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Abstract
Background  This study explores the interplay between department brand identification, student satisfaction, 
and psychological well-being among social work students. It also examines the mediating role of positive word-of-
mouth (PWOM) behavior to understand how these factors interact. By fostering a sense of identity and satisfaction, 
universities can enhance students’ well-being and institutional loyalty.

Methods  A cross-sectional study design was employed with a sample of 401 undergraduate students selected 
through convenience sampling. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to analyze the relationships among 
department brand identification, student satisfaction, psychological well-being, and the mediating effect of PWOM 
behavior.

Results  Findings revealed that PWOM fully mediates the relationship between department brand identification 
and psychological well-being, suggesting that a strong sense of departmental identity influences mental health 
through advocacy behaviors. Additionally, PWOM partially mediates the relationship between student satisfaction 
and psychological well-being, indicating both direct and indirect effects of satisfaction on mental health. These results 
highlight the importance of fostering a cohesive departmental culture to enhance students’ emotional connections, 
satisfaction, and advocacy behaviors.

Conclusions  The study underscores the strategic role of student satisfaction in promoting psychological well-being 
and institutional loyalty. By encouraging positive experiences and a sense of belonging, universities can support 
students’ resilience and engagement. Future research should explore these relationships in different academic 
settings and employ longitudinal designs to provide deeper insights.

Keywords  Psychological well-being, Student satisfaction, Department brand identification, Positive word-of-mouth 
behavior, Higher education, Quality education
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Introduction
In an era where higher education is increasingly recog-
nized as a cornerstone of societal development, students’ 
holistic development, psychosocial health and well-being 
have emerged as critical areas of focus. In a changing 
educational perspective, the desire to protect and pro-
mote students’ mental and emotional health, beyond 
traditional measures of academic achievement such as 
employability or grades, is gaining prominence in aca-
demic research and institutional strategies [1, 2]. How-
ever, studies in this field generally focus on individual 
aspects of student experiences; the impact of structural 
factors such as institutional belonging, brand identity, 
and advocacy behaviors on student psychological well-
being is not sufficiently examined [3–5]. In this context, 
a deeper understanding of the psychosocial processes 
affecting psychological well-being is critical for institu-
tions to establish sustainable bonds with their students. 
In particular, how positive word-of-mouth (PWOM) 
behaviors, which are the students’ connection with the 
brand identity at the department level, their level of sat-
isfaction and the way they express this satisfaction, affect 
students’ psychological well-being is a current problem 
that needs to be clarified.

In recent years, student psychological well-being 
(PWB) in higher education has become a frequently 
researched topic, especially with its different dimensions 
such as mental, emotional and social well-being. (SWB) 
[6–8]. The effects of students’ coping skills with academic 
stress, self-efficacy perceptions, and social support levels 
on PWB have been addressed in many studies [9–11]. 
However, how students are positioned in the institutional 
context, that is, their identification with the department 
they study (Department Brand Identification-DBI), the 
effect of this institutional belonging on psychological 
well-being, and behavioral elements that can mediate 
this process (e.g. positive word-of-mouth communica-
tion) have been addressed to a limited extent in the lit-
erature [12, 13]. Although the effects of organizational 
identification on an individual’s mental health have been 
discussed in general terms, especially within the frame-
work of social identity theory [14, 15], how this structural 
framework is related to psychological well-being in the 
context of higher education has been explained to a lim-
ited extent. While the effects of PWOM in the context of 
student engagement are more prominent in the literature 
through the marketing discipline [16], the relationship 
of this behavior with psychological well-being is often 
ignored. Therefore, there is limited literature on how stu-
dents’ institutional experiences affect psychological well-
being through not only satisfaction but also belonging, 
identification, and advocacy behavior.

In parallel with the need to understand these psycho-
social mechanisms, higher education institutions are 

centrally responsible for supporting students’ resilience, 
sense of belonging, and self-efficacy. In addition to their 
academic mission, higher education institutions are cen-
trally responsible for supporting students’ resilience, 
sense of belonging, and self-efficacy [17–19]. However, 
much of the existing literature still emphasizes individual 
factors such as self-regulation and social support, while 
institutional factors are understudied [2, 20].

The student’s identification with the brand at the 
department level, the process of transforming this iden-
tification into satisfaction and advocacy behaviors, and 
the contribution of these interactions to the student’s 
psychological well-being have received limited emphasis 
in the literature [11, 12]. In particular, positive word-of-
mouth behavior should be reconsidered not only from a 
marketing perspective, but also from a multidimensional 
and multidisciplinary perspective as a student’s internal-
ization of the institutional experience and social belong-
ing [20]. In this respect, the model put forward by the 
study both adds an institutional dimension, especially 
through well-being, in a framework that intersects mar-
keting and psychology literature, and offers applicable 
suggestions to higher education institutions to increase 
the mental resilience of their students.

This study empirically tests the relationships between 
institutional identity, satisfaction, advocacy behavior and 
psychological well-being in this unique context based 
on a department (Hacettepe University Department of 
Social Work), which is the pioneer of social work edu-
cation in Turkey and has a high perception of institu-
tional brand. In this respect, it has the potential to fill 
an important gap in the literature in terms of both con-
text and theoretical contribution. In this context, PWB 
is recognized as a fundamental component that affects 
students’ emotional and social development as well as 
their academic development in higher education [1, 3, 
20]. Various studies have shown that student satisfaction 
increases psychological resilience through factors such as 
academic engagement and self-efficacy [21, 22]. Similarly, 
identification with department or institutional identity 
has been shown to have positive effects on individuals’ 
life satisfaction and sense of meaningfulness [23, 24]. On 
the other hand, how advocacy behaviors (particularly 
positive word-of-mouth (PWOM)) relate to students’ 
sense of belonging to the institution and psychological 
stability has been more limitedly examined [12, 16]. In 
the literature, PWOM is generally considered as a result 
of satisfaction and institutional commitment. It is also 
emphasized that it is considered as a structure that can 
contribute to the individual’s self-efficacy and psycholog-
ical meaning production processes [25, 26].

