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Abstract

Background and Objective:The purpose of the present research is to identify
the obstacles to the promotion of women to managerial positions in the
education department of Urmia city, Iran.

Research methodology: This research was a qualitative study with a
phenomenological design. For this purpose, 20 female managers and employees
of Urmia city's education department were selected as a sample using a
criterion-based purposeful sampling method and based on the principle of
theoretical saturation. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews.
After transcribing, the text of the interviews was analyzed using the Diekelman
approach and thematic analysis method in MAXQDA software. The validity
and reliability of the findings were ensured through member checking and peer
debriefing.

Findings: The results showed that the lived experiences of women regarding
obstacles to their promotion to managerial positions were extracted into 4
themes and 5 categories. The themes included: 1) cultural and social barriers, 2)
personal barriers (familial, behavioral, skill-based, and attitudinal), 3)
organizational barriers, and 4) gender discrimination. The categories included:
1) lack of confidence in women's abilities and characteristics, 2) lack of family
support, 3) false beliefs, 4) lack of priority for women's issues in the current
affairs of the country, and 5) male-dominated government structure. Among
these, personal barriers had the highest frequency of references (183), followed
by gender discrimination (139), organizational barriers (111), and cultural-
social barriers (103).

Conclusion: The traditional view and approach to the position of women in
society is one of the root factors in not promoting women to managerial
positions. Educational organizations that actively challenge gender stereotypes,
provide family and organizational support, and implement transparent, merit-
based promotion systems can ensure greater female representation in leadership
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

In today’s competitive higher education environment, universities must go beyond academic offerings and
actively manage their organizational image to ensure long-term success. Organizational image refers to the set
of perceptions, beliefs, and emotional impressions that individuals form about an institution through cognitive,
affective, and experiential interactions (Merrin, 2005; Matamala, 2014). These perceptions are shaped by
multiple factors, including educational quality, faculty behavior, institutional symbols, campus aesthetics, and
media coverage (Keelson et al., 2024).

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

Although organizational image and organizational identity are conceptually distinct, they are closely
interrelated. While identity refers to the enduring and fundamental characteristics that members believe define
the organization, image and reputation reflect how external stakeholders perceive the institution (Lievens, 2017;
Lamelas, 2011). Empirical research has shown that organizational image significantly affects student
satisfaction, identity, and 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 growing importance of strategic image management in higher education, this study aims to examine
the role of university image in shaping organizational identity, student satisfaction, and student loyalty. Using
structural equation modeling (SEM), the research provides empirical insights into how image influences
students’ perceptions and behaviors.

Methodology:

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

Data were collected using four validated instruments:

1. University Image Questionnaire (Cervera et al., 2012), measuring three dimensions: educational quality,
university reputation, and campus aesthetics.

2. Organizational Identity Scale (Mael & Tetrick, 1992), assessing students’ sense of belonging and
identification with the university.

3. Student Loyalty Scale (Martensen et al., 1999), measuring students’ commitment and loyalty to the
university.

4. Student Satisfaction Scale (Schlesinger et al., 2015), evaluating students’ satisfaction with their academic and
service experiences.

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

Results:
Table (1): Main theme, number of categories, and number of indicators for each

Theme Number of | Number of | Priority
categories references
Cultural and social barriers 1 103 4
Personal barriers (familial, behavioral, skill-related, and attitudinal) 2 183 1
Organizational barriers 1 111 3
Gender discrimination 1 139 2
Total 4 103 *

Discussion and conclusion

The findings confirm that organizational image plays a central role in shaping students’ attitudes and evaluations
toward the university. Students reported relatively high levels of organizational identity and loyalty, but only
average levels of satisfaction and overall university image. This suggests that while students feel a sense of
belonging and commitment, they remain critical of educational quality, institutional reputation, and support
services.

The strong direct effect of university image on satisfaction, identity, and loyalty aligns with previous research
(Hossain et al., 2025; Tariq et al., 2020). The lack of a direct significant relationship between satisfaction and
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loyalty indicates that satisfaction alone is insufficient to generate long-term loyalty. Instead, loyalty appears to

be shaped by deeper factors such as identity, accumulated experiences, and overall institutional prestige.

The confirmed indirect effect of image on loyalty through satisfaction highlights the mediating role of

satisfaction. However, the non-significant mediating roles of satisfaction between image and identity, and of

identity between satisfaction and loyalty, suggest that these relationships are more complex and multi-layered.

Notably, female students rated university image and identity more positively than male students, while students

in humanities reported higher loyalty than those in basic sciences.

In conclusion, universities that effectively manage their organizational image and fulfill their promises can

ensure long-term student satisfaction and loyalty. Continuous evaluation and strategic management of

organizational image, identity, and loyalty are essential for enhancing institutional reputation, attracting high-
quality students, and maintaining a competitive edge.
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