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Abstract

Background and Obijective: This study aimed to examine the
organizational image of Kurdistan University from the students’ perspective
and to determine its correlation with students’ identity, satisfaction, and
loyalty.

research methodology: A quantitative descriptive-correlational research
design was employed. The statistical population comprised 12,000 students,
from whom 628 were selected via stratified random sampling. Data were
collected using four validated questionnaires measuring university image,
student identity, satisfaction, and loyalty. The validity and reliability of the
instruments were confirmed through confirmatory factor analysis.

Findings: Analyses showed that background variables such as gender and
place of residence had no significant effect on the results, likely due to a
uniform organizational culture and broad managerial policies. Differences
in satisfaction and loyalty across faculties were linked to variations in
educational standards, faculty culture, and student-instructor relationships.
Structural equation modeling revealed that university image had a
significant direct effect (0.767) on student satisfaction, identity, and loyalty.
The direct relationship between satisfaction and loyalty was not significant.
The indirect role of satisfaction in the relationship between university image
and loyalty was confirmed; however, the indirect role of satisfaction in the
relationship between image and identity, and the indirect role of identity in
the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty, were not supported.
Conclusion: Universities that effectively manage their organizational image
and fulfill their promises can ensure long-term student satisfaction and
loyalty. Continuous evaluation and management of organizational image,
identity, and loyalty are essential.
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The Role of Organizational Image in Shaping Students’ Identity, Satisfaction, and Loyalty

Extended Abstract

Introduction:

In contemporary higher education, universities operate in increasingly competitive environments, where
institutional success depends not only on academic offerings but also on the strength of their organizational
image. Organizational image is defined as the set of perceptions, beliefs, and emotional impressions that
individuals develop about an institution through cognitive, affective, and experiential interactions (Merrin, 2005;
Matamala, 2014). These perceptions are shaped by several symbolic and behavioral cues, including the quality
of educational services, faculty behavior, achievements, institutional symbols, and the physical appearance of
the campus (Keelson et al., 2024).

A positive organizational image plays a significant role in shaping students’ decision-making, identity
formation, evaluation of services, and long-term loyalty toward the university (Bogale & Debela, 2024; Hossain
et al., 2025). Conversely, in the absence of a strong and clear institutional image, students may fill the cognitive
gap with incomplete or negative assumptions (Matamala, 2014). The dynamic nature of image formation means
that universities must continually evaluate and refine their image in response to stakeholder expectations,
competitive pressures, and media influence (Lievens, 2017).

Organizational image and organizational identity are conceptually distinct but closely interrelated. Whereas
identity refers to internal and enduring characteristics recognized by organizational members, image and
reputation reflect how external stakeholders perceive the institution (Lievens, 2017; Lamelas, 2011). Research
has shown that organizational image can significantly influence students’ satisfaction, sense of identity, and
behavioral loyalty (Stoica et al., 2025; Dogan, 2017; Seow & Hussain, 2024). Understanding these relationships
is essential for developing strategic communication and branding initiatives that strengthen institutional success
and student retention.

Given the emerging need for strategic image management in higher education, the present study aims to
examine the role of university image in shaping organizational identity, student satisfaction, and student loyalty.
By employing structural equation modeling (SEM), the study seeks to provide empirical insights into the
mechanisms through which image influences students’ perceptions and behaviors.

Methodology:

Following a post-positivist paradigm, this study used a descriptive—correlational design. The target population
included all 12,000 students enrolled at the University of Kurdistan. A stratified random sampling method
yielded a final sample of 628 students representing different faculties, academic levels, and genders.

Data were collected using four validated instruments:

1. University Image Questionnaire (Cervera et al., 2012), measuring educational quality, reputation, and
campus aesthetics;

2. Organizational Identity Scale (Mael & Tetrick, 1992);

3. Student Loyalty Scale (Martensen et al., 1999);

4. Student Satisfaction Scale (Schlesinger et al., 2015).

Confirmatory factor analysis revealed appropriate factor loadings and satisfactory model fit indices, indicating
strong construct validity. All scales demonstrated acceptable reliability (o > 0.70).

Results:

Descriptive findings showed that students rated organizational identity and loyalty above the theoretical mean,
while university image and satisfaction were close to average levels. Among image dimensions, campus
aesthetics received relatively stronger evaluations.
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Correlation analysis demonstrated significant positive relationships among all constructs. The strongest
association was observed between university image and loyalty (r = 0.709, p < 0.001), followed by satisfaction
and loyalty (r = 0.701).

Structural equation modeling yielded a well-fitting model (y*/df = 2.88; CFI = 0.966; GFI = 0.946, RMSEA =
0.055). Results demonstrated:

e Astrong positive effect of university image on student satisfaction (B = 0.767),
e  Astrong positive effect on organizational identity (B = 0.633),
o Adirect effect on student loyalty (§ = 0.401).

Student satisfaction significantly predicted loyalty (B = 0.381), whereas its effect on identity was not significant.
Organizational identity independently predicted loyalty (B = 0.252). Mediation analysis further showed that
satisfaction partially mediated the image-loyalty relationship.

Demographic analyses indicated that female students reported more positive evaluations of image and identity,
though not satisfaction or loyalty. Differences across faculties and entry cohorts were also identified, with more
recent cohorts reporting more favorable perceptions.

Table 1: Structural Path Estimates

Path Direct Indirect Total Result
Effect Effect Effect
University Image — Student Satisfaction 0.767 - 0.767 Supported
University Image — Organizational Identity 0.633 - 0.633 Supported
University Image — Student Loyalty 0.401 0.292 0.693 Supported
Student Satisfaction — Organizational 0.116 - 0.116 Not
Identity Supported
Student Satisfaction — Student Loyalty 0.381 — 0.381 Supported
Organizational Identity — Student Loyalty 0.252 - 0.252 Supported

Discussion and conclusion

The findings underscore the centrality of organizational image in shaping students’ academic experiences and
long- term attachment to the university. The significant effects of image on satisfaction, identity, and loyalty
support previous research highlighting image as a foundational determinant of student attitudes (Tarig et al.,
2020; Hossain et al., 2025). Students’ moderate evaluations of educational quality and reputation suggest that
universities must strengthen instructional services, academic standards, and communication strategies to
enhance their perceived value.

The non- significant pathway between satisfaction and identity suggests that while satisfaction influences
specific evaluations of services, identity formation requires deeper symbolic and emotional alignment with the
institution—a process shaped by shared values, cultural cues, and long- term lived experiences. This aligns with
prior studies emphasizing that organizational identity is less influenced by transactional experiences and more
by collective meaning-making processes.

The direct and mediated effects of image on loyalty highlight its strategic importance for higher education
branding. Loyalty is influenced not only by cognitive evaluations (satisfaction) but also by emotional belonging
(identity). Thus, universities seeking to enhance student retention should address both functional and symbolic
dimensions of their institutional image.

Demographic variations indicate that gender, faculty characteristics, and entry timing shape students’
evaluations. Notably, students entering during more stable post- pandemic periods expressed more positive
views, suggesting that macro-level disruptions can significantly affect institutional perceptions.

Overall, the study demonstrates that organizational image serves as the foundational construct shaping student
satisfaction, identity, and loyalty. Investing in strengthening university image—through improving educational
quality, enhancing services, developing strategic communication, and fostering positive campus environments—

can significantly enhance students’ experiences and long-term commitment.
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A strong institutional image not only enhances student loyalty but also contributes to institutional reputation,
competitiveness, and the ability to attract and retain high-quality students.
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