However, most of the aforementioned studies either 
treat the relationships between these variables indepen-
dently or consider psychological well-being only as an 
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outcome variable. In particular, how positive word-of-
mouth communication behavior (PWOM) mediates the 
relationships between departmental identity and student 
satisfaction and psychological well-being has not yet 
been clarified clearly enough. Moreover, existing studies 
have mostly been conducted in the context of Western 
geography, and findings on student experiences in coun-
tries with diverse higher education systems are limited. 
This study aims to make an important contribution to the 
field by examining the mediating role of PWOM between 
both departmental identity and satisfaction and psycho-
logical well-being.

In conclusion, this study aimed to investigate the fac-
tors influencing the psychological well-being (PWB) of 
university students, with a particular focus on the medi-
ating role of positive word-of-mouth (PWOM) behavior 
in the relationships between department brand identifi-
cation (DBI), student satisfaction (SS), and psychologi-
cal well-being (PWB). The main purpose of the study is 
to evaluate how the psychological dimensions of student 
experiences interact with institutional belonging and 
advocacy behaviors within the framework of a holistic 
model.

On the other hand, this study was conducted at 
Hacettepe University Department of Social Work, which 
provides undergraduate education in social work in Tur-
key and is considered as the pioneer of the field. Founded 
in 1967, this department has been the sole representative 
of social work education in Turkey for many years and 
continues to accept high achieving students today [27]. 
This context provides both a historically and institution-
ally meaningful backdrop for the study and increases the 
potential of the findings to contribute to the academic 
and practical development of the discipline. In addition, 
this study makes theoretical and empirical contributions 
to the literature on the determinants of psychological 
well-being in higher education. Theoretically, it reveals 
that PWOM is not only a marketing outcome but also 
a psychosocial process related to students’ identity con-
struction and emotional resilience. At the empirical 
level, in the Turkish context, the research, conducted in a 
human-centered discipline such as social work, provides 
unique findings in understanding the effects of interdis-
ciplinary practices on student well-being. Moreover, the 
proposed model has applicability for higher education 
policies, student engagement strategies and brand man-
agement practices.

Theoretical framework and hypotheses 
development
Psychological well-being
Psychological well-being (PWB) refers to a multidimen-
sional structure that includes individuals’ cognitive and 
affective evaluations of their lives [28]. Unlike hedonic 

well-being, which focuses on the individual’s level of 
pleasure and satisfaction with life (Kahneman et al., 
1999); PWB is based on an eudaimonic approach that 
focuses more on the individual’s self-actualization and 
the production of meaning in life. Ryff and Keyes [29] 
define PWB as an individual’s ability to reach his/her true 
potential through environmental mastery, positive rela-
tionships with others, personal growth, purpose in life, 
life autonomy, and self-acceptance. This definition goes 
beyond an individual’s temporary state of happiness and 
presents PWB in a holistic framework that includes more 
permanent and deeper dimensions.

In the context of higher education, Ryff’s model is 
increasingly accepted and provides a framework for stu-
dents’ resilience, self-efficacy and social relationships 
[17]. In this sense, for example, environmental efficacy 
is manifested in a student’s ability to use the university 
system effectively, while positive relationships can be 
expressed in supportive, empowering social bonds with 
peers and faculty. Similarly, life purpose can be linked to 
the goals and objectives that students wish to achieve in 
their academic journey. At this point, psychological well-
being represents a holistic state of well-being that is pro-
ductive, relational and value-based, including social and 
structural factors rather than individual [12, 30].

From a social psychology perspective, Social Identity 
Theory [14] and Self-Affirmation Theory [31] provide an 
important conceptual basis for understanding the fac-
tors affecting students’ psychological well-being. Social 
identity theory is based on the assumption that individu-
als define their identities according to certain groups and 
develop their self-identity through this identification 
[32]. Accordingly, when individuals identify with social 
groups (e.g., a department) that they value and consider 
important, their sense of self is strengthened through 
belonging. In this sense, finding a place in the commu-
nity, creating meaning in a social context and feeling 
emotionally safe directly support the social dimension 
of psychological well-being [30]. However, the theory of 
self-affirmation put forward by Steele [31] suggests that 
the general purpose of the self-system is to maintain an 
image of its integrity, moral and adaptive competence. 
The basic proposition here is that individuals are moti-
vated to protect the integrity of the self [33]. This sense 
of integrity may differ according to the individual’s cul-
tural norms, autonomy, rationality, and being a good 
group member [34]. In this context, efforts to main-
tain self-integrity reflect the individual’s desire to live in 
accordance with the value system and the need for inter-
nal consistency [35]. In particular, the individual’s efforts 
to live in accordance with cultural norms, social roles, 
autonomy or moral standards directly support the eudai-
monic dimensions of psychological well-being [35, 36]. 
In the process of self-affirmation, the individual searches 
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for meaning by taking into account the values that guide 
them life [33]. This situation supports the development of 
dimensions such as personal development, life purpose 
and social relationships, which form the basis of PWB.

