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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify and rank the dimensions of mission-oriented universities in the universities of Mazandaran Province in order to clarify
the key components required for mission-driven transformation in higher education. This applied study adopted an exploratory mixed-method
(qualitative—quantitative) design. Grounded theory was employed in the qualitative phase and a descriptive-survey approach was used in the quantitative
phase. The qualitative population consisted of 20 university professors, experts, and senior administrators, from which 12 participants were selected
through purposive sampling based on theoretical saturation. The quantitative population included 5,878 faculty members, and 361 participants were
selected through stratified random sampling using Cochran’s formula. Data collection tools included semi-structured interviews and a researcher-made
45-item questionnaire using a five-point Likert scale. Face, content, and construct validity were confirmed, and reliability coefficients exceeded 0.70.
Data analysis was conducted using theoretical coding, confirmatory factor analysis, and the Friedman ranking test. Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed
a seven-dimension structure of mission-oriented universities consisting of research and development, industry collaboration, teaching and learning,
innovation and entrepreneurship, internationalization, knowledge management, and social services. All factor loadings were significant (t>1.96) and
standardized coefficients exceeded 0.70, indicating satisfactory model fit. Friedman test results revealed significant differences among dimension rankings
(p<0.05), with internationalization ranked first and industry collaboration ranked last. The findings indicate that mission-oriented universities require an
integrated focus on scientific development, innovation capacity, social engagement, and global interaction, while strengthening internationalization can
serve as a strategic driver for improving higher education quality, expanding academic collaboration, and enhancing universities’ contributions to
sustainable regional development.

Kcywords: Mission-oriented universit}/, internationalization, um’versit)/ innovation, know]edge management, higher education
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education systems across the world are undergoing profound structural transformation as universities
increasingly move beyond their traditional roles of teaching and research toward broader societal engagement
and problem-oriented innovation. The emergence of the mission-oriented university reflects a paradigm shift
in which universities are expected to actively contribute to solving complex social, economic, environmental,
and technological challenges. In this context, universities are no longer viewed merely as knowledge producers
but as strategic actors within innovation ecosystems and regional development frameworks (Kazemi et al.,
2023).

The concept of mission-orientation is closely linked to the evolution of innovation policy. Contemporary
innovation systems emphasize coordinated action toward defined societal missions rather than fragmented
scientific activities. Mission-oriented innovation policies guide universities to align research, education, and
collaboration activities with collective societal goals, thereby enhancing the social relevance and effectiveness
of academic institutions (Liefner et al., 2025). Universities thus become central hubs connecting government,
industry, and civil society in pursuit of shared missions.

At the theoretical level, the development of mission-oriented universities is rooted in the transformation from
a dual mission model—education and research—to a triple mission framework encompassing education,

innovation, and community engagement. Modern universities are expected to foster innovation capacity while



simultaneously promoting social responsibility and public value creation (Profiroiu & Popescu, 2024). The
expansion of the university’s societal mission has led to increased emphasis on technology transfer,
entrepreneurship development, social services, and regional problem solving.

Research indicates that organized research and development structures play a decisive role in mission-oriented
innovation performance. Collaborative research teams, institutional infrastructures, and coordinated resource
allocation mechanisms allow universities to convert scientific outputs into tangible social and economic
impacts (Li et al., 2025). Similarly, empirical analyses of European universities demonstrate a growing shift
from purely basic research toward mission-driven and applied research agendas aimed at addressing societal
needs (Angori et al., 2024).

The global digital transition has further accelerated this transformation. Digital innovation spaces, maker
environments, and knowledge networks have expanded the scale at which universities participate in mission-
oriented innovation ecosystems. Universities operating within digitally enabled environments can rapidly
mobilize interdisciplinary collaboration and generate challenge-led innovation outcomes (Yang & Hu, 2025).
Consequently, mission-orientation has become closely associated with adaptability, technological
responsiveness, and global knowledge exchange.

Another important theoretical foundation lies in the “third mission” of universities, which emphasizes
interaction with society, industry, and regional stakeholders. Studies examining university mission statements
show increasing institutional commitment to social engagement, sustainability, and innovation collaboration
beyond academic boundaries (Cuesta-Delgado et al., 2024). Implementing the third mission, however,
requires organizational transformation, governance reform, and cultural change within universities (Treidel &
Boichenko, 2024).

Despite its advantages, mission-oriented innovation policy also introduces institutional tensions. Universities
must balance academic autonomy with external expectations tied to policy goals and societal missions.
Managing these contradictions requires new governance models capable of integrating diverse institutional
logics while maintaining academic integrity (Mouthaan et al., 2024).

Within the Iranian higher education context, mission-orientation has gained increasing attention as
policymakers seek to strengthen university governance, improve responsiveness to labor market needs, and
enhance societal impact. Mission-driven approaches have been proposed as mechanisms for aligning university
strategies with national development priorities and improving higher education effectiveness (Kazemi et al.,
2023). Furthermore, problem-driven frameworks emphasize that mission-orientation should emerge from
local capacities, institutional identity, and contextual needs rather than universal models (Fereidooni, 2023).
Studies conducted in Iranian universities also highlight the importance of organizational culture, institutional
values, and social commitment as prerequisites for mission-oriented transformation. Institutions that embed

mission values within their structures demonstrate stronger engagement with societal challenges and

community development (Bayat & Moradi, 2022). Additionally, empowering faculty members and



redesigning educational systems are essential steps toward implementing mission-oriented higher education
models (Jamali Zavareh et al., 2023).

