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Abstract: Reputation is considered an intangible asset that provides a competitive advantage in
organizations, although in the field of education, its study and, specifically, its antecedents need further
study. The aim of this paper is to analyze the effect of sustainability, innovation, perceived performance,
service quality, work environment and good governance on reputation in private graduate online
schools. This study is based on quantitative data collected from a survey. The sample consists of
349 students from a private graduate online school. The results obtained through PLS-SEM show
that sustainability, service quality and good governance have a positive and significant influence on
reputation. However, innovation, perceived performance and governance do not have a positive
effect on the reputation of this type of organization. Therefore, more studies covering a greater
sampling variety are required to determine the generalizability of these results. This study is a useful
contribution since it will help managers of the private graduate online schools to know which aspects
generate more reputation and, therefore, are the most valued by the public, so that the organization
has a basis for decision-making.

Keywords: sustainability; innovation; performance; quality services; work environment; governance;
online-reputation; private school of higher education

1. Introduction

Reputation is an intangible asset that has been recognized as an essential part of corporate
management, which provides great strategic value for creating long-term competitive advantages [1,2].
Reputation by itself synthesizes information about the company, its product, its relationship with
customers, competitors and suppliers, as well as providing information on the reliability and credibility
of the corporation, determining the public’s favorable response towards it [3]. Reputation is built
over time, is nonnegotiable, and is one of the most important determinants of the prevalence of any
organization. While strategies can always be altered, a severely damaged reputation is very difficult to
recover [4].

In the specific case of educational institutions, reputation is often more important than its actual
quality, as it embodies the perceived excellence of the institution, which will positively influence future
Student’s towards a particular institution [5].

Research by Vidaver-Cohen [6] and Lukman and Glavič [7] reveal that reputation is derived largely
from perceptions related to innovation, governance, organizational performance, work environment,
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quality of services and the application of sustainability principles in the activities of educational
institutions. As a result of this, the purpose of this research is to increase current empirical evidence
on the level of influence of each of the six variables mentioned on the reputation of private graduate
online schools. This will make it possible to validate a model that generates relevant academic and
management implications.

The decision to investigate variables that could affect the reputation of private graduate online
schools derives, first, from the interest shown by a private school and the facilities granted to researchers
to apply the questionnaires and collect the information. Second, the fact that a typical educational
institution usually has material resources and facilities such as laboratories and library, that help to
create a positive image in potential students; whereas, in the case of private graduate online schools,
most of the infrastructure is virtual, so it does not make the same impression on students. As a result,
other elements must be used to build or enhance their reputation. For this reason, it is worthwhile to
focus our research on private graduate online schools. Third, there is a lack of specific research on the
relationship between the variables chosen and this type of educational institution. For this reason,
we believe that part of the relevance of this study is that it provides information related to private
graduate online schools and contributes to the debate on reputation in universities that do not have
the physical facilities to positively impress and attract their future students.

We acknowledge that our research is only focused on a private educational institution. We also are
aware of the limitation this implies, but with the spirit of extending it in the future to other institutions
in order to enrich our conclusions.

The model to be examined in this research aims to establish a reference framework of how
sustainability, innovation, perceived performance, quality of services, work environment and
governance affect the reputation of private schools of higher education. This can contribute to
the fact that managers can take actions to obtain a competitive advantage in these types of institutions
(see Figure 1).
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The structure of this work will be as follows: First, we make a general review of theories and
research on reputation, emphasizing the findings in the educational area, which the research hypotheses
proposed are based on. Second, we explain the methodology that we apply and measure the influence
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of each variable on reputation. Third, the results obtained are discussed. Finally, we present the
conclusions, the limitations of this study and the implications for future research.

2. Literature Background

2.1. Reputation and Educational Organizations

Reputation can be understood as the set of characteristics linked to personality and the perception
or image of the organization. An organization not only wants to have a positive reputation, but it
also expects the public to recognize certain distinctive characteristics in it, which will help its position
with respect to others. The construction of the desired perception arises from the variables that can
easily be manipulated by the organization, which will allow outlining an identity of its own and clearly
differentiated from other organizations [8]. Corporate reputation can be studied from the perspective
of the consumer or end-user [9]; from the perception of the external or internal public [10]; from a
sociological perspective, meeting the expectations and norms in an institutional context [11]; as an
intangible asset that can produce economic value [12] or as a strategy that can be managed from within
the organization [13].

