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ABSTRACT
The review of the literature reveals various relationships between the constructs of social identity, customer trust, and
customer loyalty. Such results lead to questioning the nature of the conceptual structure that would include these constructs as well as their interrelationships in a structural model. From this perspective, the purpose of this study is to
evaluate the mediating role of customer trust on customer loyalty in presence of corporate social identity in the context
of financial institutions. Using data collected from 1296 customers-members of credit unions, the results of this study
help to legitimize the idea that customer trust intervenes as a mediating variable that enhances the impact of corporate
identity, corporate image and the reputation of the firm on customer loyalty. The implications of the study are discussed
from both the research and managerial perspectives.
Keywords: Corporate Identity; Corporate Image; Corporate Reputation; Social Identity; Customer Trust; Customer
Loyalty

1. Introduction
The central idea of relationship marketing consists in
developing and maintaining lasting relationships with
customers in order to strengthen a company’s competetive edge. The customer-firm relationship can rely on
various constituents, such as the product or service, employees’ performance, brand name or the firm itself. Beyond these constituents, customer trust also remains an
essential component in developing customer loyalty toward the firm. Several studies highlight the decisive role
of customer trust in the buyer-seller relationship in the
context of retailing [1-3]. In fact, the influence of customer trust on behavioral intentions is well documented
in the marketing literature, notably with respect to buying
intentions [3,4] and loyalty [5-11].
Moreover, other studies show the significant impact
exerted by the various forms of a firm’s social identity on
the consumer’s trust. For example, consumers have a
tendency to trust a firm that has an established reputation
[12,13]. A strong reputation can restore consumers’ trust
in a crisis situation [14]. In addition, corporate image is
cited as a source of influence on customer trust specifically in the context of e-commerce [15].
In light of these results, in the present study we seek to
combine these two types of relationship in order to evaluate the effect of social identity and customer trust as a
mediating variable on customer loyalty. Three forms of
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

social identity will be considered in the context of this
study, namely corporate identity, corporate image and
corporate reputation. We intend to realize this objective
with the use of a causal model while keeping the focus
on the customer’s perspective. We are specifically interested in these concepts because they express perceptions
stemming from a globalization process applied to a firm
as an entity. These concepts form a chain of relationships
very much worth exploring, particularly within the context of financial services. Of course, customer trust is not
the only factor that explains customer loyalty. Other factors, such as service quality, service value, customer satisfaction or even price, can also modify loyalty. The proposed model, however, seeks to highlight the role that
trust, as a higher order construct, has in strengthening
loyalty based on customers’ overall perceptions concerning the firm. On the one hand, trust plays a central role in
the relationship customers have with their financial institutions. In fact, trust can have an immediate effect on
the decision that customers must make, either to pursue
or to end their relationship with a firm. On the other hand,
various factors can also influence customer trust; but, in
the present study, we emphasize exclusively the perceptions of a firm’s social identity, built through corporate
identity, corporate image and corporate reputation, as the
antecedents of customer trust from a customer’s perspective. In their search for relevant information on a given
JSSM
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service, customers must deal with the absence of objective and quantifiable attributes because services are generally intangible. Such intangibility leads customers to
use elements related to the firm and increases the likelihood of the globalizing of their evaluation [16-18]. In
this sense, corporate identity, corporate image and corporate reputation constitute together a kind of overall assessment that stands out of all the information customers must process.
This study consists of four parts. First, an overview of
the three principal forms of a firm’s social identity as
well as their links with customer trust and customer loyalty is investigated. Secondly, the methods used to investigate the relationships between these five constructs are
presented and explained. Thirdly, the results are presented and analyzed. Finally, the managerial implications
relating to the reinforcement of customer loyalty through
the use of the firm’s social identity, customer trust and
future research are discussed.

2. Conceptual Framework
In the marketing literature, the concept of social identity
as applied to a firm can be expressed in three principal
forms: corporate identity, corporate image and corporate
reputation [19-22]. The present study is based on the
relationship structure illustrated in Figure 1, which incorporates these representations of social identity as antecedents of customer trust and which, in turn, affects
customer loyalty.