Positive word-of-mouth behavior
Word-of-mouth communication (WOM) is defined as 
the process of informally sharing opinions, evaluations 
and experiences about products, services or organiza-
tions among individuals [37]. As a two-way concept, 
WOM can include both positive and negative evaluations 
[25]. In positive word-of-mouth (PWOM) communica-
tion, people voluntarily and informally share their posi-
tive opinions, attitudes and experiences about a product, 
service or organization with their social environment 
[38]. PWOM, which is associated with satisfaction, brand 
love, loyalty, and commitment [39–41] behaviors in the 
marketing literature, also appears as a self-expression in 
which the individual aims to make his/her social iden-
tity, values, and belonging visible [25, 42, 43]. In higher 
education institutions, students’ sharing positive opin-
ions about their departments appears as a psychological-
based behavior rather than a satisfaction and information 
transfer. This behavior is related to the development of 
belonging to the group in which the individual belongs 
and the behavioral expression of this belonging on 
the basis of Social Identity Theory. In addition, people 
tend to identify with the objects they like, thus using 
the important qualities of loved objects to construct or 
express desired identities [44, 45]. In this sense, students 
who identify with their departments may show a volun-
tary tendency to produce positive messages about their 
departments and share them with their social environ-
ment through the social groups to which they feel they 
belong.

Identifying with the social groups to which the indi-
vidual belongs and exhibiting positive attitudes towards 
these groups is one of the important mechanisms that 
support self-integrity [46]. On the basis of Self-Affirma-
tion theory, individuals maintain their psychological bal-
ance by exhibiting behaviors that affirm their values and 
identities while acting with the motivation to protect 
their self-integrity [34]. In this sense, PWOM enables 
individuals to express their personal values and social 
belonging by voluntarily supporting an institution or 
department that they identify with and recommending it 
to others.

As a result, students’ behaviors of feeling self-worth, 
maintaining a sense of belonging and consolidating their 
social position have the potential to support the basic 
components of psychological well-being. Recent stud-
ies reveal that there is a reciprocal and reinforcing rela-
tionship between PWOM and PWB [12, 13]. In the light 
of this information, it has emerged from the idea that 

PWOM may affect students’ psychological well-being 
through both the reinforcement of social identities and 
the support of self-affirmation processes.

Within the framework of this bidirectional relationship, 
the study proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1)  Positive word-of-mouth commu-
nication (PWOM) is related to psychological well-being 
(PWB).

Department brand identification
Department brand identification (DBI) is a psychologi-
cal commitment that occurs when students see the aca-
demic unit they study as part of their personal identity 
[15]. This commitment develops as a result of the over-
lap between the values of the individual and the values 
represented by the department and gains strength as the 
student internalizes the institutional identity [47]. When 
evaluated in the context of higher education, this iden-
tification contains a deeper definition of belonging and 
self for students than institutional belonging. According 
to Social Identity Theory, individuals derive part of their 
self-concept from the social groups to which they belong 
[14]. In other words, individuals shape and develop 
their self-concepts by identifying with the groups they 
belong to [48, 49]. According to Büyükdağ and Kitapçı 
[50], when individuals see these groups as meaningful, 
distinctive and emotionally important to them, they are 
more open to identification and strive for it. In this sense, 
when students identify with their departments, they are 
more likely to internalize the values of this department, 
see their achievements as their own, and behave in accor-
dance with the social identity they share [47].

The impact of DBI on student behavior does not only 
remain at the cognitive and emotional level, but also 
manifests itself in behavioral outcomes. Students who 
identify with the department brand tend to express their 
department (brand) more frequently, more willingly and 
more positively in their social circles [12]. As the level 
of identification increases, students are more likely to 
advocate for their department, recommend it to others, 
and indirectly voluntarily support the department brand 
image [51–53]. At this point, WOM behavior corre-
sponds as an expression of identity; as individuals reflect 
their values to others through the department brand, they 
also reinforce and increase their sense of social approval 
and belonging [54]. In this sense, department brand iden-
tification is expected to encourage behavioral outcomes 
such as positive word-of-mouth and increase students’ 
positive evaluations and satisfaction levels towards the 
department. In addition, the strong evidence in the litera-
ture that feeling belonging to a social group has positive 
effects on mental health, self-esteem, and life satisfaction 
[24, 29] suggests that department identification, which is 
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an extension of social identity, is expected to have indi-
rect effects on students’ psychological well-being. Based 
on this conceptual framework, the following hypothesis 
is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2)  Department brand identification 
(DBI) is associated with positive word-of-mouth commu-
nication (PWOM).

Hypothesis 3 (H3)  Department brand identification 
(DBI) is associated with psychological well-being (PWB).

Hypothesis 4 (H4)  Positive word-of-mouth communi-
cation (PWOM) has a mediating role in the relationship 
between department brand identification (DBI) and psy-
chological well-being (PWB).

Student satisfaction
Student satisfaction (SS) refers to students’ perceptual 
evaluations of the totality of their academic, administra-
tive and social experiences of university life [55]. This 
construct is not only an indicator of meeting expecta-
tions, but also a multidimensional concept that reflects 
the student’s emotional alignment and level of satisfac-
tion with the institutional experience [56]. In the litera-
ture, satisfaction is positively correlated with variables 
such as student engagement, achievement motivation 
and self-efficacy [21].

The effects of SS on PWB in higher education settings 
are also frequently emphasized in the literature. A high 
level of satisfaction increases students’ ability to cope 
with academic stress, strengthens their perception of 
social support, and increases their overall life satisfaction 
[22, 57]. In this context, satisfaction becomes a central 
variable that affects not only the student’s institutional 
evaluation but also their psychological resilience and 
inner balance.

In terms of behavioral outcomes, it is known that stu-
dents with high satisfaction levels tend to share their 
experiences with others and recommend their university 
to others. This process is one of the key determinants of 
positive word-of-mouth behavior [55, 58]. When stu-
dents feel supported and valued, they voluntarily under-
take the advocacy of the organization and thus contribute 
to strengthening the institutional image [59]. In this con-
text, satisfaction becomes not only an internal assess-
ment but also a social element that manifests student 
behavior. PWOM behavior is a means by which students 
express their commitment to the institution at both emo-
tional and behavioral levels [60].

