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Research Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: Numerous studies have demonstrated the detrimental effects of social inequality across
various dimensions of human life. The aim of this study is to examine the impact of social inequality on life
satisfaction, with a specific focus on the mediating role of institutional trust. It also investigates the extent to
which institutional trust influences the relationship between perceived inequality and life satisfaction.

Data and Method: The study employed a quantitative survey design. The statistical population comprised all
citizens aged 15 and over residing in the city of Ahvaz. A sample of 384 individuals was selected using a multi-
stage random sampling method. The collected data were analyzed to test the proposed model.

Findings: The results revealed that perceived social inequality, feelings of deprivation, and institutional trust
were below the theoretical mean, while life satisfaction stood at an average level. Institutional trust, serving as a
mediating variable with a direct regression coefficient of 0.298, partially mitigated the adverse effects of social
inequality on life satisfaction. Furthermore, perceptions of deprivation and limited access to resources
contributed to diminished trust in institutions, which, in turn, led to lower life satisfaction. Structural equation
modelling accounted for 42.3% of the variance in life satisfaction.

Conclusion: Enhancing life satisfaction necessitates a dual approach: reducing social inequalities and
simultaneously strengthening institutional trust. Policy initiatives should be designed to rebuild public trust and
alleviate feelings of deprivation, particularly in vulnerable urban areas.

Keywords: Social trust, Institutional trust, Life satisfaction, Social inequality, Ahvaz city.

Key Message: Social inequality significantly erodes life satisfaction; however, institutional trust plays a critical
mediating role in this dynamic. Therefore, improving life satisfaction requires not only narrowing social gaps but
also reinforcing public confidence in institutions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Social inequality has long been regarded as one of the most fundamental and enduring
challenges in human societies. This phenomenon manifests not only through economic
indicators, such as income and wealth disparities, but also across political, cultural, legal, and
gender dimensions. According to both classical and contemporary sociological theories,
inequality undermines social cohesion, reduces civic participation, and ultimately exerts a
detrimental impact on individuals’ quality of life. Among the key indicators of social welfare
and human development, "life satisfaction" is particularly sensitive to social structures and
unequal relationships. Numerous domestic and international studies demonstrate that deeper
social divides lead to a heightened sense of relative deprivation, which subsequently lowers
the level of life satisfaction.

At the same time, the concept of social trust—specifically "institutional trust"—plays a
pivotal role in this relationship. Institutional trust refers to citizens’ confidence in formal
organizations, including the government, parliament, judiciary, police, and other public
service institutions. High levels of trust foster cooperation, generate social capital, and
enhance life satisfaction. Conversely, a decline in institutional trust is often associated with
perceived injustice, administrative corruption, and structural inefficiency, all of which weaken
social optimism. Therefore, investigating the mediating role of institutional trust in the
relationship between social inequality and life satisfaction holds significant theoretical and
practical significance.

Ahvaz, the capital of Khuzestan Province and one of Iran’s major metropolises, has faced
numerous challenges in recent decades, including urban marginalization, unemployment,
ethnic and social stratification, and deficiencies in public services. These conditions make the
city an appropriate context for examining the impact of social inequality on citizens’ quality of
life.

Methods and Data

This study employed an applied, quantitative research design, using a survey as the primary
data collection tool. The statistical population comprised all residents of Ahvaz aged 15 years
and above, estimated at approximately 1.2 million people according to the latest census data
in 2016. Based on standard sample-size tables (e.g., Lin’s table) at the 95% confidence level,
the sample size was set at 384 participants. A multi-stage random sampling method was
applied: initially, several neighborhoods were selected across different municipal districts,
followed by the random selection of specific streets and households.
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The survey instrument was a researcher-made questionnaire consisting of three major
sections: 1)- Perceived Social Inequality: Measured across economic, occupational, gender,
legal, and service-access dimensions. 2)- Life Satisfaction: Assessed across family, economic,
social, and public service domains. 3)- Institutional Trust: Evaluated through two sub-
dimensions: general trust (in overarching governance structures) and specific trust (in
particular organizations such as courts, universities, municipalities, and the police). The
content validity of the questionnaire was reviewed and confirmed by academic experts in
sociology. Reliability was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, all of which
exceeded 0.70, indicating strong internal consistency. Data analysis was conducted using
descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, and one-sample t-test) and inferential
statistics (Structural Equation Modeling using SmartPLS software).

Findings

The descriptive analysis indicated that both "perceived inequality and deprivation" and
"institutional trust" were below the theoretical mean, while "life satisfaction" approximated
the average level. The results from the Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) revealed the
following:

e Perceived social inequality exerted a direct, negative effect on life satisfaction (f§ =
-0.482).

o Institutional trust had a direct, positive effect on life satisfaction (f = 0.298) and
partially mediated the negative impact of inequality on life satisfaction (significant
indirect effect).

o Perceived social inequality negatively and significantly affected institutional trust (§§ =
-0.356), explaining approximately 12.6% of its variance.

Overall, the model's constructs accounted for approximately 42.3% of the variance in life
satisfaction, and all path coefficients were statistically significant at high confidence levels.
Interpretively, these findings suggest that heightened perceptions of relative deprivation and
limited access to resources erode trust in formal institutions, which, in turn, diminishes life
satisfaction. This observed pattern aligns with theoretical perspectives emphasizing the nexus
among inequality, erosion of social and institutional trust, and declining quality of life.

Conclusion and Discussion
The findings suggest that mitigating both experienced and objective inequalities—
particularly regarding access to services and socio-economic opportunities—alongside
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rebuilding institutional trust, is essential for enhancing life satisfaction among the citizens of

Ahvaz. From a policy perspective, the study highlights several strategic orientations: 1)
Implementing justice-oriented interventions in the distribution of urban resources and public
services, specifically in disadvantaged neighborhoods. 2) Strengthening the transparency,
accountability, and efficiency of local and national institutions to restore public confidence. 3)
Supporting participatory programs that reinforce the bonds between institutions and society.

Scientifically, this study contributes to the literature grounded in the work of scholars such
as Inglehart and Putnam. It shows how perceptions of inequality reduce life satisfaction by
weakening institutional trust and highlights the significant mediating role of this trust in the
specific socio-political context of Ahvaz. Although the study had limitations, including its
cross-sectional design and reliance on self-reported measures, the findings underscore the
need for future research using longitudinal designs and multi-source instruments.

Ethical Considerations

Compliance with Ethical Guidelines
Data collection strictly adhered to ethical guidelines. Participation in the study was entirely

voluntary and based on informed consent, with participants fully aware of their right to
withdraw at any time. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained to prevent individual
identification. All collected data were used exclusively for scientific research.
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