2.1. Social Identity
The concept of social identity applies both to individuals
as actors in a firm and to the firm itself [23]. Arising
from the idea that self-identity can exist within a social
context [24], the concept of social identity at the individual level has been widely studied for several decades.
It was introduced into the sociological terminology at the
beginning of the 1960s, and used to emphasize a person’s
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identity within a structure of social relationships [25].
The theory of social identity was later proposed and
adopted by several disciplines in the behavioral sciences
in order to explain how social identity is formed [26-28].
The theory specified the quality of the relationships
among the members of a group, as well as the perceptions and interpersonal relationships among the members
of two or more groups [29-31]. For a person, social identity can be defined as “that part of an individual’s selfconcept which derives from [her or] his knowledge of
[her or] his membership in a social group (or groups)
together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” [32].
For a few decades now, the concept of social identity
has also been adapted to the context of organizations, and
its applications at this level have been studied [33,34]. In
fact, as is the case with an individual, an organization can
also have a “social” identity built on central, lasting, and
distinctive characteristics [35]. For example, the Red
Cross defines itself as an organization dedicated to saving lives. A firm can develop its social identity by emphasizing that it belongs to a particular industry, highlighting its structure, and drawing attention to the fact
that it is a member of an accredited group [36]. In financial services, for example, a credit union defines its social identity largely as an organization that advocates
mutual aid and cooperation in order to meet the financial
needs of its members, while belonging to a group of
similar organizations that are all recognized in their own
right in the financial sector. Although some authors suggest that an organization possesses multiple social identities [37], others consider the various forms of social
identity as being social representations of the organization [37,39]. In the marketing literature, the use of the
concept of social identity has indeed produced several
forms, particularly corporate identity [21,40,41], visual
identity [19,42], corporate branding [20], corporate image [22,43], and corporate reputation [44,45]. These are
the notions that apply to firms as corporate entities and
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework describing the relationships among three forms of social identity, customer trust, and customer loyalty.
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.
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that rest on corporate characteristics [46]. Within the
scope of this study, we limit ourselves to three major
forms of a firm’s social identity, namely corporate identity, corporate image, and corporate reputation most
mentioned in the marketing literature.

2.2. Corporate Identity
For marketing scholars who refer to what they call corporate identity, the focus is on answering the question,
how is this corporate identity communicated to customers and other stakeholders? This corporate identity, however, is neither exclusively internal nor external [21].
From a marketing perspective, corporate identity is described as a holistic notion that encompasses a set of
characteristics that gives a firm its uniqueness [47]. Corporate identity can be seen as an expression of the organization’s history, and this identity must be managed
with a well-planned process, the outcome of which
would affect the corporate image [21,46]. While acknowledging the irrefutable relationship between corporate identity and corporate image, Abratt [19], in an attempt to clarify the issue, proposes that identity is composed of a set of physical and behavioural indicators developed and controlled by the firm, and that the corporate
image is an overall impression formed in the minds of
the consumer on the basis of these indicators. Since all
firms project an identity to represent themselves and to
stand out from all the others, it is important to note that
the visual elements of corporate identity can be crucial
for the consumer because of their iconic nature. In the
present study, we adopt the view taken by Abratt [19]
who considers corporate identity as an antecedent of corporate image.

2.3. Corporate Image
Corporate image is considered as a portrait that incorporates a sum of beliefs, ideas, and impressions that the
customer has of a firm [22,48,49]. This portrait can be
the result of experiences with purchasing and consuming
goods or of information consumers extract from their
surroundings without necessarily having had any concrete experiences with the firm itself [50]. Corporate image is composed of two realities: an “objective” reality
defined by a set of business traits, such as its logo and its
distinctive character, and a “subjective” reality made up
of the impressions consumers draw from the main characteristics they remember [51]. It is a product of the globalization process through which the consumer seeks to
position the firm in relation to its competitors. This image is global, therefore, as a consequence, yet relative,
because it is constructed from comparisons with other
corporate images as a means of assessment. A firm does
not project a unique image. Rather, it may have various
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

images that differ according to a specific group, such as
clients, employees, and shareholders. The multiplicity of
corporate images is explained by the nature of the experience and the degree of contact that target groups have
with the firm, as well as by the information they receive
concerning business activities [52-55]. Corporate image
has both a dynamic and complex nature. Its transformation requires harmonizing the organization’s activities
because dissonance may destroy the impression created
by the image. In addition, the creation of corporate image,
which is often based on symbols, is usually a lengthy
process rooted in psychological associations regarding
the values or concepts being conveyed. In some circumstances, however, a corporate image can change rapidly
thanks to technological advances, especially with respect
to firms that realize extraordinary achievements. Since
the characteristics of a firm are often reflected in its identity, it is proposed that corporate identity is an antecedent
of corporate image. Therefore, we propose the following
hypothesis:
Hypothesis H1: The more positive the customer’s perception is of a firm’s identity, the more positive is his
perception of the firm’s image.