While the existing literature discusses the direct effects 
of satisfaction on PWB, it has focused less on the medi-
ating mechanisms that explain how this relationship 
emerges. PWOM behavior is considered as a potential 

psychosocial carrier in this process. As students com-
municate their satisfaction to others, these exchanges 
reinforce a sense of self-efficacy, strengthen perceptions 
of social acceptance, and increase a sense of belonging. 
Thus, PWOM becomes an important mechanism that 
indirectly supports the effect of satisfaction on PWB [25, 
61].

In line with this theoretical background, the following 
hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5)  Student satisfaction (SS) is associated 
with positive word-of-mouth communication (PWOM).

Hypothesis 6 (H6)  Student satisfaction (SS) is related to 
psychological well-being (PWB).

Hypothesis 7 (H7)  Positive word-of-mouth communi-
cation (PWOM) has a mediating role in the relationship 
between student satisfaction (SS) and psychological well-
being (PWB).
Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework developed 
for this study, integrating interrelated constructs such 
as DBI, SS, PWOM, and PWB. The conceptual frame-
work addresses significant gaps in the existing literature 
by highlighting the largely unexplored mediating role 
of PWOM within the context of social work education. 
This integrated model offers a comprehensive approach 
to understanding how institutional identity, satisfaction, 
and advocacy behaviors contribute to students’ PWB in 
the higher education context. Figure 1 visually represents 
these hypothesized relationships, providing a structured 
basis for testing both direct and indirect effects within 
the scope of this research.

Methods
Research design and participants
This research was conducted within the framework 
of a cross-sectional design by adopting a quantitative 
research methodology approach. In line with the main 
purpose of the study, a relational model proposal that 
can be tested with Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) 
was developed and the survey method was used to obtain 
analyzable data in this direction. SEM offers an analysis 
strategy suitable for the theoretical structure of the study 
due to its capacity to test direct and indirect relationships 
between variables at the same time.

The population of the study consisted of all students 
(N = 657) enrolled in the Social Work undergraduate pro-
gram at Hacettepe University, a state university in Turkey. 
The sample consisted of 401 students who were actively 
attending the relevant program and voluntarily partici-
pated in the study. The selection criteria for participation 
in the study were (1) being enrolled in the undergraduate 
program of the Department of Social Work at Hacettepe 
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University, (2) having active student status during the 
data collection period, and (3) voluntarily agreeing to 
participate in the study. As exclusion criteria, students 
double majoring in another department were excluded 
from the study.

Since full access to randomness was not possible in the 
sampling process, convenience sampling method based 
on accessibility was preferred. As a result of the G*Power 
analysis, the minimum sample size for 95% confidence 
level and medium effect size was determined as approxi-
mately 248 and this number was exceeded. This supports 
the adequacy of the sample in terms of statistical power 
and the reliability of the findings.

Demographic characteristics of the participants are 
shown in Table 1. In terms of demographic distribution, 
84.3% of the participants were female and 15.7% were 
male. In terms of age distribution, the majority of the par-
ticipants are under the age of 20 (45.9%) and between the 

ages of 20–22 (45.6%). In terms of grade level, the sam-
ple represents all years of education from first to fourth 
grade in a balanced manner. In line with these character-
istics, it is considered that the sample group reflects the 
basic demographic characteristics of the research popu-
lation and is adequate in terms of representativeness.

Data collection process
The research data were obtained from undergraduate 
students studying at Hacettepe University, Department 
of Social Work. Before the application, the department 
administration was contacted and informed about the 
purpose of the research and the ethical approval process, 
and the necessary permissions were obtained.

The data collection process was carried out by the 
researchers as a face-to-face questionnaire application in 
the classroom environment. The purpose of the study, the 
principle of voluntary participation and the principle of 
anonymity were clearly explained to the students, and the 
questionnaires were applied after their written consent 
was obtained. It took an average of 10–12  min to com-
plete the questionnaire. No financial or moral incentives 
were provided to the participants; only voluntary partici-
pation was taken as a basis. The 401 completed question-
naires were included in the analysis process.

The data collection process was completed as planned 
and no technical or ethical problems were encountered.

Data collection instruments
The following tools included in a single questionnaire 
were used to collect the study data: The Demographic 
Characteristics Form (3-item), Department Brand Iden-
tification (6-item DBI), Positive WOM Behaviour (3-item 

Table 1  Demographic characteristics of the respondents
Variable Frequency (n) Ratio (%)
Gender
Female 338 84.3
Male 63 15.7
Age
< 20 years old 184 45.9
20–22 183 45.6
> 22 years old 34 8.5
Year of Study
First 85 21.2
Second 105 26.2
Third 107 26.7
Fourth and above 104 25.9

Fig. 1  Conceptual framework of the study
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PWOM), Student Satisfaction (4-item SS), and Psycho-
logical Well-Being (18-item PWB). All constructs in 
this study were measured reflectively using multi-item 
scales on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 
5 = strongly agree). Dawes [62] compared data collected 
using 5-point or 7-point scales with data from 10-point 
scales and found that 5-point and 7-point scales pro-
duced similar mean scores. Accordingly, 5-point Lik-
ert scale was employed in this study to measure DBI, 
PWOM, SS, and their influence on the PWB of students.

All scales used in this study were applied with versions 
that had been previously adapted into Turkish and valid-
ity and reliability studies had been conducted. However, 
in order to maintain the integrity of the meaning of the 
scales and increase their suitability for the target group, 
the statements were revised and expert opinion was 
obtained. In order to support the accuracy of the trans-
lation processes, forward-backward translation method 
was used. Accordingly, the original statements of the 
scales were translated into Turkish by two independent 
researchers and then translated back into the original 
language by another expert to assess the content consis-
tency. Before the final forms were created, the compre-
hensibility and linguistic appropriateness of the scales 
were tested with a pilot study and minor adaptations 
were made to the items deemed necessary. This process 
aimed to strengthen the conceptual and cultural validity 
of the instruments.

