (highlighted in bold with diagonal lines) serve as the square root
of the AVE, whereas the value below it indicates the standardized correlation coefficient.
SD standard deviation.

Table 4 Multiple regression analysis of university life
satisfaction, perceived education quality, and university
brand knowledge on positive word-of-mouth.

Dependent variable Positive word-of-
mouthβ

Independent variable

Gender 0.03*
Admission pathway −0.00
University life satisfaction 0.42***
Perceived education quality 0.27***
University brand knowledge 0.28***
University life satisfaction × perceived education
quality

0.13**

University life satisfaction × university brand
knowledge

−0.10*

R2 0.84
Adj-R2 0.84
F 626.83***

N= 816.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Theoretical implications. Previous research has explored positive
word-of-mouth in higher education from both current students
and alumni, including its antecedents such as service quality,
brand identification, and satisfaction (e.g., Aslan and Aslan, 2025;
Dandis et al., 2022; Rasheed and Rashid, 2024; Schlesinger et al.,
2023; Zeqiri et al., 2023) as well as its consequences (e.g., Amani,
2022; Gabbianelli and Pencarelli, 2023). While these studies have
provided valuable insights, most have focused on identifying
direct antecedents or outcomes of word-of-mouth. Prior research
has often examined satisfaction as a mediator between service
quality dimensions or brand-related factors and word-of-mouth
(e.g., Gabbianelli and Pencarelli, 2023; Rasheed and Rashid,
2024), but has not addressed the moderating role of perceived
education quality or university brand knowledge in the
satisfaction–word-of-mouth link.

Addressing this gap, the present study focuses on university life
satisfaction as the primary predictor of positive word-of-mouth,
while testing perceived education quality and university brand
knowledge as moderators. This approach shifts the discussion
from identifying isolated determinants to understanding how the
effect of satisfaction on word-of-mouth changes under different
institutional and perceptual conditions. Drawing on SET, the
study explains that when students perceive valuable socio-
emotional or developmental benefits from their university, they
feel a reciprocal obligation to advocate for it, and this reciprocity
can be influenced by their perceptions of education quality and
brand knowledge.

In line with prior findings, the moderating effect of perceived
education quality aligns with research showing that when service
quality perceptions are high, satisfaction more strongly translates
into advocacy behaviors (e.g., Mendoza-Villafaina and López-
Mosquera, 2024). However, in contrast to our findings, previous
research indicates that higher brand knowledge is associated with
stronger psychological connections to the institution. For
example, Balaji et al. (2016) found that university brand
knowledge positively influences university identification, which
in turn can shape students’ evaluative judgments and advocacy
intentions. Based on this reasoning, it could be expected that
stronger brand knowledge would amplify the satisfaction–word-
of-mouth link; however, our results indicate a negative moderat-
ing effect. Specifically, the association between satisfaction and
word-of-mouth was stronger when brand knowledge was low.
One possible explanation is that students with high brand
knowledge may rely more on the institution’s established
reputation and distinctive features, making their word-of-mouth
less dependent on personal satisfaction. Conversely, students with
low brand knowledge may base their word-of-mouth primarily
on their personal university experiences, causing satisfaction to
have a more pronounced influence.

By integrating these moderating effects, the study contributes
to the higher education management literature by showing that
positive word-of-mouth is not solely a function of satisfaction but
also depends on contextual and perceptual factors. This extends
prior research by highlighting that the same satisfaction level may
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Fig. 2 The moderating effect of perceived education quality on the relationship between university life satisfaction and positive word-of-mouth.
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Fig. 3 The moderating effect of university brand knowledge on the relationship between university life satisfaction and positive word-of-mouth.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05840-6 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |         (2025) 12:1448 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05840-6 7



lead to different word-of-mouth intensities depending on
students’ perceptions of education quality and brand knowledge.
Furthermore, it emphasizes the importance for universities to
consider how brand communication and service quality percep-
tions shape the strength of advocacy behaviors among satisfied
students.

Practical implications. The analysis shows that higher university
life satisfaction gives rise to stronger positive word-of-mouth
from students about their school. To foster this, universities
should focus on enhancing the overall student experience. One
approach is to establish a reliable feedback system to regularly
gather students’ opinions and suggestions. By using this feedback
to continuously improve services, universities can better meet
students’ needs. When students are more satisfied with their
university life, they are more prone to share positive word-of-
mouth with prospective students, helping to attract more talented
new applicants.

Additionally, this study found that when students perceive high
education quality, the influence of university life satisfaction on
positive word-of-mouth is even stronger. In practical terms,
universities should focus on making sure staff are responsive,
accessible, and treat all students fairly. Course content should be
relevant and contribute to students’ knowledge, with instructors
delivering high-quality teaching and following course require-
ments. Universities should also regularly assess students’ learning
progress and provide sufficient faculty support in each depart-
ment. Gathering feedback to improve services, ensuring class-
rooms are well-equipped, providing ample academic resources in
the library, and fostering a campus environment that supports
learning are all important steps to enhance students’ perception
of education quality.

Finally, this study found that the strength of the relationship
between university life satisfaction and positive word-of-mouth
varies by students’ level of brand knowledge. Specifically, when
brand knowledge is low, satisfaction has a stronger and
statistically significant effect on positive word-of-mouth; as brand
knowledge increases, this effect weakens and may become
insignificant at higher levels. This suggests that universities
should not assume that promoting brand knowledge will always
enhance the satisfaction–word-of-mouth link. For students with
lower brand knowledge, efforts to improve their university life
satisfaction through enriched learning experiences, supportive
services, and engaging campus life are likely to yield stronger
advocacy behaviors. For students with higher brand knowledge,
positive word-of-mouth may depend less on their personal
satisfaction and more on their perception of the institution’s
reputation or distinctive strengths, indicating that strategies
beyond brand promotion, such as reinforcing personal engage-
ment and aligning experiences with expectations, may be more
effective.

Limitations and future research directions. This study’s
response rate was 30.93%, likely due to voluntary participation
without incentives, overlap with midterm examinations, and
survey fatigue from concurrent institutional questionnaires. This
represents an important limitation of the research. Future studies
could employ mixed-mode data collection strategies (e.g., com-
bining online and in-person surveys) or offer incentives to
improve response rates and reduce potential bias. Moreover, the
participants in this paper were first-year undergraduate students
(including 5-year junior college students) from a university in
central Taiwan. Whether these findings can be applied to other
higher education organizations in Taiwan remains to be seen.

Future research could investigate this by conducting larger-scale
surveys across different universities or in cross-institutional
contexts to test the generalizability of these results. Addition-
ally, Schlesinger et al. (2023) found that university brand image is
a significant factor in driving positive word-of-mouth, while this
study suggests that brand image might serve as a key contextual
factor. Future research could examine the moderating effect of
university brand image in the relationship between university life
satisfaction and positive word-of-mouth. Finally, student trust—
reflecting their perception of the university’s reputation and the
value of its academic programs (Sultan and Wong, 2012)—could
also play a role. Future studies might investigate whether student
trust moderates the link between university life satisfaction and
positive word-of-mouth.

Data availability
Data generated and analyzed during this study can be obtained
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
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