Reputation as a corporate strategy is built through the continuity and consistency of the perception
of an organization and its proximity to society, as well as its needs. A positive reputation is linked
to the public’s trust in the organization, and it is a long-term construct. Appropriate management
of corporate reputation generates value and is one of the most relevant financial indicators for the
assessment of public and private organizations [14]. In the case of educational institutions, reputation is
frequently more critical than their real quality, as it embodies the perceived excellence of the institution,
which will positively influence future students towards a particular institution. Therefore, we can say
that the reputation of an educational organization is one of its main intangible assets and is crucial to
generate interest and demand for educational services.

In higher education institutions, reputation is defined as the set of perceptions and evaluations
that stakeholders differently performed for over specific time, and has its origins in past behavior,
their communications and their ability to meet the needs of your stakeholders better than your
competitors [15]. Alessandri [16] establishes the reputation as the collective representations that the
university’s multiple stakeholders have of the university over time.

In the current competitive environment where universities are all competing globally for the best
students, projects and cooperation, reputation is a key resource that serves to reduce the intangibility of
the higher education service and increase its level of perceived quality [1,17]. Thus, obtaining a positive
reputation will determine the survival of the university in the face of competition in the sector [12,18].

Despite being unanimous on the importance of reputation, it is broken in terms of the elements
of its management [1,19]. Alessandri et al. [16] identified reputation with the quality of academic
performance, the quality of external performance and emotional engagement. Brewer and Zhao
suggested leadership, teaching, research, service offered and quality as dimensions of reputation.
Martensen and Gronholdt [20] stated that innovation, services and the performance perceived by the
public are decisive for building a solid reputation.

According to Verčič et al. [19], one of the main reputational frameworks in the field of higher
education is that established by Vivader-Cohen. Vidaver-Cohen [6] states that creating a reputation is
largely derived from the perceptions related to innovation, governance, organizational performance,
the work environment and the quality of services. While Lukman and Glavič [7] stress that educational
institutions have the duty to adopt and promote sustainability principles because they play a
fundamental role in the education of future generations and thereby improve their image.

In light of these studies, it is possible to conclude that sustainability, innovation, perceived performance,
service quality, work environment and governance provide intangible value and affect the public’s
perception. However, for appropriate strategic management, it is necessary to know the effect that
each of these variables has on creating a reputation [19].
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In other words, it is necessary to know which aspects generate more confidence and, therefore,
are the most valued by the public so that the organization has a basis for decision-making. Considering the
above, the aim of this study is to measure the effect of each of these variables on the reputation of the
university sector in online graduate teaching based on the hypotheses proposed for this research.

2.2. Reputation and Sustainability

In the literature, there are various approaches to the study of sustainability. In its origin,
sustainability was linked to concern for the conservation of natural resources. In 1987 the World
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) of the United Nations (UN) established
that sustainability refers to meeting the needs of the present without affecting the capability of
future generations to meet their needs [19,21–24]. Later, the UN adopted a multidimensional vision
that considers economic development, social development and environmental protection as three
interdependent dimensions that lead to sustainable development. Economic sustainability involves a
business contribution to achieving the viability of the economic system as a whole; social sustainability
is aimed at the population’s aspirations regarding issues on equity, inclusion and health; finally,
caring for the environment is linked to the application of forms of production with minimum impact
on ecosystems [20].

Reputation is one of the most important factors of the prevalence of any organization [1,25].
We know that there is a positive relationship between the organization’s sustainable practices and
its reputation [6,26]. Previous research shows that a company’s reputation is a determining factor
in sustainability disclosure [27,28]. The companies that develop actions claim to obtain a greater
commitment and positive perception from their stakeholders. From a financial point of view,
sustainability compromises the level of reputation, companies that have linked to sustainability
increase the value of their cash flows [29,30]. The BSR/GlobeScan 11th Annual State of Sustainable
Business Survey 2019 reveals that reputation is one of the most important causes of sustainability efforts
in companies. Sustainable practices in schools reveal to be the most proper approach to accomplish
quality education and, consequently, reputation [29].

In the context of higher education, an increasing number of universities are incorporating
sustainable development programs [31,32]. Universities are not only responsible for carrying out their
teaching and research work, but they also have the duty to identify the needs of internal and external
actors, adapt research to solve important problems, share useful knowledge and be responsible for
their decisions from the social, environmental and economic point of view [33,34].

In general terms, sustainability is the philosophy of a university that applies an ethical approach to
develop and link with the local and global community in order to generate its social, ecological,
environmental, technical and economic development [35]. Sustainability implies “education,
research, community outreach, operations, assessment and reporting, university collaboration,
institutional framework, educate-the-educator programs, and campus experiences”. Sustainability in
educational institutions also involves the effort to commit to local and regional initiatives to increase
public awareness [36]. The sustainability programs are linked to aspects such as teaching, research,
university collaboration, greenhouse gas reduction on campus, the participation of the university
community in local programs [36,37].