Demographic form
A short demographic information form developed by 
the researchers was used to determine the socio-demo-
graphic characteristics of the participants. The form 
included three main variables: gender, age, and grade 
level of the students. This information was used to define 
the structure of the sample and to provide contextual 
integrity in the interpretation of the findings.

Department brand identification (DBI)
The DBI scale, originally developed by Mael and Ash-
forth [15] to measure organizational identification at 
the university or institutional level, was adapted in this 
study to assess students’ identification with their aca-
demic department. In this study, the scale was specifi-
cally employed to evaluate DBI among students, focusing 
on their connection and sense of belonging to their aca-
demic program. The Cronbach’s Alpha value for this 
study was calculated as 0.889, indicating strong internal 
consistency.

Positive WOM behaviour (PWOM)
The PWOM scale was developed by Casidy and Wymer 
[16]. The scale aims to capture the most significant 
and influential aspects of students’ PWOM behaviors, 

including their discussions about the department, shar-
ing reviews across various communication platforms, 
and recommending the department to others. In this 
study, the PWOM scale was used to measure students’ 
PWOM behaviors, and the Cronbach’s Alpha value was 
calculated as 0.890 for this study.

Student satisfaction (SS)
The SS scale, originally developed by Parahoo et al. [55] 
in their study was designed to measure SS at the univer-
sity level. In the current study, this scale was adapted to 
focus specifically on department-level satisfaction, aim-
ing to assess students’ contentment with their academic 
department rather than the university as a whole. In this 
study, the SS scale demonstrated excellent internal con-
sistency, with a Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.943.

Psychological well-being (PWB)
The PWB scale, developed by Clarke et al. [63], provides 
a framework for understanding levels of well-being, par-
ticularly in the context of higher education, where PWB 
has become an increasingly significant area of research. 
In this study, the scale was utilized to assess the PWB of 
students in the context of their academic experiences. 
The Cronbach’s Alpha value for this study was calculated 
as 0.982, demonstrating excellent internal consistency.

Preliminary implementation (Pilot Test)
In order to evaluate the comprehensibility and validity of 
the measurement tools to be used in the research and the 
functioning of the application process, a pre-test (pilot 
study) was conducted before the data collection process. 
In this context, the questionnaire form was applied to 30 
students studying at Hacettepe University, Department of 
Social Work who were not included in the study.

As a result of the pilot study, no expressions that could 
create ambiguity in the scale items were detected. In 
addition, the data collection process was found to be con-
sistent in terms of content and smooth in terms of appli-
cation. In line with the feedback received, no structural 
or linguistic adjustments were needed in the scale form. 
These results showed that the scales can be used safely 
and validly in the actual data collection process.

The ethical aspect of the study
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the 
Hacettepe University Ethics Committee (Approval Num-
ber: 35853172-900). All stages of the study were con-
ducted in line with the scientific research principles of 
the Council of Higher Education and the University.

Before the data collection process, the participants 
were informed about the purpose, content, and volun-
tary nature of the study. The written consent of the par-
ticipants was obtained and it was clearly stated that they 
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had the right to interrupt or completely withdraw from 
the research at any time. The data obtained from the 
participants were collected completely anonymously 
and analyzed in accordance with the principle of confi-
dentiality. During the research process, no practice that 
would harm or pressure any participant was included. 
The research was conducted in accordance with the prin-
ciples of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Data analysis
A total of 401 valid forms were used in this study. The data 
were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 22.0 and AMOS 
23.0 software. Initially, normality checks were conducted 
to assess the suitability of the data for advanced statistical 
analyses. The skewness and kurtosis values for the items 
were found to be within the acceptable range of − 1.50 to 
+ 1.50, indicating that the data followed a normal distri-
bution [64]. This study was designed as a cross-sectional 
and quantitative study involving undergraduate students 
enrolled in the social work program.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted 
using AMOS 23.0 software to assess the convergent and 
discriminant validity of the constructs and to evaluate the 
model fit. This analysis ensured that the constructs ade-
quately represented the theoretical framework proposed 
in the study. Subsequently, Structural Equation Modeling 
(SEM) was performed to test the relationships between 
the variables using the maximum likelihood estimation 
method. SEM allowed for a comprehensive examination 
of the complex interactions among dependent, indepen-
dent, and mediating variables. The analysis included an 
evaluation of correlations, construct reliability, average 
variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability to 
ensure the robustness of the model. Mediation analysis 
was conducted to examine the role of PWOM as a medi-
ating variable in the relationships between DBI, SS, and 
PWB.

An additional independent samples t-test was con-
ducted to examine whether the main variables differed by 
gender. The results indicated that there were no signifi-
cant gender-based differences across the variables (see 
Appendix A for detailed results).

Findings
Measurement model evaluation
We adopted the two-step approach recommended by 
Anderson and Gerbing [65] for constructing and testing 
the measurement model. In the first step, the measure-
ment model was assessed to examine its reliability and 
validity. In the second step, the structural model was 
evaluated to test the research hypotheses.

The standardized item loadings, average variance 
extracted (AVE), composite reliability (CR), and Cron-
bach’s alpha values are presented in Table 2. To confirm 
convergent validity, AVE values should exceed 0.5, and 
CR values should exceed 0.7 [66]. As shown in Table  2, 
all values met or exceeded the recommended thresholds. 
Furthermore, Cronbach’s alpha values for all constructs 
were above 0.6, indicating an acceptable level of internal 
consistency [67].

