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Abstract

The study aimed to develop and explain a model for implementing university social responsibility policies grounded in an ethical governance approach in
order to bridge the gap between policy formulation and effective implementation. This qualitative study employed a systematic grounded theory
methodology. Data were collected through 18 in-depth semi-structured interviews with higher education experts, policymakers, and university
managers. Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was conducted
simultaneously with data collection using the constant comparative method, including open, axial, and selective coding stages, which led to the
construction of a paradigmatic model. Findings indicate that social responsibility policy implementation in higher education is a context-dependent and
multi-level phenomenon. Causal conditions included ethically responsible human resources, ethical leadership, socially oriented HR policies, socially
responsive teaching and evaluation systems, and ethical economic infrastructures. Contextual conditions involved higher education governance structures,
organizational culture, upstream regulations, and societal expectations. Intervening conditions comprised politicization, organizational resistance,
conceptual ambiguity, weak incentive systems, and resource constraints. Strategic actions included institutionalizing ethical governance, redesigning
policies and structures, empowering human resources, strengthening stakeholder participation, enhancing transparency and accountability, and
developing collaborative networks. These strategies resulted in outcomes such as improved ethical and human capital, enhanced university governance,
higher educational and research quality, strengthened university—society engagement, sustainable development, and increased institutional legitimacy.
The results demonstrate that university social responsibility can be institutionalized only through ethical governance and the alignment of human,
institutional, and value-based dimensions, while the proposed model provides a strategic analytical framework for policymakers, university leaders, and
higher education researchers.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, higher education systems have undergone a profound transformation, shifting from
traditional knowledge-producing institutions toward socially engaged organizations expected to address
complex societal challenges. Universities are increasingly viewed as central actors in sustainable development,
social innovation, and public governance rather than isolated academic entities. This transformation has
elevated university social responsibility (USR) to a strategic dimension of institutional legitimacy and
performance (Lozano et al., 2019; Vallaeys, 2020).

The conceptual roots of social responsibility originate in organizational and corporate theory, where
responsibility is understood as the integration of economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic obligations within
institutional operations. Carroll’s foundational framework established that organizations maintain legitimacy
only when they respond to societal expectations beyond economic efficiency (Carroll, 1999). When transferred
to higher education, this perspective reframes universities as institutions accountable not only for knowledge
production but also for societal well-being, ethical leadership, and civic engagement.

The evolution of universities toward socially responsive models has been strongly linked to organizational
transformation theories. Clark argued that universities must develop adaptive and entrepreneurial capacities to
survive within dynamic socio-economic environments, emphasizing institutional flexibility, external
engagement, and strategic governance (Clark, 1998). Subsequent research highlighted that adaptive university
structures enable institutions to respond effectively to societal demands and policy pressures (Sporn, 2001).
These developments paved the way for viewing universities as engines of public value creation and
contributors to the common good (Marginson, 2016).

Despite the expansion of USR discourse, a persistent gap remains between policy formulation and practical
implementation. Public policy scholarship emphasizes that policy success depends less on formulation quality
and more on implementation processes involving institutional capacity, actor interaction, and governance
arrangements (Hill & Hupe, 2022; Howlett, 2021). Universities often adopt social responsibility policies
symbolically, while operationalization remains limited due to structural and cultural barriers. Institutional

theory further explains this gap by highlighting how organizational behavior is shaped by formal regulations,

normative expectations, and cognitive frameworks embedded within institutional environments (Scott, 2014).



Ethics-oriented governance has emerged as a critical mechanism for bridging this implementation gap. Ethical
governance emphasizes transparency, accountability, participation, and service to the public interest,
repositioning public institutions as responsive actors rather than bureaucratic authorities (Denhardt et al.,
2019; Sadeghinia, 2022). Accountability theory similarly stresses that modern governance systems require
multidimensional answerability to stakeholders, society, and citizens (Bovens et al., 2023). Within higher
education, ethical governance provides the normative foundation necessary for translating social responsibility
principles into actionable policies.

Recent empirical studies highlight the importance of socially responsible leadership and civic-oriented
education in fostering institutional responsibility. Leadership practices grounded in ethical values strengthen
stakeholder engagement and institutional trust in university contexts (Kyambade et al., 2025). Educational
research also demonstrates that universities play a crucial role in cultivating social values, civic awareness,
and responsible citizenship among students (Eugenio, 2025; Soleiman Nejad et al., 2024). Moreover,
contemporary educational reforms increasingly emphasize social and economic responsibility as integral
components of learning outcomes (Sharifi Golzardi et al., 2024; Sharifi et al., 2025).

Although theoretical discussions on university social responsibility and ethical governance have expanded
considerably, there remains a lack of context-sensitive implementation models that explain how policies are
operationalized within institutional realities. Policy-oriented studies indicate that administrative reform and
ethical responsibility must be integrated within implementation frameworks to achieve sustainable outcomes
(Bayati et al., 2024). Consequently, developing an empirically grounded model explaining the implementation
of social responsibility policies through an ethical governance perspective constitutes a significant research
need.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design using the systematic grounded theory approach to develop an
empirically grounded model for implementing social responsibility policies in higher education through ethical
governance. The qualitative paradigm was selected due to the complexity, contextual nature, and
multidimensional characteristics of the phenomenon under investigation.