2.4. Corporate Reputation
The concept of corporate reputation has been studied
mostly by researchers in the field of economics, organizational theory and marketing. In economics, reputation
is related to a product’s price and quality [56,57]. Researchers in organizational theory analyse reputation
from the point of view of social identity. They describe it
as an important yet intangible resource that has a very
significant impact on performance, if not on the very
survival of organizations [58-60]. Authors in marketing
examine reputation under the guise of brand equity [61]
and associate it with the firm’s credibility [62]. Despite
the use of a varied vocabulary and the difficulty of conceptualization, we observe that there is agreement on the
essence of the notion of reputation. In fact, a firm’s reputation is the direct result of its decisions and past actions. Reputation is perceived as a manifestation of the
firm’s history, an asset particularly when the firm’s name
is also its brand name. Reputation also informs the firm’s
various target groups of the performance of its products
and services compared to those offered by its competitors
[63]. Herbig and Milewicz [64] define corporate reputation as “the estimation of the consistency over time of an
attribute of an entity”. Consequently, a firm can have
several reputations, one for each attribute according to
which it devises strategies (e.g., price, product quality,
innovativeness and management quality). Each firm can
also have a kind of overall reputation that represents its
capacity to honour the promises it makes to its customers.
JSSM
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Reputation is fragile and can be ruined easily through
inappropriate actions taken by a firm. Restoring a firm’s
reputation often requires much time and effort [64], probably because of the cumulative nature of the building
process.
The review of the literature reveals very few empirical
results, excepting those of a general nature, that have
investigated the relationship between a firm’s reputation
and its image. Porter [65], for example, suggests that a
good reputation enables a firm that is breaking new
ground in its field of activity to build an innovative image in the opinion of its customers and competitors. For
his part, Franklin [66] puts forward the idea that corporate reputation is the overall result of the corporate image
building process. Nevertheless, if we rely on the general
meaning accepted for each of these constructs, reputation
and image are treated as external perceptions of the firm.
Reputation and image both come from the same globalizing process based on information used by the consumer
to assess a firm’s performance. This information comes
from the consumer’s own experience with a firm as well
as from other sources of information, such as advertisement and word of mouth. Nevertheless, because of the
consumer’s own experience with a firm, we think that his
opinion of the reputation is generally of a more personal
nature. For its part, an image can be transmitted by a
third party, without a consumer needing to have entered
into any prior transaction with the firm. Consumers may
have a true or a false image of a firm depending on the
reliability and/or origin of their information. It is possible, therefore, to note the absence of consensus in the
literature regarding the direction of the relationship between image and reputation. In this study, we hypothesize that reputation is a function of image.
Hypothesis H2: The more positive the customer’s perception is of a firm’s image, the more positive is his perception of the firm’s reputation.