Previous studies have suggested the relationship between sustainability and reputation in the
context of higher education. Manzoor et al. [38] establish that external communication, values,
international recognition, economic value or university facilities improve perceptions (reputation)
among students, which in turn, encourages greater behavior of collaboration, help and support to the
sustainability of higher education institutions. Shiel and Williams [32] affirm that the development
of sustainable actions by an educational institution means promoting synergies between university
roles, improving people’s quality of life and providing solutions to global problems [39] and affect the
reputation of the institution [36]. Salvioni et al. [40] affirm that sustainability is a key success factor in
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improving the quality, image and positioning of universities in international rankings, aspects related
to reputation.

Thus, the sustainable behavior shown by schools helps to improve the public’s perceptions and
expectations. The first research hypothesis reflects this idea.

Hypothesis 1. Perceived sustainability influences reputation positively.

2.3. Reputation and Innovation

Education and innovation make up an essential link in the knowledge economy. From an
educational perspective, innovation means introducing improvements and updates based on the set of
elements related to the teaching–learning process, subject to assessing its effectiveness and relevance.
Educational innovation is therefore related to improving the design and development of the curriculum,
improving teaching strategies and the curriculum components, such as educational materials and
approaches and training, selection and professional development of teachers [41]. Adaptation to
change is essential in the case of innovation in the education sector. Different authors [42] state that
change is the origin and result of innovation. Consequently, educational institutions must be flexible
in the face of change if they really want to generate innovation and generate projects that lead to
experimentation, renewal and educational improvement.

Due to high competition within the education sector, innovation is the differentiating element
for universities that seek to excel both in educational services and offer, as well as in research [43].
The reputation of an educational institution can, therefore, be expected to improve as its innovation
projects do. In this regard, the perception of the quality of research activity was a strategic factor for
the university to attract potential clients [44]. On the other hand, the findings of other studies confirm
that the attraction factor which is perceived as the most important by students is the academic and
research quality of the institution [45].

In the field of business schools, innovation activities involve addressing current economic problems,
the development of research centers to increase the experience of teaching staff, collaboration with
companies and the development of online distance learning [25]. Business schools that have a strong
capacity to address these aspects over time will exceed the expectations of their stakeholders and
have a positive impact on their reputation. In other words, innovation activities will predict positive
evaluations of the reputation if they contribute to an improvement in educational quality over time [46].
Thus, innovation activities related to innovation, such as having a contemporary study program,
follow trends related to the transmission of knowledge and adapting quickly to the times, will have a
positive impact on the reputation of a business school [19]. Educational institutions try to offer courses
and training related to innovations in engineering, economics, biology, business and society. The use
of renewable energies, recycled materials, smart designs, office waste reduction, digital books and
teaching materials also indicates that innovation and research programs are also applied for their own
purposes, which causes a positive impact on stakeholders. [47,48].

The second research hypothesis was established based on this information.

Hypothesis 2. The perceived innovation of the institution influences its reputation positively.

2.4. Reputation and Perceived Performance

Perceived performance is a subjective evaluation of how well a product or service functions that
may lead a customer to show satisfaction and recommend the product or, on the contrary, to express
disappointment and give the product a negative review. Educational institutions are continuously
assessed by the public based on perceived performance. These results are, in turn, linked to the prestige,
employability of its graduates and relationships with other entities, which favor both the institution
itself and its students and graduates [12]. There are several studies that explore the relationship between
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perceived performance and organizational reputation. Reputation is studied from two dimensions:
the public’s perception regarding its capability to produce quality goods, which is linked to a reduction
in stakeholders uncertainty when choosing products and services from a supplier; and perception
regarding the relevance of the organization measured through the status of third parties that support
the organization, in other words, recognition in its field [49]. Researcher’s findings reveal that, while the
former is strongly influenced by student performance, the latter depends on the support and backup
of influential third parties, such as institutional intermediaries and high-status actors. In addition,
the prestige of academic degrees showed a significant direct effect on the relevance of the organization
and its reputation. In this regard, it is observed that graduates from the top universities, according to
UK rankings that value top-level research activity, high-quality teaching processes and links with the
public and private sector, obtained more job interviews and higher annual salaries than those who had
graduated from universities with lower rankings [50]. Different investigations support that aspects of
performance such as, employing prestigious professors or those who have high levels in publications,
attract the best students, get good jobs after graduation, and have projects with high levels of income,
are predictors of the reputational performance of a business school [19,25]. Higher levels of performance
increase the visibility of business schools and enhance their organizational reputation [51,52]. Therefore,
we consider that there is a strong effect between perceived performance and reputation.