To evaluate discriminant validity, the square root of the 
AVE values (√AVE) was compared with the correlation 
coefficients between constructs. As shown in Table 3, the 

Table 2  Measurement model
Constructs & items Loadings Cron-

bach’s 
alpha

AVE Com-
posite 
reliability

Depatment Brand Identifica-
tion (DBI)

0.889 0.574 0.889

  DBI1 0.769
  DBI2 0.654
  DBI3 0.805
  DBI4 0.843
  DBI5 0.784
  DBI6 0.674
Positive WOM Behavior 
(PWOM)

0.881 0.730 0.890

  PWOM1 0.775
  PWOM2 0.906
  PWOM3 0.877
Student Satisfaction (SS) 0.940 0.806 0.943
  SS1 0.784
  SS2 0.933
  SS3 0.963
  SS4 0.900
Psychological Well-Being 
(PWB)

0.982 0.754 0.982

  PWB1 0.900
  PWB2 0.860
  PWB3 0.857
  PWB4 0.870
  PWB5 0.852
  PWB6 0.863
  PWB7 0.876
  PWB8 0.870
  PWB9 0.877
  PWB10 0.852
  PWB11 0.879
  PWB12 0.869
  PWB13 0.871
  PWB14 0.862
  PWB15 0.863
  PWB16 0.880
  PWB17 0.856
  PWB18 0.873
Note. DBI = Department Brand Identification; PWOM = Positive WOM Behavior; 
SS = Student Satisfaction; PWB = Psychological Well-Being
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√AVE values for each construct were significantly greater 
than their correlations with other constructs, indicating 
good discriminant validity [68, 69].

The findings of the measurement model validation con-
firm the reliability and validity of the constructs used in 
the study. The robust statistical foundations established 
by the CFA and SEM analyses ensure that the model 
adequately represents the hypothesized relationships. 
The inclusion of mediating analysis highlights the indi-
rect effects of PWOM in connecting DBI and SS to PWB, 
contributing significantly to the understanding of these 
relationships.

The structural model evaluation
The structural model was assessed using AMOS 26, and 
the results indicated a good model fit with χ²/df = 1.798, 
NFI = 0.938, GFI = 0.90, CFI = 0.972, and RMSEA = 0.045. 
These indices meet the commonly accepted thresholds 
for SEM analyses, demonstrating the robustness of the 
proposed model [64, 66].

The results of Structural Equation Modeling are shown 
in Table  4. The findings confirm that Positive Word-of-
Mouth Behavior (PWOM) positively and significantly 
impacts Psychological Well-Being (PWB) (β = 0.398, 
p < 0.001), supporting H1. Similarly, Department Brand 
Identification (DBI) was found to significantly influence 
PWOM (β = 0.393, p < 0.001), confirming H2. However, 
the direct relationship between DBI and PWB was not 

significant (β = -0.093, p > 0.05), indicating that H3 is not 
supported.

Furthermore, the results highlight the significant posi-
tive effects of SS on both PWOM (β = 0.563, p < 0.001) 
and PWB (β = 0.723, p < 0.001), thereby supporting H5 
and H6. These findings underscore the critical role of SS 
in fostering both PWB and PWOM behavior.

Mediation effects of positive word-of-mouth behavior
The mediating role of PWOM in the relationships 
between DBI, SS, and PWB was examined using Struc-
tural Equation Modeling (SEM). This approach was 
selected due to its ability to simultaneously estimate com-
plex relationships among latent and observed variables, 
making it particularly suitable for mediation analysis. The 
bootstrapping method with 5,000 resamples was applied 
to estimate the indirect effects and their confidence inter-
vals, ensuring robust and bias-corrected results [70].

The results of the mediation analysis are presented in 
Table  5, detailing the direct, indirect, and total effects 
of DBI and SS on PWB through PWOM. Bootstrapped 
confidence intervals confirmed the statistical significance 
of the indirect effects, supporting the mediating role of 
PWOM in both relationships. By employing SEM with 
bootstrapping, this study provides a nuanced under-
standing of the pathways through which DBI and SS 
impact PWB, while addressing potential issues related to 
measurement error and model complexity.

Table 3  Correlations between all factors (Diagonal elements are square roots of the average variance extracted)
Constructs Mean SD DBI PWOM SS PWB
Department Brand Identification (DBI) 3.59 0.88 0.76
Positive WOM Behavior (PWOM) 3.63 0.93 0.612** 0.85
Student Satisfaction (SS) 3.37 0.96 0.465** 0.709** 0.90
Psychological Well-Being (PWB) 3.42 1.20 0.325** 0.586** 0.629** 0.87
Note: Values in bold indicate square root of AVE values ∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗ p < 0.001

Table 4  Structural equation modelling results
Hypotheses Standardized path coefficient t-value p-value Hypothesis status
H1: PWOM → PWB 0.398 3.592 < 0.001 Supported
H2: DBI → PWOM 0.393 9.157 < 0.001 Supported
H3: DBI → PWB -0.093 -1.241 > 0.05 Non-Supported
H5: SS → PWOM 0.563 10.753 < 0.001 Supported
H6: SS → PWB 0.723 7.275 < 0.001 Supported
Note: Fit statistics: χ2(420df ) = 1.798 (p = 0.00), NFI = 0.94, GFI = 0.90, CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.045

Table 5  Mediating role of positive WOM on psychological wellbeing
Effect Size SE 95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper P Conclusion

H4: DBI > PWOM > PW Total Effect 0.447 0.062 0.347 0.551 0.000 Full Mediation
Direct Effect -0.104 0.098 -0.273 0.551 0.279
Indirect Effect 0.551 0.084 0.430 0.708 0.000

H7: SS > PWOM > PW Total Effect 0.987 0.072 0.882 1.121 0.004 Partial Mediation
Direct Effect 0.731 0.116 0.544 0.964 0.003
Indirect Effect 0.256 0.083 0.133 0.402 0.004
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Results from SEM analysis indicate that PWOM fully 
mediates the relationship between DBI and PWB. The 
total effect of DBI on PWB was significant and posi-
tive (β = 0.447, SE = 0.062, p < 0.001). However, the 
direct effect was not statistically significant (β = -0.104, 
SE = 0.098, p = 0.279), while the indirect effect through 
PWOM was significant (β = 0.551, SE = 0.084, p < 0.001). 
These findings suggest that DBI influences PWB exclu-
sively through its impact on PWOM, confirming H4.