The research population consisted of higher education experts, university administrators, policy specialists,
and academic scholars with direct experience in higher education governance, policy implementation, or social
responsibility initiatives. Participants were selected through purposive sampling followed by snowball
sampling to ensure access to knowledgeable informants capable of providing rich conceptual insights.

Data were collected through eighteen in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interview questions were designed
to explore participants’ experiences and interpretations regarding causal conditions, contextual factors,
intervening elements, strategic actions, and outcomes related to social responsibility policy implementation in
universities. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that no new

conceptual categories emerged from subsequent interviews.



All interviews were recorded with informed consent, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed concurrently with
data collection using the constant comparative method. Data analysis followed the three-stage coding process
of systematic grounded theory:

1. Open coding, during which initial concepts were extracted from interview data.

2. Axial coding, where related concepts were grouped into categories and relationships among them were
identified.

3. Selective coding, through which categories were integrated into a paradigmatic model including causal
conditions, the central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences.

To ensure trustworthiness, credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement with data and iterative
coding reviews. Transferability was supported by detailed contextual descriptions, while dependability and
confirmability were ensured through systematic documentation of analytic decisions.

Findings

Data analysis resulted in the development of a six-component paradigmatic model explaining the
implementation of social responsibility policies based on ethical governance in higher education.

Causal conditions included ethically responsible human resources, ethics-oriented leadership, socially
responsible human resource policies, socially responsive teaching and assessment systems, value-creation
orientation toward societal development, knowledge-based responsible economy, and ethical financial
foundations. Participants emphasized that human commitment and ethical leadership constituted the primary
driving forces behind effective policy implementation.

The central phenomenon identified was the implementation of university social responsibility policies
through an ethical governance approach. This phenomenon represented the integration of organizational
structures, institutional values, and policy mechanisms aligned with ethical principles.

Contextual conditions shaping implementation consisted of higher education governance structures,
university organizational culture, national policy frameworks, stakeholder expectations, societal value
systems, institutional capacities, inter-organizational collaboration networks, and macroeconomic conditions.
These contextual factors determined the feasibility and effectiveness of strategic actions.

Intervening conditions included politicization pressures, organizational resistance to change, conceptual
ambiguity surrounding social responsibility, weak incentive systems, limited resources, technological
infrastructure challenges, ineffective stakeholder interactions, and unstable economic environments. These
elements influenced the intensity and direction of implementation processes.

Participants described several strategic actions adopted by universities to respond to these conditions. Key
strategies included institutionalizing ethical governance mechanisms, redesigning policies and administrative
structures, empowering academic and managerial human resources, strengthening stakeholder participation,

enhancing transparency and accountability systems, directing education and research toward societal problems,



establishing ethical incentive mechanisms, and developing sustainable collaboration networks among
universities, industries, and communities.

Implementation of these strategies generated multiple outcomes at individual, organizational, and societal
levels. Outcomes included enhancement of ethical and human capital, improved university governance quality,
higher educational and research effectiveness, stronger university—society engagement, sustainable
development contributions, increased institutional legitimacy, improved social reputation, economic
sustainability, and institutionalization of social responsibility as a core university mission.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that social responsibility policy implementation in higher education is not a linear
administrative process but a dynamic governance transformation. The results indicate that ethical governance
acts as the integrative mechanism linking institutional values, policy execution, and societal outcomes.
Universities capable of embedding ethical principles within leadership practices, organizational culture, and
decision-making processes are more likely to achieve sustainable policy implementation.

The study highlights the central role of human agency in institutional change. Ethical leadership and
responsible academic communities function as catalysts enabling universities to move beyond symbolic social
responsibility toward substantive societal engagement. This reinforces the view that governance reform in
higher education must prioritize value-based leadership rather than purely structural reforms.

Another significant implication concerns the interaction between institutional context and implementation
success. Universities operate within broader governance and socio-economic environments that either facilitate
or constrain reform initiatives. Effective implementation therefore requires alignment between institutional
autonomy, accountability mechanisms, and stakeholder expectations. Ethical governance enhances this
alignment by fostering trust, transparency, and collaborative decision-making.

The study further demonstrates that social responsibility should be embedded across teaching, research, and
administrative systems rather than treated as an auxiliary activity. When education and research agendas are
aligned with societal needs, universities become active contributors to social innovation and sustainable
development. Such alignment transforms universities into platforms for public value creation and civic
transformation.

Moreover, the model reveals that implementation challenges often arise from cultural resistance, policy
ambiguity, and inadequate incentive structures. Addressing these challenges requires comprehensive
institutional learning processes and continuous stakeholder engagement. Ethical governance contributes to
overcoming resistance by legitimizing change processes and promoting collective responsibility.

Overall, the proposed paradigmatic model provides an integrated analytical framework explaining how
universities can operationalize social responsibility policies within complex institutional environments. The
findings suggest that the future of higher education depends on transitioning from traditional bureaucratic

governance toward ethically grounded, participatory, and socially responsive governance systems.



In conclusion, the study argues that institutionalizing university social responsibility requires simultaneous
transformation in governance philosophy, organizational culture, policy design, and human capacity
development. Ethical governance emerges as the foundational condition enabling universities to fulfill their

expanding social mission and respond effectively to contemporary societal challenges.
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