These arguments support the third hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3. The perceived performance of the institution influences its reputation positively.

2.5. Reputation and Quality of Service

Consumers do not purchase goods or services but purchase options that provide services and
create value [53]. As consumers perceive that the service purchased generates more benefits, the greater
the probability that the consumer will repeat the experience. In turn, increased demand for a product
or service tends to increase its reputation among consumers. Previously, we pointed out that great
challenges are faced by the education sector, which have led universities to make strategic decisions
to deal with them. One of these challenges is to maintain student loyalty based on the quality of the
service, which can be measured based on processes and performance. At the same time, the quality of
the service affects the public’s perception of a university [8].

Reputation and consumer satisfaction in terms of the quality of the service received are closely
related. For example, Nguyen and LeBlanc, [54] argue that image and reputation are a key element
of loyalty, which at the same time, is linked to satisfaction shown by the quality of the service
received [55,56]. Different studies argue that student loyalty is based on their perception of the quality
of teaching and administrative services [57,58], whereas Ali et al. [59] argue that service quality is
positively related to satisfaction. In conclusion, services create satisfaction for consumers (students):
the greater satisfaction, the greater user loyalty. Loyal and satisfied users, in turn, have a positive effect
on the organization’s reputation. The fourth hypothesis reflects this idea.

Quality of service in educational institutions brings up for discussion the problem of quantity
instead of quality in higher education what results in deficiencies in training, inferior graduate
performance and scarcity of job offers [60]. Stakeholders are aware that quality of service is not only
related to courses delivery and quality of teaching but also associated with other core items such as
adaptability to the market trends, good value for money and development of employability skills
reflects the quality of service [61].

In the context of business schools, positive perceptions of the quality of services are a fundamental
element in the evaluation of reputation [49]. The positive perceptions of the quality of a business school
are related to the employability rate of its students, specialized skills training, high-quality instruction,
good value for the money [25]. Other research indicates positive quality perceptions of a business
school are associated with helping students find employment after graduation, high-quality lectures,
and gives a lot for tuition [19]. Khoi et al. [62] found a positive impact between the quality of the
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service and the university reputation. Dehghan et al. [63] established a positive relationship between
service quality and reputation in online educational systems.

Hypothesis 4. The quality of the service provided influences its reputation positively.

2.6. Reputation and Work Environment

As mentioned previously, reputation is not merely an economic issue, but it is also a sociological
one, linked to the sources of social support formed by the groups involved that would be responsible
for supporting or rejecting the organization [64]. Thus, when the public recognizes an organization as a
good place to work, it refers indirectly to the organization’s work environment. The work environment
results from the interaction of physical factors, the structure, the staff, the functions and the culture
of an organization resulting from a specific dynamic process of the organization that generates a
distinctive personality, which influences its products [65]. As in any other sector, in the education
sector, the work environment is directly related to the achievement of results, in this case not only of
an academic nature but also of personal, professional and organizational development. The work
environment is analyzed from two aspects: students’ perception of the environment in the educational
center and as an organizational quality [66]. The work environment affects the behavior, attitudes and
commitment of workers with the organization, and in turn, job performance affects the reputation of
the organization [67]. There are several studies that show links between the work environment and
academic performance, the growth prospects of the organization, job satisfaction and participation in
academic activities and innovation, which conclude that the work environment is a factor that can
determine academic, personal and social achievements [68–70].

In this line, previous research has suggested that different attributes of the work environment,
such as rewarding employees and teachers fairly, showing interest in their teachers’ concerns,
and offering equal opportunities, are antecedents that relate the work environment to organizational
reputation [19,25]. In a study of business schools, attributes such as work climate, recognition of
achievement, professional development, and the school’s ability to provide a satisfactory balance
between work and family were the most prominent reputational elements of teacher attraction and
retention [71]. Research related to the work environment and job satisfaction of teachers analyze
as main factors of their evaluations the stress and anxiety of publishing, teaching and university
service, obtaining an adequate salary, and meeting the demands of academic associations and the local
community [35,72,73]. Thus, the lack of attention to the concerns and needs of teachers can have serious
negative consequences for a higher education school, diminishing its effectiveness, its competitive
position and its reputation over time [8,74]. In other words, institutions that offer employees or
faculty a fair reward for their work, show concern for their well-being, and offer equal opportunity
(attributes related to the work environment) can contribute to increasing their reputational level.

The fifth hypothesis is established based on these arguments.