2.5. Customer Trust
During the past decade, the concept of trust has attracted
much attention among researchers, particularly in organizational theory and marketing [67,68]. This concept can
be analysed at different levels of social interaction: interpersonal, intergroup, and inter-organizational. In marketing, the central role of trust is recognized in developing and maintaining relationships between those who
take part in an exchange process [69,70], especially within a buyer-seller relationship with a view to acquiring
goods or services [12,71].
Trust is defined as the level of reliability ensured by
one party to another within a given exchange relationship
[72]. In a marketing context, trust is usually linked to
consumer expectations concerning the firm’s capacity to
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assume its obligations and keep its promises [12,73-75].
These expectations are based on the firm’s competence,
honesty, and benevolence [73,76,77]. Competence is
expertise; and, for customers, it reflects the firm’s capacity to carry out transactions and to live up to their expectations [78]. Honesty is associated with fulfilling promises made by the firm, and benevolence represents the
firm’s willingness to take into consideration consumer
interests when making decisions and when planning for
engagement in customer relationship activities [70,7981]. The role of trust in forming behavioural intentions is
well defined in the literature. For example, trust enables a
firm to develop and to maintain customer loyalty [5,9,
10]. Consumers who trust a firm expect promises to be
respected as advertised. They also expect the firm to act
based upon their interests.
Certain studies suggest that trust is a mediating variable within a model that encompasses various components of the consumer-brand relationship [82]; or, it is
the result of a chain of effects that includes the different
forms of assessment carried out by consumers and their
commitment [83], or even their loyalty [8]. In this study,
we present trust as a mediating variable between the
consumer’s perceptions of the firm in its various forms of
social identity and his loyalty to the firm. Two reasons
justify our choice. Firstly, previous research underlines
the closely knit relationship between some forms of social identity and trust. For consumers, for example, a
firm’s already established reputation represents an indicator of their trust in this firm [12,13]; or it can restore
consumers’ trust in a crisis situation [14]. In addition,
corporate image is said to influence trust in different
contexts, notably in financial services [84] and e-commerce [15]. Secondly, social identity is an important
construct that applies to a firm as a corporate-level concept that rests on a series of decisions and actions taken
by the firm and that is often at the origin of customer
trust [3,4,85]. To build or enhance customer trust, the
research to date suggests that the firm’s strategy be based,
among others, on nurturing a positive image [15,84] and
a solid reputation [77,86,87]. We offer, therefore, the
following hypotheses concerning the relationship between image and reputation as antecedents of customer
trust.
Hypothesis H3: The more positive the customer’s perception is of a firm’s image, the greater is his trust in the
firm.
Hypothesis H4: The more positive the customer’s perception is of a firm’s reputation, the greater is his trust in
the firm.

2.6. Customer Loyalty
Although the typically loyal customer can be described
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as the one who purchases repeatedly the same brand,
brand loyalty cannot be measured solely by this buying
behaviour since the decision to buy a brand may be influenced by other variables such as social norms [88] and
situational factors [89]. Similarly, a psychological dimension expressed in the form of an attitude or preference must also be included within the notion of loyalty
[90-92]. In fact, this “composite” approach to understanding loyalty is based on the hypothesis that consumers’ decisions to buy are guided by a conscientious assessment of available brands. However, the literature
acknowledges that in many circumstances the consumer
does not always go through an assessment process before
buying a product. The risk exists, therefore, that genuine
loyalty will not be recognized by the “composite” approach, even if the outcome bypasses a consumer’s psychological commitment to the brand. To complete the
“composite” approach, which remains the most widely
accepted approach in the literature, one must analyse the
buying behaviour in contexts in which consumers are
exposed to pressure aimed at modifying their behaviour
[93]. Thus, brand loyalty is genuinely present when consumers resist the temptation to change brands [94,95].
For other authors, loyalty can be defined in two ways: as
an attitude and as a behaviour [96]. As an attitude, loyalty expresses a consumer’s desire to establish a relationship with a firm. The problem, then, is to verify if
this intention will translate into actions. From a behavioural standpoint, loyalty is defined as repeated support
given to a single firm. This behaviour can be influenced
by habits, by other people, or by a random choice. In this
way, four stages are necessary in order to develop customer loyalty: cognitive, affective, intentional, and behavioural [97]. Whether it is perceived as an attitude or
type of behaviour, loyalty is one of many elements that
determine consumers’ decisions to buy.
Identifying the elements that influence customer loyalty represents, therefore, a major research theme for
those who wish to understand the performance and sustainability of firms. Several hypotheses have been tested,
notably the links between consumer trust, perceived
value, and customer loyalty [6]; the relationships between perceived quality, satisfaction, and image, and
buying intentions, as surrogate indicators of loyalty [98,
99]; and even the relationships between reputation, quality, value, and loyalty with respect to online services [44].
Other studies conducted in the B2B context show that
loyalty depends in particular on firms’ trust in their suppliers, on the relational culture established by the latter,
on the absence of conflict between two parties, and on a
competitive level [100]. In most of the studies perused,
the direct relationship between customer trust and customer loyalty is, of course, a major point of interest; but
it is often part of a causal structure in the presence of
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

other constructs, such as image, reputation, quality, value, satisfaction, and even commitment [6,8,101-103].
Based on the foregoing review of the literature, the following hypothesis is stated:
Hypothesis H5: The greater the customer’s trust is in a
firm, the greater is his loyalty toward the firm.
As stated in the introduction, the focus of this study is
primarily on the causal structure that encompasses various forms of corporate social identity and customer trust
as sources of influence on customer loyalty in a financial
service setting.

