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Figure 1. The conceptual model of the research.Source: Alcott & Kessler (2019);
Balfour & Wechsler (1996); Afkhami Ardakani & Farahi (2011); Saeed et al. (2018);
Jafari Darigari et al. (2022); Hasanzadeh & Haghkhah (2025); Bauer et al. (2022);
Zhou et al. (2023).
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Abstract
This study aimed to develop and test a comprehensive structural model to
investigate the direct and indirect effects of behavioral nudges on the retention of
knowledge workers, with a specific focus on the mediating role of cultural identity. As
an applied research project, it utilized a descriptive-survey methodology and was
conducted in 2023 among the knowledge workers of the Tabriz Education Organization
in Iran. The statistical population comprised all 350 knowledge workers in the
organization. The sample size was determined using G*Power software. Considering a
95% confidence level, 80% test power, and a medium effect size, the minimum
required sample size was estimated to be 300. To enhance the reliability of the results
and account for potential incomplete responses, 350 questionnaires were distributed
and collected using simple random sampling. Data were gathered through standardized
questionnaires, the validity (including content and construct validity) and reliability
(composite reliability) of which were rigorously confirmed. The data were analyzed
using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in SPSS and AMOS software. The
mediation hypothesis was tested using the bootstrap method with 5000 resamples at a
95% confidence interval. The path analysis results for direct effects revealed that
behavioral nudges have a significant positive impact on knowledge worker retention (3
= 0.47), on cultural identity (B = 0.58), and that cultural identity itself significantly
affects retention (B = 0.39). Furthermore, the mediation analysis, supported by the
Variance Accounted For (VAF) index value of 32.8%, confirmed that cultural identity
plays a significant partial mediating role in the relationship between behavioral nudges
and knowledge worker retention. In conclusion, the systematic and targeted application
of behavioral nudges, integrated with initiatives to strengthen organizational cultural
identity, can serve as a practical and cost-efficient strategy for enhancing the retention
of knowledge-intensive human capital in similar organizational contexts.
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Introduction

In the contemporary knowledge-based economy, retaining knowledge workers
has emerged as a critical strategic challenge for organizations. These employees,
characterized by their specialized expertise and intellectual capabilities, represent
invaluable assets whose voluntary turnover can lead to significant organizational
knowledge loss and substantial replacement costs (Davenport, 2005; Zhou et al.,
2023). Concurrently, many organizations, particularly in developing economies like
Iran, face severe budgetary constraints that limit their ability to implement costly
incentive programs (Bakhtiari & Ramezani, 2023). This challenge necessitates the
exploration of innovative, cost-effective interventions for human resource
management. Behavioral nudges, defined as subtle modifications to the choice
architecture that influence decisions without restricting options or significantly
changing economic incentives, offer a promising alternative (Thaler & Sunstein,
2008). Grounded in behavioral economics and psychology, these interventions
leverage cognitive biases to guide individuals toward desirable behaviors.
However, the effectiveness of such nudges is not universal and is likely moderated
by the organizational and cultural context. Cultural identity, comprising the shared
values, beliefs, symbols, and traditions that shape an individual's sense of
belonging, is posited to be a crucial factor that can enhance or inhibit the efficacy
of behavioral interventions (Foreman & Whetten, 2002). A strong cultural identity
can foster organizational commitment and loyalty, potentially creating a fertile
ground for nudges to influence retention behaviors. Despite the theoretical promise,
a significant research gap exists. Few studies have empirically investigated the
impact of behavioral nudges on knowledge worker retention, and none have
explicitly examined the mediating role of cultural identity in this relationship,
particularly within the unique cultural context of Iranian organizations. This study
aims to fill this gap by developing and testing a comprehensive model that
elucidates how behavioral nudges influence the retention of knowledge workers,
with a specific focus on the mediating pathway through cultural identity.
Method and Instruments

This applied research employed a descriptive-survey design. The study was
conducted in 2023 within the Tabriz Education Organization, Iran. The statistical
population consisted of all knowledge workers in the organization (N = 350). The
sample size was determined using G*Power software with 95% confidence level,
80% test power, and a medium effect size, yielding a minimum required sample of
300. Ultimately, 350 questionnaires were distributed using simple random
sampling to enhance result reliability and account for potential non-response. Data
were collected using standardized and validated questionnaires:
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Behavioral Nudges: A 10-item scale adapted from Kessler and Alcott (2019),
measuring the perception of nudge-based interventions in the workplace (o = 0.92).

Cultural Identity: A 9-item scale developed by Jafari Darigari et al. (2022),
assessing six dimensions: social, historical, geographical, religious, cultural, and
linguistic identity (a. = 0.97). Knowledge Worker Retention: A 5-item scale adapted
from Balfour and Wechsler (1996) and Afkhami Ardakani and Farahi (2011),
measuring the intention and desire to stay with the organization (o = 0.85).

All instruments used a five-point Likert scale. Content and face validity were
confirmed by a panel of management experts. Construct validity was established
through Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). Data analysis was performed using
SPSS for descriptive statistics and reliability analysis. The hypothesized structural
model was tested using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with AMOS software
(Version 24). The mediation hypothesis was tested using the bootstrap method with
5000 resamples and a 95% confidence interval.

Results

The results of the structural equation modeling provided strong support for the
hypothesized model. The key findings are summarized below:

Direct Effects: The path analysis revealed significant direct effects. Behavioral
nudges had a positive and significant direct impact on knowledge worker retention
(B =047, t=06.68, p<0.001). Furthermore, behavioral nudges significantly
influenced cultural identity (p = 0.58, t = 8.12, p < 0.001), and cultural identity, in
turn, had a significant direct effect on retention (p = 0.39, t=5.45, p < 0.001).

Mediation Analysis: The bootstrap results confirmed the mediating role of
cultural identity. The indirect effect of behavioral nudges on retention through
cultural identity was 0.23. Crucially, the 95% bias-corrected confidence interval for
this indirect effect (0.148 to 0.328) did not include zero, indicating statistical
significance. The Variance Accounted For (VAF) value was calculated to be 32.8%,
which signifies partial mediation. Model Fit: The overall fit indices for the
structural model indicated a good fit with the data: ¥?/df = 2.15, CF1 = 0.94, GFI =
0.91, AGFI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.056, SRMR = 0.042.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study makes a significant contribution to the literature by empirically
validating an integrated model linking behavioral nudges, cultural identity, and
knowledge worker retention. The findings demonstrate that behavioral nudges are
not only effective as direct levers for improving retention but also function
indirectly by strengthening employees' cultural identity. The partial mediation
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suggests that while nudges have a powerful direct impact, a substantial portion of
their influence is channeled through fostering a sense of cultural belonging and
shared identity among knowledge workers. Theoretically, this research bridges the
fields of behavioral economics and organizational culture, showing that the
effectiveness of "soft" behavioral interventions is deeply intertwined with "softer"
cultural elements. For practitioners, the findings offer a compelling, low-cost
strategy for HR managers. Instead of, or in addition to, expensive financial
incentives, organizations can invest in designing a nudge-rich environment that is
aligned with and reinforces the organization's cultural fabric. This could include
simplifying knowledge-sharing procedures, using default options for professional
development enrollment, and employing social norm messaging that highlights
collective identity and shared values. In conclusion, this study confirms that the
strategic application of behavioral nudges, particularly when they resonate with
and strengthen cultural identity, provides a powerful and sustainable approach to
retaining valuable knowledge workers. Future research could explore the specific
types of nudges most effective for this purpose and examine these relationships in
different industrial and national contexts.
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