Hypothesis 5. Perceived work environment positively influences the reputation of the institution.

2.7. Reputation and Governance

When measuring intangible assets related to activities that provide value to companies, the norms,
principles and procedures that define the structure and operation of the organization’s governing
bodies, that is, governance or corporate governance, stand out [75]. We can define good governance as
the public administration process that englobes legitimate, accountable and effective ways to maximize
resources in the pursuit of social goals [66]. According to Shattock [76], university governance is
defined as the constitutional forms and processes whereby universities govern their affairs.

There are studies [77,78] that state that good governance has a positive effect on image and reputation.
At the same time, the mistakes made in the governance of some companies have ruined their reputation
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and, at times, that of the sector as a whole, which has given rise to various studies in this regard.
Different researchers studied poison pills or dissuasive practices to avoid a hostile acquisition, as well as
the penalty that corporations receive when they apply them and found that when the media learns of these
controversial governance practices, corporate reputation is affected negatively [79,80]. In the specific
case of educational institutions, Downes [81] studied the repercussions caused by bad governance and
found that enrolment decreases and donors withdraw when governance fails in its commitment to
monitor and apply corrective actions to prevent deteriorating the organizational reputation.

The needs of the market and the consequences of failures in corporate governance have led
European educational institutions to reform and modernize their structures and processes to respond
to growing social needs associated with innovation, sustainability, entrepreneurship and job creation
in order to increase the competitiveness of European countries. The governance model chosen by a
particular educational institution determines its capability to have an impact on society and contribute
to the country’s economy and the knowledge society. In other words, the organization must clearly
reflect how its form of governance makes it possible to respond to such demands [82]. The governance
of an organization gives it a unique character and is essential to generate incentives that attract
the necessary investments for the development of the company and generate a favorable image for
customers, suppliers, employees, communities and funders.

Developing better governance models requires a continued dedication to recognizing what the
educational institution wants to become in terms of clarity and transparency, decision-making and
stakeholders’ views [83]. Bratianu and Florina [84] define university governance as the constitutional
forms and processes through which universities govern their affairs. Downes [81], in a review of
the literature, suggested that adequate management of corporate governance serves to improve the
reputation in a situation of university scandals. Other research suggests that transparency, ethics and
fairness are the governance-related elements that enhance the reputation of a business school [19,25].
Thus, to the extent that interested parties are affected or informed about the governance procedures of a
business school, such as transparency, the demonstration of ethical behavior or fairness in relationships
with its stakeholders will enhance its reputation.

This idea is reflected in the sixth hypothesis.

Hypothesis 6. The good governance of the institution positively influences the reputation of the institution.

3. Research Methodology

The hypotheses presented were tested on the online postgraduate university sector since, as previously
mentioned, these organizations must compete nationally and internationally with other institutions to
guarantee their survival. Specifically, the chosen field of research was Spanish private online graduate
schools, since, as is in the case of other countries, they must identify and improve their sustainability,
innovation, perceived performance, quality of service, work good environment, governance and
reputation to improve and maintain their situation in the sector. In fact, the number of students has
increased in private graduate schools; they are investing in marketing elements due to the fact that
public budgets are decreasing. Information from students at a private online graduate school was
obtained (see Table 1).

To collect data, in a first step, an online pretest was distributed to 50 students in order to verify
if the items on the scale and adapt them if necessary. In a second step of the pretest, the results
were analyzed, and some items were modified to clarify their meaning and adjust the response time;
others were removed. Finally, 349 valid responses were collected, 41% being men and 59% women.

Different studies have highlighted that reputation is formed by a set of different attributes perceived by
stakeholders; therefore, it can be measured as a multidimensional concept [12,13,19]. Authors such as Chun
consider reputation as a multidimensional element, where, unlike the image, it is formed by the evaluations
of perceptions of both external and internal authorities. Other authors [85] affirm that reputation is
multidimensional and can be measured by three dimensions: the corporate reputation, the reputation
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of the product or service and the reputation of the organizational structure. Authors as [86] suggest
that the dimensions of reputation are: corporate, product or service quality and financial. For other
authors, the dimensions of reputation are related to product communication, social actions, financial and
work performance [1,87,88]. Other investigations consider the quality of the service, innovation, quality of
management and the work environment the dimensions of the reputation [89].

Table 1. Empirical research data.