3. Method
3.1. Sampling
The survey was carried out among members of twentyone (21) credit unions serving mostly the French population in the province of New Brunswick in Canada. Three
hundred members were randomly selected from each
credit union. To ensure the participants’ confidentiality,
each credit union was responsible for mailing the questionnaires and returning envelopes. The survey was conducted over a period of three weeks without a follow-up
letter. A total of 1296 completed questionnaires were
returned within this time frame corresponding to a 20.6%
response rate. Table 1 shows some of the main characteristics of the respondents.
In light of the results presented in Table 1, it is possible to note that 55.8% of respondents were women. With
regard to age groups, 75% were aged 45 and over. Respondents had been members of a credit union for 10
studies (56.1%), went to their credit union at least three
times per month (61%), and earned less than $45,000
yearly (61.9%).

3.2. Measurement
The review of the literature reveals that few scales have
been developed for the measurement of the constructs
used in the present study, as well as the absence of a
consensus on the reliability of these scales. For example,
a multidimensional scale for measuring brand trust was
developed for cosmetic products [83]. This scale, however, which applies only to a brand, proved to be too
specific for use in this study because it does not capture
trust in the context of an intangible service. In the case of
corporate image, despite the fact that numerous authors
have stressed the importance of developing a measurement scale for service firms, to our knowledge no largely
accepted scales exist in the field. Recently, a multi-item
scale was proposed to assess the corporate image of
internet banking services [104]. This scale also is too
specific to be used in this study. With respect to corporate reputation, a multidimensional scale was developed
JSSM
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Table 1. Sample profile.
Socio-demographic Characteristics

Percentage (%)

Gender
Female

55.8

Male

44.2

Age
18 - 24

3.4

25 - 44

23.6

45 - 64

57.3

65+

15.7

Duration of Membership
Less than 3 years

2.3

7 - 9 years

2.4

4 - 6 years

3.3

10+ years

92

Level of Schooling
Secondary school or less

43.8

College

25

University

31.2

Frequency of Visits
Zero per month

10.5

Once or twice per month

28.5

At least three times per month

61

Income
Less than $30,000

37.3

$30,000 - $44,999

24.6

$45,000 - $59,999

15.6

$60,000 - $99,999

17.4

$100,000 or more

5.1

for a number of firms selected among several industries
[105], but its scope was too broad to be used in the financial services sector. More recently, another multidimensional scale for measuring corporate reputation was
proposed for service firms, including financial services
[106]. Yet, this scale fails to consider important dimensions specific to cooperative organizations, such as the
participation of customers-members in managing their
financial organisation. In this context, in order to quantify the five constructs forming the causal model presented in Figure 1, we used direct measures based on
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.
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global evaluations with respect to the generally accepted
meaning of these constructs presented in the literature.
This approach also recognizes the advantage of using this
type of measure through the use of multiple indicators
[107]. From this perspective, the purpose of the present
study is not to develop multidimensional scales for these
constructs but rather to verify empirically the proposed
causal structure.
Three items for the measurement of corporate identity
were used. The first item was related to the logo of the
firm and the two others reflected the distinctive character
of the provider of financial services more precisely the
“mutual aid” nature of the credit union and the credit
union’s perceived differences from a bank. Three items
were also selected to describe corporate image, that is,
the firm’s name, the customer’s impression of the firm,
and an assessment of the firm’s image compared with
that of the competitors. For corporate reputation, three
items were chosen to capture the construct: the firm’s
capacity to keep promises, an evaluation of the credit
union’s reputation compared to competitors, and the
perceived fairness of the firm’s decisions and actions.
Concerning customer trust, four items were selected to
represent this construct’s components based on the literature: one item for competence, one item for integrity,
and two items for benevolence (altruism and reciprocity).
Finally, three items pertain to customer loyalty as proposed by Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman [108]: the
customer’s intention to consider the firm as a first choice
for this type of service, the intention of continuing to do
business with the firm, and the intention to recommend
the firm to others. All of the measures were presented in
a statement on a bipolar seven-point Likert type agreement scale with anchors of strongly disagree (1) and
strongly agree (7). The items used in this study appear
the Appendix. Reliability and validity results for the
measures are discussed in the next section.

