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Abstract

The present study aimed to design and validate a transformational university governance model in Islamic Azad Universities of Mazandaran Province.
This applied research employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 18 higher education experts and university administrators and analyzed using the systematic grounded theory approach. Open, axial, and
selective coding procedures were conducted to extract key dimensions and components of transformational governance. Based on qualitative findings, a
researcher-made questionnaire was developed for the quantitative phase. After establishing face and content validity, the questionnaire was administered
to a sample of 285 faculty members selected through proportionate stratified random sampling. Data were analyzed using SPSS-24 and SmartPLS-3
through Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). Reliability was assessed via Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, while
construct validity was evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis. Results indicated that transformational university governance consists of eight key
components: institutional innovation and organizational learning, stakeholder participation in governance, transformational organizational culture, data-
driven governance, managerial coherence and coordination, structural and legal flexibility, organizational transparency and accountability, and
transformational vision and orientation. Path analysis revealed that institutional innovation and organizational learning had the strongest explanatory effect
on transformational governance, followed by stakeholder participation and transformational organizational culture. All structural relationships were
statistically significant, and model fit indices confirmed adequate reliability, convergent validity, discriminant validity, and strong predictive capability.
Transformational university governance represents a multidimensional and dynamic construct whose effectiveness relies primarily on operational,
learning-oriented, and participatory mechanisms rather than purely strategic orientations. Strengthening institutional innovation, organizational learning
systems, and stakeholder engagement can significantly enhance university transformation, governance effectiveness, and higher education performance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education systems worldwide are undergoing profound transformations driven by globalization,
technological change, knowledge-based economies, and increasing societal expectations. Universities are no
longer perceived solely as teaching institutions but as dynamic organizations responsible for innovation,
entrepreneurship, social development, and knowledge production. Within this evolving environment,
university governance has emerged as a central determinant of institutional effectiveness, research
performance, and societal responsiveness. Comparative studies demonstrate that differences in governance
arrangements significantly influence universities’ research productivity, strategic adaptability, and
international competitiveness (Sedlacek, 2025).

Traditional governance models in higher education were largely characterized by centralized bureaucratic
control and hierarchical decision-making structures. While such models ensured administrative stability, they
often limited institutional flexibility and innovation capacity. Contemporary governance reforms across
Europe and other regions reveal a gradual transition toward hybrid governance systems combining autonomy,
accountability, stakeholder participation, and network coordination (Dobbins & Knill, 2025). These
transformations highlight the need for governance frameworks capable of responding to complex and rapidly
changing academic environments.

University governance encompasses the distribution of authority, decision-making processes, leadership
patterns, and accountability mechanisms that shape institutional operations. Modern governance discourse
emphasizes that effective governance goes beyond administrative management and involves balancing
academic freedom, institutional responsibility, and societal expectations (Carnegie, 2019). Empirical research
further shows that governance styles influence organizational culture, innovation practices, and institutional
outcomes, reinforcing the strategic role of governance in higher education development (Chan & Yang, 2017).
The emergence of the entrepreneurial and transformative university has intensified attention toward
governance reform. Universities increasingly function as innovation ecosystems interacting with industry,
government, and society. Governance arrangements play a crucial role in enabling academic entrepreneurship,
interdisciplinary collaboration, and knowledge commercialization (Crow et al., 2020). Consequently,
governance transformation has become a prerequisite for institutional adaptation and sustainability.
Transformational governance represents a contemporary approach emphasizing organizational learning,
innovation capability, participatory decision-making, and strategic adaptability. Research on technology and

innovation governance demonstrates that institutions capable of continuous learning and institutional renewal



achieve higher levels of resilience and performance in uncertain environments (Fartash, 2024). Global
reviews of higher education governance models also confirm that institutional innovation and learning
processes constitute core dimensions of successful governance systems (Dezhbord & Qaruneh, 2024).
Another defining characteristic of modern university governance is stakeholder engagement. Universities
increasingly operate within collaborative governance networks where faculty members, students, industry
partners, and social actors participate in policy formulation and institutional development. Studies on
university—industry governance highlight that participatory governance enhances human capital development
and strengthens knowledge transfer mechanisms (Dehghanpour Farashah & Babaei, 2024). Likewise,
collaborative governance models position universities as active contributors to social policy and community
development (Shams et al., 2023).

The rise of data-driven governance has further transformed decision-making processes in higher education.
Digital technologies enable evidence-based planning, performance monitoring, and strategic forecasting.
Research on e-governance indicates that data infrastructures and analytical systems significantly enhance
organizational effectiveness and transparency (Deghati & Yaghoubi, 2021). Smart governance approaches
similarly emphasize integrated information systems and network coordination as foundations of contemporary
institutional governance (Ghaffari et al., 2023).

Accountability and transparency remain essential pillars of good governance. Universities increasingly face
public demands for measurable outcomes, financial transparency, and social responsibility. Empirical evidence
shows that accountability mechanisms strengthen trust, improve institutional legitimacy, and support quality
enhancement in higher education institutions (Abbaspour et al., 2019). Investigations into good governance
frameworks within university systems likewise identify transparency, participation, and fairness as critical
governance dimensions (Niknia et al., 2024).

The relationship between governance quality and educational outcomes has also been widely documented.
Studies demonstrate that effective academic governance correlates with student satisfaction, institutional
prestige, and academic performance, underscoring governance as a strategic driver of university success
(Miocene & O'Meara, 2023). Furthermore, analyses of university transformation processes reveal that
governance reform is essential for implementing sustainable organizational change and responding to evolving
societal demands (Tapiwa, 2023).