For SS, the analysis reveals a partial mediation effect 
of PWOM in its relationship with PWB. The total effect 
of SS on PWB was significant and positive (β = 0.987, 
SE = 0.072, p = 0.004), as was the direct effect (β = 0.731, 
SE = 0.116, p = 0.003). The indirect effect through PWOM 
was also significant (β = 0.256, SE = 0.083, p = 0.004), con-
firming that SS enhances PWB both directly and indi-
rectly through PWOM. This finding supports H7 and 
highlights the dual pathways through which SS contrib-
utes to PWB.

Discussion
This study provides important findings for understand-
ing the dynamics of psychological well-being (PWB) in 
higher education, revealing the interactions between 
department brand identification (DBI), student satisfac-
tion (SS) and positive word-of-mouth communication 
(PWOM). The results suggest that PWOM is an impor-
tant mediating mechanism in the relationship between 
institutional factors and students’ PWB. In particular, 
PWOM fully mediates the relationship between DBI and 
PWB, suggesting that the identity bond that students 
form with their academic department influences their 
mental health, mainly through advocacy behaviors. Fur-
thermore, the partial mediation between SS and PWB 
suggests that satisfaction contributes directly and indi-
rectly to PWB. At this point, it is noteworthy that not 
only mediation relationships but also the direct effect of 
satisfaction on PWB was found to be significant. This 
result shows that satisfaction is an independent determi-
nant of students’ psychological resilience and emotional 
integrity, suggesting that satisfaction-oriented interven-
tions can directly contribute to PWB. These findings 
make an important contribution by examining in depth 
these specific relationships that have not been adequately 
addressed in the literature regarding the mediating role 
of PWOM.

The full mediating effect between DBI and PWOM 
emphasizes the importance of departmental identity 
as a psychological anchor for students. Based on social 
identity theory and the self-affirmation framework, stu-
dents are more likely to engage in PWOM when they 
internalize their departmental identity, thereby affirm-
ing their belonging and gaining emotional strength [71, 
72]. This process not only contributes to organizational 

reputation, but also strengthens students’ sense of pur-
pose, emotional resilience and social belonging. This 
finding is in line with previous research, supporting the 
role of institutional identity on sense of belonging and 
PWB [24, 60]. Furthermore, advocacy behaviors such as 
PWOM provide an additional perspective to the studies 
on social identity and institutional commitment by show-
ing how institutional branding can indirectly contribute 
to students’ mental health [12, 42]. These results high-
light the links between identity, advocacy, and well-being, 
providing a better understanding of how academic envi-
ronments contribute to students’ holistic development.

On the other hand, the partial mediation between SS 
and PWB suggests that satisfaction affects students’ 
mental health in two different ways. Satisfaction directly 
strengthens PWB by increasing the sense of achieve-
ment and emotional stability, and indirectly supports 
well-being through PWOM. Satisfied students establish 
stronger ties with their academic and social environment 
by sharing their positive experiences [73, 74]. This finding 
reveals that satisfaction is not only a factor that encour-
ages advocacy behaviors, but also an important determi-
nant of emotional well-being. It is clear how satisfaction 
supports emotional fulfilment and how this encourages 
students to make positive contributions to their academic 
and social environments [22, 59]. Through PWOM, sat-
isfied students reinforce their sense of belonging, creat-
ing a cycle of mutual support for both themselves and 
their communities [75]. These dynamics illustrate how 
satisfaction shapes not only individual resilience but also 
the social and institutional ecosystems in which students 
thrive.

Furthermore, this study reveals the dual role of PWOM 
as both a reflection of satisfaction and identity and as a 
mechanism that reinforces psychological outcomes. By 
sharing their positive experiences, students strengthen 
their sense of community and self-efficacy. These ele-
ments are essential components of well-being [76, 77]. 
This reciprocal relationship between advocacy behaviors 
and mental health highlights the central role of PWOM 
in higher education research [4, 26].

Although the direct relationship between DBI and 
PWB was not statistically significant, the demonstra-
tion of an indirect effect through PWOM reveals how 
identity-based behaviors can lead to positive mental 
health outcomes. This finding partially contradicts the 
widespread literature on the direct effect of identifica-
tion on PWB [24, 29]. In terms of explaining this con-
tradiction, the context of the study can be characterized 
as an important factor. For example, even if students’ 
DBI levels were strong, the lack of specific social sup-
port structures or identity transition experiences for the 
direct effect on PWB may have weakened this relation-
ship. Moreover, the fact that the effect of identification 
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is indirectly reflected on PWB through mediators such 
as advocacy behavior may lead to the consideration that 
behavioral mechanisms are more dominant in terms of 
psychological outcomes [78, 79]. This also reinforces the 
premise of self-affirmation theory, suggesting that when 
identity is affirmed through action (i.e., PWOM), it pro-
duces stronger psychological effects than through mere 
cognitive alignment. On the other hand, the cross-sec-
tional design of the study may also be a potential factor 
affecting this result. Since structures based on belonging 
and identity construction, such as DBI, involve dynamic 
processes that develop over time, longitudinal research 
designs are needed to evaluate such effects more accu-
rately. This finding challenges simplistic assumptions that 
institutional branding directly affects well-being, sug-
gesting that its impact is more likely to occur through 
behavioral and social mechanisms. For higher education 
institutions, this suggests that building a strong depart-
mental identity should be supported by strategies that 
encourage students to share their experiences. Thus, 
PWOM can be used as a well-being tool [80, 81].