4. Results
To verify the hypotheses listed above, the causal model
was tested using the maximum-likelihood estimation
procedure of Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS)
version 18.0. The results of the overall model were considered acceptable in accordance with the model’s main
statistics, except for the value χ2/n = 3.75, which was
slightly above the norm (i.e., 3.00), but statistically significant at p = 0.000 [109]. Indicators, such as the
“Normed Fit Index” (NFI = 0.930), the “Incremental Fit
Index” (IFI = 0.935), and the “Comparative Fit Index”
(CFI = 0.935), were also acceptable. Furthermore, the
value of the indicator “root mean square error of approximation” (RMSEA) was equal to 0.076, which is
below the limit of acceptability of 0.08 [109].
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4.1. Reliability
We evaluated the reliability of the five constructs using a
composite reliability index. The reliability values (Jöreskog’s rhô, ρc) were 0.71, 0.87, 0.87, 0.91, and 0.89,
respectively for corporate identity, corporate image, corporate reputation, customer trust, and customer loyalty.
Excluding corporate identity, for which the Jöreskog’s
rhô value is below 0.8, we note that the measures of the
other constructs were indeed reliable.

4.2. Convergent Validity
We conducted the assessment of the convergent validity
according to two criteria: the factor loadings of the indicators and the average variance extracted (AVE) for each
factor [110]. As shown in Table 2, the factor loadings
vary between 0.539 and 0.891, and are all significant
statistically (p = 0.000). The AVE values for each factor

were 0.46 for corporate identity, 0.69 for corporate image,
0.70 for corporate reputation, 0.73 for customer trust and
0.72 for customer loyalty. Excluding the AVE value for
corporate identity being slightly below 0.50, the overall
results still show evidence of convergent validity of the
measures used for these constructs.

4.3. Discriminant Validity
We verified the discriminant validity of the latent variables according to the procedure proposed by [110] by
comparing the AVE values of each pair of variables to
their squared correlation coefficient. Excluding the case
of the variable identity (AVE = 0.46), the AVE values of
the other variables (0.69, 0.70, 0.73, and 0.72,) were
above the squared correlation coefficient of each pair of
variables (0.65 for identity-image, 0.67 for image-reputation, 0.22 for image-trust, 0.28 for reputation-trust, and
0.65 for trust-loyalty). In light of these results, we argue

Table 2. Summary results of construct measures.
Constructs

Factor loadings

t*

Corporate Identity
Cooperative form of organization

0.772

Fixed

A credit union is different from a bank

0.539

17.928

My credit union’s logo

0.677

23.555

Corporate Image
I always have a good impression of my credit union

0.808

Fixed

My credit union projects a better image than its competitors

0.839

35.292

The name of the credit union comes to my mind first

0.836

35.054

Corporate Reputation
My credit union always keeps its promises

0.847

38.546

My credit union has a better reputation that its competitors

0.811

35.094

My credit union is fair in the decisions it makes and actions it takes

0.839

Fixed

Customer Trust
The integrity of my credit union

0.817

40.368

Expertise in financial services at my credit union

0.847

43.346

My credit union is always concerned with the well- being of its members

0.891

Fixed

The well-being of the members is more important to my credit union than its financial performance

0.819

40.648

Customer Loyalty
My credit union remains my first choice

0.879

Fixed

I still do business with my credit union

0.86

42.262

I recommend the credit union to people in my surrounding

0.795

35.53

Jöreskog’s ρ AVE
0.71

0.46

0.87

0.69

0.87

0.7

0.91

0.73

0.89

0.72

*

All of the Student t were statistically significant (p = 0.000).
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that it is possible to conclude that the five constructs
were distinct.