Sample Universe Online Private Graduate Students

Sample unit Students from a private online business graduate school
Geographical scope International (students with residence in different countries)
Data collection method Online survey (Google)
Confidence level 95%; Z = 2; P = Q = 0.50
Population Students = 3.045
Sampling procedure Nonprobability sampling
Sample size 349
Data collection dates From 1 February to 1 May 2018

In higher education, aspects such as the size of the faculty, the academic level of its professors or
the amount of graduation fees are relevant for the measurement of reputation [90,91]. Other research
considers leadership, teaching, level of research and quality of service as reputation dimensions [16].
Vidaver-Cohen [25] developed a reputation measurement model. In this model, reputation included
dimensions such as performance, innovation, services, governance, citizenship and the work environment.
Finally, other studies have included sustainability as a relevant element in the reputation of higher
education schools.

All the constructs were measured through reflective items (type A) and were adapted to
higher education existing scales used by other studies. The items to measure the constructs were
sustainability [6,92,93]. Work environment, perceived performance, quality of service, innovation,
governance and reputation [19,25,74]. To measure the variables, an 11-point ascending Likert-type
scale was used, with 0 totally disagreeing and 10 totally agreeing (see Table 2).

Table 2. Items used and descriptive analysis.

Construct/Items Mean Standard
Deviation

Sustainability
SUST1 It provides a positive service to society 8.075 2.138
SUST2 It supports charitable causes 6.694 2.539
SUST3 It is concerned about students’ interests 7.563 2.625

Work environment
WORK1 Its employees are competent 8.162 2.152
WORK2 It is concerned about its employees’ well-being 7.654 2.211
WORK3 In general, it is a good workplace 7.798 2.268

Perceived performance
PERF1 It provides high employability to its graduates 7.975 2.326
PERF2 It is well-financed 8.112 2.134
PERF3 It has growth perspectives 6.913 2.685

Quality of service
QSER1 It responds to market trends 7.586 2.539
QSER2 It trains competent students 7.967 2.217
QSER3 It is good value for money 8.054 2.157

Innovation
INNO1 It adapts to changes 7.624 2.412
INNO2 It uses innovative teaching methods 7.741 2.473
INNO3 It is good value for money 8.054 2.157

Governance
GOVE1 It is managed with clarity and transparency 8.055 2.115

GOVE2 It takes its stakeholders into account in
decision-making 6.596 2.431

Reputation
REPU1 It conveys good feelings 8.122 1.881
REPU2 It is admired 7.375 2.274
REPU3 It is trusted 7.916 2.226
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For data processing and hypothesis testing, the PLS-SEM method and SmartPLS3 V.3.3.3 software
are used. PLS-SEM compared to other methods such as CB-SEM or AMOS (based on covariances), is a
multivariate analysis method that is mainly designed for exploratory studies and whose main purpose is
to predict dependent variables by estimating path models [8,92,93]. These reasons justify your choice.

4. Results

4.1. Results of Descriptive Analyses

The descriptive statistics results for each of the questions in the questionnaire are shown in Table 1.
The results show average values greater than 6.5 for all of them. Regarding sustainability and its
indicators, the SUST2 indicator has low mean values (for example, a value of 6.694 in the question
of whether your university supports charitable causes). Regarding the work environment and its
indicators, the WORK1 indicator obtains the highest mean values (for example, a value of 8.112, in the
question of whether employees are competent). Regarding perceived performance and its indicators,
the PERF3 indicator has the lowest value (for example, a value of 6.913, in the question of whether the
institution has growth prospects). The variables of service quality, innovation and reputation obtain
adequate values when they are between approximately 7 and 8. Regarding good governance and the
other variables, the GOVE2 indicator has the lowest mean value (for example, a value of 6.596, in the
question of whether it takes its stakeholders into account in decision-making).

4.2. Results Using PLS-SEM

In order to evaluate the proposed model by using PLS-SEM, we will first analyze the assessment
of the measurement model and, subsequently, evaluate the structural model.

The assessment of the measurement model of type A indicators involves analyzing the individual
reliability of its items by analyzing their loadings, the reliability of the construct through Cronbach’s alpha
(CA), composite reliability (CR), Dijkstra–Henseler statistic (rho_A). The assessment of the measurement
model also requires analyzing convergent validity through the average variance extracted (AVE) [94].

Table 3 shows that the values of the loadings of the individual indicators and CA are higher than the
recommendation of 0.7 [94,95]. The CR values shown are above 0.6 or 0.7 and are considered adequate [17,96].
Furthermore, AVE values above 0.5 indicate that there are no convergent validity problems [97].

Table 3. Measurement model of reliability and validity.