Theoretical implications
This study contributes to the theoretical dimension of 
psychological well-being (PWB) in higher education and 
proposes a unique theoretical framework by integrating 
variables such as department brand identification (DBI), 
student satisfaction (SS) and positive word-of-mouth 
communication (PWOM) in a single structural model. 
The findings fill an important gap in the literature by 
explaining the impact of institutional belonging and sat-
isfaction on students’ mental health through behavioral 
mediation mechanisms.

First, within the framework of Social Identity Theory, 
this study shows that DBI is a psychological resource 
that influences not only the sense of belonging but also 
well-being through PWOM. The fact that the direct rela-
tionship between DBI and PWB was not found to be 
statistically significant indicates that identification can 
produce psychological outcomes at the point where it 
turns into behavior, that is, through PWOM. At the theo-
retical level, this finding reveals that the effect of social 
identity depends not only on cognitive but also on behav-
ioral reflections.

Second, the finding of both direct and indirect effects 
of satisfaction on PWB suggests that satisfaction is not 
only an outcome of evaluation but also a psychological 
resource that supports emotional integrity and resilience. 
These findings, in relation to self-efficacy and resilience 
theories, provide a theoretical explanation for the regula-
tory role of satisfaction on emotional stability.

Third, the mediating role of PWOM on well-being in 
relation to both satisfaction and DBI in the study suggests 
that this behavioral outcome should be considered not 

only as a marketing but also as a psychosocial process. In 
this respect, the study makes a unique theoretical contri-
bution to the field as one of the few studies examining the 
psychological effects of PWOM in the higher education 
context.

Finally, the lack of a significant direct relationship 
between DBI and PWB questions the assumptions about 
the direct effect of identification on well-being, which is 
widely accepted in the literature, and suggests that the 
effect of institutional belonging is more likely to occur 
through behavioral means. This suggests that in future 
studies, variables that develop over time, such as DBI, 
should be examined with longitudinal designs. Thus, 
the structural effects of belonging on well-being can be 
explained in a healthier way.

Practical implications
The implications of the study point to concrete strategies 
that higher education institutions can implement to sup-
port students’ psychological well-being. First, building a 
strong departmental brand identity is critical. Findings 
have shown that the impact of DBI on PWB is mani-
fested through PWOM. Therefore, departments should 
build an inclusive and integrative culture, organize events 
that encourage student participation, share departmental 
achievements, and involve students in decision-making 
processes. Such practices support PWOM behaviors by 
increasing students’ emotional attachment to the institu-
tion, thereby strengthening their PWBs.

Second, student satisfaction (SS) is a strategic ele-
ment for both advocacy behaviors and PWB. According 
to the findings, satisfaction has both direct and indi-
rect effects on PWB. In this context, universities should 
improve teaching quality, accelerate student support ser-
vices and increase student satisfaction through practices 
such as mentoring that increase interaction. In addition, 
feedback mechanisms should be established to respond 
quickly to the changing needs of students.

Third, the mediating role of PWOM shows that this 
behavior is not only a form of communication but also a 
means of psychological support. Institutions can encour-
age PWOM through digital platforms, alumni-network 
events and campaigns that make student experiences vis-
ible. In particular, creating environments where students 
can share their personal success stories increases both 
belonging and psychological resilience.

Finally, these findings suggest that the student experi-
ence is not limited to academic achievement but also 
encompasses psychological, social and institutional 
engagement dimensions. Structures such as DBI and SS 
affect not only student satisfaction, but also long-term 
engagement, alumni interaction, and institutional repu-
tation. Accordingly, higher education institutions should 
develop strategies that address not only short-term 
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student needs but also long-term psychosocial develop-
ment goals.

Limitations and future research
Despite the important contributions of this study, some 
limitations should be considered. Firstly, due to the 
cross-sectional research design, it is not possible to 
determine cause-effect relationships with certainty. Lon-
gitudinal studies are necessary to understand how the 
relationships between DBI, SS, PWOM and PWB change 
over time. Secondly, the research was conducted only 
in a specific academic department of a single university. 
This may limit the generalizability of the findings across 
different disciplines, institutions and cultural contexts. 
Future research could replicate the study with larger and 
diverse samples to see if these dynamics hold true in dif-
ferent settings. Third, although this study focused on the 
mediating role of PWOM, other possible mediators such 
as social support, academic self-efficacy or institutional 
trust were not addressed. Examining these factors may 
provide a more comprehensive view of how institutional 
and individual variables influence PWB.

Conclusion
This study advances the understanding of PWB among 
university students by highlighting the mediating role of 
PWOM behavior in the relationships between DBI, SS, 
and well-being. By situating the research within the pres-
tigious Social Work Department of Hacettepe University, 
the findings emphasize the critical role of institutional 
branding and SS in shaping mental health outcomes and 
advocacy behaviors. The results offer actionable insights 
for higher education institutions, suggesting strategies 
to enhance SS, foster a sense of belonging, and promote 
psychological resilience. Future research should build 
upon these findings to explore additional mediators, lon-
gitudinal effects, and broader cultural contexts, further 
enriching the field of higher education research.

Appendix A
Independent samples t-test was applied to determine 
whether there is a significant difference between the aver-
ages of DBI (Department Brand Identity), PWOM (Posi-
tive Word-of-Mouth Communication), SS (Student Satis-
faction) and PWB (Psychological Well-Being) according 
to the gender of the participants. The relevant results are 
presented in Table  6. As a result of the analysis, it was 
found that there was no statistically significant differ-
ence between male and female participants in terms of 
the variables of DBI (t(76.93) = 0.246, p = 0.806), PWOM 
(t(399) = 0.012, p = 0.990), SS (t(399) = 0.836, p = 0.404) and 
PWB (t(399) = -0.309, p = 0.758). These findings indicate 
that gender does not play a differentiating role in partici-
pants’ perceptions across the examined constructs.
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