4.4. Verification of Research Hypothesis
The results of the assessment presented in Table 3 reveal
that all of the hypothesized relationships described in
Figure 1 were confirmed.
Hypothesis H1: Corporate identity and corporate image
The effect of corporate identity on corporate image
was confirmed with β = 0.81 (p = 0.000). This result is
consistent with the idea that corporate identity is a source
of information used in the process of image building [19,
42]. Taking into account the absence of consensus about
this relationship in the literature, this result helps clarify
the distinction between these two constructs. While corporate identity, which is essentially composed of physical and behavioral indicators, is used to specify a firm as
a distinct entity, usually in relation to others in the same
industry, corporate image represents its portrait, which is
the overall impression left on a customer’s mind. Corporate identity is, therefore, an identification tool, whereas
corporate image is, in a sense, an overall response by
consumers to everything that the firm represents.
Hypothesis H2: Corporate image and corporate reputation
The influence of corporate image on corporative reputation, as stated in hypothesis H2, was confirmed with β =
0.82 (p = 0.000). This relationship, verified in our study,
corresponds to a proposition raised in the literature [66],
to the effect that corporate reputation is the overall and
end result of the corporate image-building process. In our
opinion, corporate image and corporate reputation come
from the same globalizing process based on information
used by the consumer to assess the firm’s performance.
However, corporate image is an overall portrait formed
by the consumer without necessarily having had previous
experiences with the firm, whereas corporate reputation
represents a more personal evaluation carried out by
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consumers, informed by their experiences with the firm.
According to this distinction, the result from the second
hypothesis suggests that corporate image, as an evaluation of the firm, can exist in the mind of customers before they even catch a hint of the firm’s reputation.
Hypothesis H3: Corporate image and customer trust
The effect of corporate image on customer trust, as
identified in this study with β = 0.53 (p = 0.000), confirms the results of several earlier studies on the nature of
the relationship between these two constructs [15,84,
111]. There is a consensus in the literature regarding the
existence of a relationship between image and trust, but
the direction of this relationship is still uncertain. For
example, some authors stress that trust coupled with
credibility is a key element to use in the corporate image
building process [112]; whereas others claim that, in a
long-term relationship, a positive image serves the purpose of maintaining consumer trust [94]. In this study,
image is considered a source of trust because most (92%)
customer-members of the credit unions who participated
in the survey have been with their financial institution for
a long time, that is, for over 10 years. In this way, corporate image can be viewed as an important publicity tool
that is likely to strengthen the customer’s trust [113].
Hypothesis H4: Corporate reputation and customer
trust
The hypothesis, which puts forward the impact of corporate reputation on customer trust, was also confirmed
with β = 0.47 (p = 0.000), in accordance with other studies [45,86]. This relationship is in harmony with the preceding argument advanced about the idea that image and
reputation are derived from the same globalizing process.
Hypothesis H5: Customer trust and customer loyalty
The last hypothesis on the role of customer trust in reinforcing customer loyalty was accepted with β = 0.81 (p
= 0.000). This confirms the results obtained in other
studies regarding the direct relationship between trust
and loyalty [6,8,101-103]. This hypothesis, verified in

Table 3. Regression coefficients and statistics for the causal model.
Path

Standardized regression coefficients β

t

p

Corporate Identity → Corporate Image

0.81

21.84

0.000

Corporate Image → Corporate Reputation

0.82

27.33

0.000

Corporate Image → Customer Trust

0.53

4.82

0.000

Corporate Reputation → Customer Trust

0.47

4.08

0.000

Customer Trust → Customer Loyalty

0.81

31.15

0.000

χ
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= 372.053 (p = 0.000); NFI = 0.930; IFI = 0.935; CFI = 0.935; RMSEA = 0.076
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our study, is in conformity with the quasi-consensus observed in the literature. Yet, we argue in favor of a contribution to the body of knowledge when we consider the
mediating role of customer trust between the perceptions
of various forms of social identity and customer loyalty.