Construct Items Loadings CA CR rho_A AVE

Sustainability
SUST1 0.872 ***
SUST2 0.918 *** 0.756 0.890 0.779 0.802
SUST3 0.790 ***

Work environment
WORK1 0.877 ***
WORK2 0.889 *** 0.964 0.970 0.942 0.944
WORK3 0.013 ***

Performance
PERF1 0.983 ***
PERF2 0.787 *** 0.917 0.938 0.919 0.752
PERF3 0.848 ***

Quality of service
QSER1 0.959 ***
QSER2 0.960 *** 0.938 0.961 0.941 0.890
QSER3 0.911 ***

Innovation
INNO1 0.971 ***
INNO2 0.973 *** 0.941 0.942 0.971 0.944
INNO3 0.959 ***

Good governance GOVE1 0.921 ***
0.923 0.966 0.945 0.833GOVE2 0.935 ***

Reputation
REPU1 0.936 ***
REPU2 0.923 *** 0.931 0.956 0.935 0.879
REPU3 0.955 ***

Note: Loadings: *** p < 0.001; CA: Cronbach’s alpha; CR: composite reliability; AVE: Average variance extracted.
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To analyze the discriminant validity of reflective constructs, the heterotrait–monotrait ratio
(HTMT) has been analyzed [35,98]. Kline [99] suggests values lower than 0.85. As Table 4 shows,
the data are valid when their values are adapted to what is indicated above.

Table 4. Discriminant validity.

Factor 01 02 03 04 05 06 07

01. Sustainability
02. Environment 0.840
03. Governance 0.805 0.849
04. Innovation 0.843 0.808 0.837
05. Performance 0.837 0.815 0.831 0.832
06. Reputation 0.825 0.847 0.818 0.848 0.828
07. Services 0.842 0.831 0.850 0.845 0.818 0.805

Once the assessment of the measurement instrument was carried out, we will proceed to evaluate
the structural model. The analysis of the structural model requires studying the possible existence
of multicollinearity through the VIF, the significance of the path coefficients and the determination
coefficient R2 [94]. Table 4 shows that there are no multicollinearity problems when values below 3
are obtained [94]. Furthermore, they confirm that sustainability, service quality and good governance
influence reputation positively and significantly by obtaining the path coefficient a p-value lower
than 0.05. On the other hand, innovation, performance and the work environment do not have a
significant influence on reputation by obtaining a p-value higher than 0.05 [94]. For the evaluation
of the structural model, after analyzing the statistical significance, the coefficient of determination
R2 must be evaluated [94]. This coefficient represents a measure of predictive power and indicates
the amount of variance of a construct that is explained by the predictor variables of the endogenous
construct in the model. Table 5 shows that the results of the R2 coefficient for reputation are between
0.50 and 0.75. These values in the field of marketing are considered moderate values [94]. In addition,
the predictive relevance of the model is also shown since the Q2 value is greater than zero [94].

Table 5. Contrast of the structural model.

Relationship VIF Path Coefficient t Value (Bootstrap) p-Value

H1. Sustainability-> Reputation 2.274 0.204 ** 3.043 0.002
H2. Innovation-> Reputation 2.389 0.030 0.261 0.794
H3. Performance-> Reputation 2.891 −0.069 0.855 0.393
H4. Quality of service-> Reputation 2.989 0.462 *** 5.459 0.000
H5. Work environment-> Reputation 2.877 0.130 1.622 0.988
H6. Good governance-> Reputation 2.237 0.169 * 1.669 0.041

R2 (reputation) = 0.759; Q2 (reputation) = 0.628 * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Therefore, as Figure 2 shows, the influence of innovation, performance and work environment on
reputation (relationships H2, H3, H5) is rejected, while the influence of sustainability, quality of service
and good governance on reputation are accepted (H1, H4, H6).
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5. Discussion of Results

