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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to test a causal model of the relationship between thriving
culture, trust in managers, and students’ satisfaction with educational services at Islamic
Azad University, Hamedan Branch.

Methodology: This applied research used a descriptive—correlational design based on
structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of 12,852 students, from
whom 225 participants were selected through stratified random sampling. Data were
collected using standardized questionnaires measuring thriving culture, trust in managers,
and educational service satisfaction. Data analysis was conducted using partial least squares
modeling with SPSS 26 and SmartPLS 4.

Findings: Thriving culture had a significant positive direct effect on educational service
satisfaction ($=0.568, T=5.234, p<0.001). Trust in managers significantly predicted
educational service satisfaction ($=0.573, T=5.659, p<0.001) and thriving culture
($=0.498, T=4.698, p<0.001). Thriving culture significantly mediated the relationship
between trust in managers and educational service satisfaction (=0.285, T=6.251,
p<0.001).

Conclusion: The results indicate that strengthening a thriving organizational culture and
enhancing managerial trust jointly improve educational service quality and promote

sustainable student satisfaction.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Higher education institutions worldwide operate in an increasingly competitive, complex, and dynamic environment where student
satisfaction has emerged as a strategic indicator of institutional effectiveness and sustainability. Universities are no longer evaluated merely
as knowledge-transmission entities but as service-oriented organizations whose success depends on the quality of educational experiences
delivered to their primary stakeholders, namely students (GUrblzer & Acuner, 2025; Kholiavko & Ostrovska, 2022). Extensive
empirical evidence confirms that student satisfaction is a critical determinant of student loyalty, institutional reputation, retention, and
long-term viability of higher education systems (Masserini et al., 2019; Supriyanto et al., 2024; Susan et al., 2023). Consequently,
identifying the organizational and psychological mechanisms that generate sustainable student satisfaction has become a central concern

for educational researchers and policymakers.

Previous studies have consistently demonstrated that perceived educational service quality is a major predictor of student satisfaction
across diverse cultural and institutional contexts (Al-Yozbakey & Esmaeel, 2024; Amin, 2020, Baek & Kim, 2024; Rusnipa et al.,
2021; Seitova et al., 2024). Service quality in higher education encompasses academic instruction, administrative support, learning
infrastructure, technological resources, and interpersonal interactions. However, scholars increasingly emphasize that technical service
quality alone is insufficient to explain the full variance in student satisfaction. Instead, deeper organizational factors such as institutional
culture and trust relationships significantly shape how students interpret and evaluate the services they receive (Kholiavko & Ostrovska,
2022; Leontev, 2017; Masserini et al., 2019).

One such foundational construct is thriving culture, derived from the theory of thriving at work. Thriving culture reflects a shared

organizational environment characterized by vitality, continuous learning, growth, psychological safety, and meaning in daily activities

(Porath et al., 2012). Organizations that cultivate thriving culture strengthen both employee engagement and stakeholder satisfaction

by fostering intrinsic motivation, proactive behaviors, and commitment. In higher education, research confirms that institutions with
strong organizational culture generate superior educational quality and more positive student experiences (Leontev, 2017; Tu et al,,

2024).

Parallel to cultural influences, trust in managers constitutes another critical determinant of student satisfaction. Trust represents
students’ belief in managerial competence, integrity, transparency, and responsiveness (Kuznetsov & Obrazovaniya, 2022). When
students trust institutional leadership, they interpret academic and administrative services more positively, tolerate service imperfections
more constructively, and develop stronger emotional attachment to the university (Baek & Kim, 2024; Qie & Quan, 2024; Singh &
Jasial, 2020). Moreover, trust functions as both a direct predictor and a contextual mechanism through which service quality influences

satisfaction and loyalty (Singh & Jasial, 2020; Susan et al., 2023).

Recent studies further suggest that trust and organizational culture are not independent forces; rather, trust facilitates the development
of a thriving organizational culture, which in turn amplifies the impact of educational services on student satisfaction (Kholiavko &
Ostrovska, 2022; Tu et al., 2024). Despite this theoretical integration, empirical research rarely examines thriving culture as a
mediating mechanism between trust in managers and student satisfaction, particularly within developing higher education systems. In the
Iranian context, evidence shows that despite substantial investments in educational infrastructure, student dissatisfaction persists,
highlighting the neglected role of soft organizational variables (Ahmadi et al., 2023; Khodaiyari et al., 2014). Addressing this gap, the
present study proposes and tests an integrated causal model linking thriving culture, trust in managers, and student satisfaction with

educational services.
Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted
of 12,852 students enrolled at Islamic Azad University, Hamedan Branch, during the 2026—-2027 academic year. A sample of 225 students

was selected through proportional stratified random sampling.



Data were collected using three instruments: the Thriving e (10 items), the Trust in Managers Scale (7 ite

researcher-developed Educational Service Satisfaction Questionnaire All items were measured on a five-poi

Reliability coefficients exceeded 0.88 for all constructs. Data were analyz ial Least Squares Structur

with SPSS 26 and SmartPLS 4.

Findings

Descriptive analysis indicated moderate to high levels of thriving culture, trust in managers, and educa

respondents. Inferential analysis revealed that thriving culture had a significant positive effect on educationa ice satisfaction (§ =
0.568, T = 5.234, p < 0.001). Trust in managers also exerted a significant direct effect on satisfaction ( = 0.573, T = 5.659, p <

0.001). Furthermore, trust in managers significantly predicted thriving culture (B = 0.498, T = 4.698, p < 0.001).

Bootstrapping results confirmed the mediating role of thriving culture in the relationship between trust in managers and satisfaction. The

indirect effect was significant (B =0.285T =6.251, p <0.001), indicating partial mediation.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that student satisfaction emerges from a complex, multi-layered system of organizational, cultural, and
psychological processes rather than from service quality alone. Thriving culture acts as a powerful contextual mechanism that transforms
managerial trust into sustained educational satisfaction. Trust in managers not only enhances students’ immediate perceptions of services
but also nurtures a cultural environment characterized by vitality, learning, and engagement, which subsequently amplifies satisfaction

outcomes.

These findings underscore the necessity of a holistic management approach in higher education, where institutional leaders invest
simultancously in service systems, organizational culture, and trust-based governance. Universities that strategically cultivate thriving

culture and managerial trust are more likely to achieve long-term student satisfaction, loyalty, and competitive advantage.

Ultimately, this study provides empirical evidence that sustainable improvement in higher education quality depends not only on

structural reforms but also on deep cultural and relational transformations within academic institutions.
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