5. Discussion
The results of this study demonstrate the mediating role
of customer trust between social identity (in its three
forms: corporate identity, corporate image, and corporate
reputation) and customer loyalty. These results suggest to
managers of financial institutions two avenues worth
exploring to develop and reinforce customer loyalty.
Firstly, a financial institution must be able to adequately manage all three forms of social identity in order
to build or reinforce customer trust. For example, corporate identity must rely on physical elements likely to create favourable and lasting impressions in customers’
minds [19,21,46]. In this way, corporate identity plays a
precursor role in the positioning of the organization and
exerts a positive influence on customers’ perceptions of
the firm’s image in a competitive setting. To improve its
image and enhance its reputation, a financial institution
must count on elements that will ensure the success of its
service delivery system. One of these elements must be
contact personnel. Contact personnel are composed of all
employees located at the organization’s frontline and are
those who have direct contact with customers. For customers, contact personnel represent a prominent dimension of a service organization’s image because they are
the first point of meeting in the service encounter. Moreover, as the firm’s privileged representatives, their role
continues through the service cycle. These employees not
only carry out their functions in sales and marketing, but
they are also the loyal embodiment of the values conveyed by the organization. Therefore, taking care of the
image projected by contact personnel contributes to the
improvement of the organization’s image. In a similar
way, the performance of contact personnel helps to define the organization’s reputation and attract new customers. Performance depends greatly on these employees’ ability to provide and guarantee the service that will
meet customers’ needs. This ability rests, in turn, on two
major characteristics of the service employees: namely,
their competence and benevolence. Competence is the
capacity of employees to produce transactions requested
by the customer and to perform in such way as to meet
his expectations [114], while benevolence is synonymous
with the willingness to take into consideration the customer’s interests and to act with sensitivity to his needs
[80]. Thus, it is crucial for a financial institution to include these two characteristics in the planning of its human resources. Competence must be combined with be-
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nevolence in order to maximize employee performance
and, as a result, reinforce the organization’s reputation
and customer trust.
Secondly, to build customer loyalty and sustain it, relationship marketing can play a key role to influence
positively customers’ perceptions of the organization and
to enhance customer trust. Loyalty is not determined exclusively by the intrinsic characteristics of service offer.
It can also depend on external traditional activities, such
as advertising and public relations, well known to those
in charge of marketing. So, the choice of elements for
positioning and communication strategies must reflect
the reality and ability of the organization to keep the
promises of quality and benefit made to its customers in
order to bridge the gap between action and rhetoric. It is
important to note that the gap between action and rhetoric can produce a vague and contradictory image, and it
can develop a bad reputation and a loss of trust. Because
of the long process necessary in shaping corporate social
identity and customer trust, a firm’s actions must be systematically organized in the form of scenarios in such
way as to avoid bad actions thereby provoking the destruction of social identity and trust. Preventive measures
must be set up to avoid this kind of negative impact and
must involve all of the employees in the organization,
especially contact personnel, who are the frontline and
who interact with customers.

6. Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to verify empirically a
causal model in a financial service setting that links the
three forms of a firm’s social identity, namely corporate
identity, corporate image, and corporate reputation, to
customer trust as factors leading to customer loyalty reinforcement. The results obtained have enabled us to
confirm the significant impact of the chain of effect identity-image-reputation on customer trust, which in turn
affects customer loyalty. However, it is important to underline several limitations of the present study. Firstly,
the causal structure is not complete because it contains
only corporate-level concepts as explanatory factors.
Secondly, our results do not allow for the generalization
to all types of services because of the great variety across
service sectors, especially since the data were collected
from a convenient sample of consumers-members in a
credit union setting. Thirdly, the efficacy of the direct
measures used to assess the five constructs in the model
must be considered [115]. The selection of these measures was based on the meaning of each of these constructs in the absence of appropriate measurement scales.
With regard to future research, it would be useful to proceed with studies on redundancy (or non-redundancy) of
the diverse forms of social identity in order to clearly
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establish the distinction between them. Finally, it would
be interesting to develop measurement scales for these
constructs and to include them with other variables, such
as the quality and the perceived value of the service provided in a more complete causal structure with which to
explain consumer loyalty.
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Appendix A
Measures of Corporate Identity, Corporate
Image, Corporate Reputation, Customer Trust
and Customer Loyalty
Corporate identity
 As a cooperative organization, my credit union is
there to help its members.
 My credit union is different from a bank.
 I like my credit union’s logo.
Corporate image
 I have always had a good impression of my credit
union.
 I believe that the image of my credit union is better
than its competitors.
 When I hear about financial services, the name of my
credit union comes to my mind first.
Corporate reputation
 My credit union always fulfills the promises that it
makes to its customers.
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 I believe that the reputation of my credit union is better than its competitors.
 I believe that my credit union is fair in its decisions
and actions.
Customer trust
 I believe that integrity is a well-respected principle in
my credit union.
 The expertise in financial services of my credit union
is well known.
 My credit union is always concerned about its members’ well-being.
 My credit union is more concerned about its members’ well-being than its financial performance.
Customer loyalty
 For financial services, my credit union remains my
first choice.
 I will continue to do business with my credit union.
 I would encourage friends and relatives to do business with my credit union.
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