In this research, we have analyzed the effects of perceptions of sustainability, innovation,
performance, services, work environment, governance on the reputation of an online graduate
school. The results of this work represent a useful contribution to the relationship of these variables on
reputation in the field of an online graduate school. They enable us to empirically validate relationships
proposed by the theory, confirm and reinforce the results shown in other studies or generalize results
shown in business environments. The PLS-SEM results revealed a positive and significant effect of
sustainability, service quality and governance on reputation (H1, H4 y H6). Therefore, the results
highlight the importance of the perceptions of these three variables on reputation. Previous studies have
confirmed a positive and significant effect of sustainability on reputation [78,100,101], which indicates
that the results of the present study are consistent with previous studies. However, these studies
analyzed it in other contexts. Ramos y Gonzalez [78] did it on large Spanish firms defined as sustainable
by the corporate reputation business monitor (MERCO) and Igbud [100] about the banking sector.
In the current study, we found that in an online graduate school, the effect size of sustainability
perceptions has a positive and significant effect on its reputation. Therefore, online graduate schools
that have high positive levels of sustainability will obtain higher levels of reputation than those that
do not have high levels of sustainability. The results also show that service quality and governance
have a positive and significant effect on reputation. Different studies have confirmed a positive and
significant effect on service quality and governance [25,102]. This highlights the consistency of the
results. However, these studies have analyzed it in face-to-face education settings. In our research,
we observed that online graduate schools that have high levels of perception of quality of service
and governance would have a higher level of reputation. In addition, in relation to the size of the
effects, the quality of the service offers a greater influence on the reputation than the sustainability
and the governance. This aspect highlights the importance of service quality in obtaining a high level
of reputation in online environments. Previous studies have supported the importance of marketing
and obtaining a high level of quality of service that allows obtaining a positive reputation and a
greater relationship with its stakeholders [62,103]. Therefore, from the point of view of relationship
marketing, those online higher education institutions that obtain a high level of quality service with
their stakeholders generate a competitive advantage through a higher level of reputation [104,105].
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On the other hand, the results show that innovation, perceived performance and the work
environment do not have a positive and significant effect on reputation (H2, H3 and H5). However,
different studies [19,25,102] have suggested a positive and significant effect on reputation in higher
education schools. We found that in an online higher education context, students’ perceptions of
innovation, performance and work environment did not significantly influence reputation. This may
suggest that in a face-to-face higher education context, the influence of innovation, performance
and the work environment is on reputation is greater than in an online education context. In this
way, environments that offer greater experience, innovation, perceived performance and the work
environment have a much greater effect than in online environments. In other words, perhaps previous
experiences with students’ physical interaction play a major role in the perception of reputation [106].
Therefore, a longitudinal study is necessary to confirm when innovation, perceived performance and
the work environment favor a positive influence on reputation.

6. Conclusions and Implications

Currently, in today’s volatile, changing and competitive economic environments, education institutions
must improve their reputation since a positive reputation can provide a competitive advantage in terms
of better economic results, greater commitment, attraction and retention of their stakeholders [107–109].
Different studies suggest different explanatory factors for reputation in higher education
settings [19,25,102,110]. In this study, we have analyzed different explanatory factors that have a
positive effect on reputation. Specifically, we have investigated the effect of sustainability, innovation,
performance, services, work environment and governance on reputation in students at an online
graduate school.

Analysis of the effects of sustainability, innovation, performance, services, work environment
and governance on reputation makes a unique contribution. The contribution is made significant by
the fact that we analyze these factors in a private online graduate school since there is a shortage of
studies that appear in the literature in this type of organization [1,62]. Therefore, empirical evidence is
still lacking to clarify the influence and relationships between these variables. However, in our work,
we focus on the students of a private online graduate school; if we had focused on other types of actors
such as teachers, managers or public educational institutions, our results could have been different.
Therefore, this limited focus can be considered a limitation of our research and future research could
make comparisons between different categories of stakeholders or institutions.

The results of this work have some practical implications for managers of public institutions of
online higher education. Our results underscore the importance of sustainability over reputation.
Therefore, in today’s increasingly volatile, uncertain and complex environment, sustainability plays
a fundamental role so that organizations can obtain a competitive advantage that allows them to
obtain a greater reputation [101]. For this reason, those responsible for this type of organization must
develop sustainability actions such as, for example, increasing participation in volunteer programs,
support for the local community, gender equality, transparency processes or reduction of environmental
impacts, etc., and incorporate them into your reputation programs. In addition, it is also important
that they communicate with them periodically and involve their stakeholders in their participation
through suggestion boxes or alumni programs, where former students encourage the participation of
new students.

Additionally, the results highlighted a strong and significant effect of service quality and governance on
reputation. Therefore, managers of higher educations institutions must reinforce internal communication,
training, training and motivation of their employees and obtain an orientation to the internal market
that will have an impact on the positive perceptions of the quality of service and governance of your
students and, in turn, in a more positive reputation. Future research may explore the limitation
derived from unobserved sample heterogeneity. Although we previously justified the analysis of
private graduate schools and of students, there could be greater heterogeneity within each group of
stakeholders or type of intuitions.
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The sample for this study consists of students from graduate schools. Therefore, more studies
covering a greater sampling variety are required to determine the generalizability of these results.
Furthermore, this study is limited to an investigation of the effects of perceived sustainability, innovation,
performance, services, quality and work environment on the reputation of online graduate schools.
In subsequent studies, researchers can further investigate these relationships in more segmented
business organizations or explore the difference between public and private organizations.
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