Given these theoretical and empirical developments, identifying the structural dimensions of mission-oriented
universities and understanding their relative importance within specific regional contexts has become an
essential research priority. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify and rank the dimensions of mission-
oriented universities in the universities of Mazandaran Province.

Methods and Materials

The present research was conducted as an applied study using an exploratory mixed-method design combining
qualitative and quantitative approaches. The qualitative phase employed grounded theory methodology to
explore expert perspectives and extract conceptual dimensions of mission-oriented universities. Participants
included university professors, higher education experts, and senior administrators with extensive professional
experience in universities of Mazandaran Province. Purposeful sampling was applied, and interviews
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect
qualitative data, allowing participants to elaborate on institutional missions, university roles, and
organizational practices.

Interview transcripts were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. Concepts emerging
from the qualitative analysis were grouped into categories and synthesized into an initial conceptual framework
representing the dimensions of mission-oriented universities. The results of this phase formed the basis for
instrument development in the quantitative stage.

In the quantitative phase, a descriptive-survey design was implemented. The statistical population consisted of
all faculty members working in universities across Mazandaran Province. A stratified random sampling
procedure was applied according to academic rank to ensure representativeness. Based on Cochran’s formula,
an appropriate sample size was selected.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire derived from qualitative findings. The
instrument contained 45 items organized across seven conceptual dimensions and measured using a five-point
Likert scale. Face validity and content validity were confirmed by academic experts. Construct validity was
examined through confirmatory factor analysis, and reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients.

Quantitative data analysis was conducted using statistical software packages. Confirmatory factor analysis
evaluated the measurement model and tested relationships between observed variables and latent constructs.
The Friedman test was applied to rank the relative importance of mission-oriented university dimensions.
Findings

Qualitative analysis identified seven core dimensions representing the structure of mission-oriented

universities: research and development, industry collaboration, teaching and learning, innovation and



entrepreneurship, internationalization, knowledge management, and social services. These dimensions
collectively formed the conceptual model tested in the quantitative phase.

Confirmatory factor analysis results indicated that all measurement indicators significantly loaded onto their
corresponding latent constructs. Standardized factor loadings exceeded acceptable thresholds, demonstrating
strong relationships between observed indicators and theoretical dimensions. All t-values were statistically
significant, confirming construct validity and supporting the seven-dimension model of mission-oriented
universities.

Model fit indices demonstrated satisfactory goodness-of-fit, indicating that the conceptual model adequately
represented empirical data. Reliability coefficients for all dimensions exceeded acceptable levels, confirming
measurement consistency.

Results of the Friedman ranking test revealed statistically significant differences among the dimensions.
Internationalization achieved the highest mean rank, indicating its dominant role in shaping mission-oriented
university performance within the studied context. Knowledge management and social services occupied
subsequent ranks, followed by innovation and entrepreneurship, teaching and learning, and research and
development. Industry collaboration received the lowest ranking among the dimensions.

These findings suggest that universities in Mazandaran Province emphasize global engagement and knowledge
exchange more strongly than industry partnerships. The overall pattern indicates a multidimensional yet
uneven development of mission-orientation across institutional functions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that mission-oriented universities operate as complex institutional systems
integrating educational, research, innovation, and societal engagement functions. The identification of seven
interrelated dimensions confirms that mission-orientation extends beyond strategic declarations and requires
structural alignment across multiple organizational domains.

The prominence of internationalization suggests that universities perceive global academic interaction as a
primary pathway toward institutional development and mission realization. International cooperation enhances
academic visibility, promotes knowledge exchange, and expands research opportunities, thereby strengthening
institutional competitiveness. Universities increasingly view global engagement as essential for responding to
contemporary challenges characterized by interconnected knowledge systems.

The relatively lower ranking of industry collaboration highlights an important developmental gap. While
universities demonstrate strong academic and international capacities, institutional mechanisms linking
academia with industry appear less mature. Strengthening university—industry partnerships could enhance
applied research outcomes, technology transfer, and regional economic development.

The significant position of knowledge management indicates growing recognition of intellectual capital as a

strategic asset. Universities that effectively organize, disseminate, and utilize knowledge resources are better

positioned to achieve mission-oriented goals. Similarly, the strong ranking of social services reflects an



evolving understanding of universities as socially responsible institutions contributing directly to community
well-being.

Innovation and entrepreneurship emerging as mid-level priorities suggest transitional institutional dynamics.
Universities are gradually moving toward entrepreneurial models but may still face structural or cultural
barriers limiting full integration of innovation ecosystems. Enhancing entrepreneurial infrastructure and
interdisciplinary collaboration could accelerate this transformation.

Overall, the results reveal that mission-orientation is not a single institutional attribute but a holistic
transformation encompassing governance, academic culture, external engagement, and strategic alignment.
Universities capable of integrating these dimensions can play a pivotal role in regional development,
innovation capacity building, and societal problem solving.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that mission-oriented universities require balanced development across
international engagement, knowledge management, innovation capacity, educational transformation, and
societal interaction. Strengthening underdeveloped dimensions while maintaining existing strengths can enable
universities to evolve into adaptive, responsive, and impactful institutions capable of addressing contemporary
societal challenges and contributing to sustainable regional development.
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