In the Iranian higher education context, governance transformation has become increasingly significant due to
institutional expansion, diversification of missions, and growing expectations for innovation and social impact.
Designing context-sensitive governance models that integrate global principles with national institutional
characteristics has therefore emerged as a critical research priority. Studies on desirable higher education
governance emphasize structural coherence, stakeholder inclusion, and adaptive leadership as key

requirements for governance reform (Fattant-Fard Haghighi et al., 2021).



Despite extensive theoretical development, empirical validation of transformational governance models within
specific institutional contexts remains limited. Addressing this gap, the present study aims to design and
validate a transformational university governance model within Islamic Azad Universities of Mazandaran
Province.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied research design using an exploratory sequential mixed-methods approach. The
research was conducted in two consecutive phases: qualitative model development followed by quantitative
validation.

In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 18 experts in higher education
management and university governance. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling
to ensure both academic expertise and practical managerial experience. Data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Qualitative data were analyzed using systematic grounded theory
procedures, including open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Through iterative analysis, conceptual
categories and core dimensions of transformational university governance were identified, forming the
preliminary conceptual model.

Based on qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed for the quantitative phase.
The statistical population consisted of faculty members of Islamic Azad Universities in Mazandaran Province
(approximately 1,100 individuals). Using stratified random sampling proportional to academic rank, a sample
of 285 faculty members was determined. To compensate for potential non-responses, 320 questionnaires were
distributed.

Content validity was assessed through expert review, leading to refinement and removal of several items.
Construct validity was examined using confirmatory factor analysis within a Partial Least Squares Structural

Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) framework. Reliability was evaluated through Cronbach’s alpha and

composite reliability indices. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-24 and SmartPLS-3 software with a
confidence level of 95 percent.

Findings

Qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of eight principal dimensions of transformational university
governance: institutional innovation and organizational learning, stakeholder participation in governance,
transformational organizational culture, data-driven governance, managerial coherence and coordination,
structural and legal flexibility, organizational transparency and accountability, and transformational vision and
orientation.

Open coding generated a large number of initial concepts extracted from interview data, which were
subsequently refined and integrated into coherent thematic categories. The coding process confirmed

conceptual saturation and revealed strong interrelationships among governance dimensions.



Descriptive statistical results indicated that the mean scores of all governance dimensions were above the
midpoint of the measurement scale, suggesting that faculty members perceived the status of transformational
governance components at a moderate to relatively favorable level. Among the dimensions, transformational
organizational culture received the highest mean score, while data-driven governance demonstrated
comparatively lower but still positive evaluations.

Structural equation modeling results confirmed significant positive relationships between all eight dimensions
and the overarching construct of transformational university governance. Institutional innovation and
organizational learning exhibited the strongest path coefficient, indicating the highest explanatory power
within the model. Stakeholder participation ranked second, followed by transformational organizational
culture, data-driven governance, managerial coherence, structural flexibility, transparency and accountability,
and transformational vision.

Reliability analysis demonstrated high internal consistency across all constructs, with Cronbach’s alpha and
composite reliability values exceeding acceptable thresholds. Convergent validity was confirmed through high
factor loadings and adequate Average Variance Extracted values. Predictive relevance indices indicated strong
model prediction capability, and overall model fit statistics supported the adequacy of the structural model.
These findings collectively validated the proposed transformational governance model and confirmed its
empirical robustness as a framework for analyzing university governance transformation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal that transformational university governance is not a single managerial reform but a
systemic and multidimensional process emerging from the interaction of cultural, institutional, managerial,
technological, and participatory elements. The dominance of institutional innovation and organizational
learning suggests that sustainable transformation depends primarily on universities’ capacity for continuous
adaptation rather than solely on formal strategic planning.

The strong role of stakeholder participation highlights the importance of collaborative governance in modern
universities. Governance effectiveness increases when academic communities and external actors actively
contribute to institutional decision-making processes. Participation enhances legitimacy, improves policy
acceptance, and strengthens institutional responsiveness to societal needs.

The importance of organizational culture further indicates that governance reform must address underlying
values and behavioral norms within universities. Transformational governance requires an environment
supportive of innovation, risk-taking, and collective learning. Structural reforms without cultural
transformation are unlikely to produce lasting change.

Data-driven governance emerged as another critical factor, reflecting the growing influence of digitalization
and evidence-based decision-making in higher education administration. Universities capable of integrating
data analytics into governance processes are better positioned to manage complexity, monitor performance,

and anticipate future challenges.



Managerial coherence and structural flexibility also contributed significantly to governance transformation,
suggesting that effective coordination among organizational units and adaptive institutional frameworks
facilitate implementation of strategic initiatives. Transparency and accountability strengthened institutional
trust and reinforced governance legitimacy, while transformational vision played a complementary rather than
dominant role, indicating that strategic orientation must be supported by operational mechanisms to achieve
tangible outcomes.

Overall, the validated model demonstrates that transformational university governance relies primarily on
operational and participatory capacities rather than purely formal or strategic elements. Universities seeking
sustainable transformation should prioritize organizational learning systems, inclusive governance structures,
innovation support mechanisms, and integrated information infrastructures.

The study concludes that transformational governance provides a comprehensive framework for enhancing
university effectiveness, improving decision-making quality, and strengthening institutional adaptability in
rapidly changing higher education environments. The proposed model offers both theoretical insight and
practical guidance for policymakers and university leaders aiming to implement governance reform and

advance institutional transformation.
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